The Story of the Actual, Real-Life Man on the Bike on the Dike
On Monday afternoon, September 18, 1944, 52-year-old Gerardus (Geert)
Krijnen left his son’s hospital bedside and rode his bicycle north along Hazeldonkse
Zandweg, the dirt road between Breda and Zevenbergen, provincial towns in
southern Netherlands. At about 5:40 p.m., as he pedaled along the elevated roadway
toward the bridge over the Mark River at Zwartenberg he heard the unexpected roar
of engines, looked to his right, and saw coming toward him a four-engine B-24
bomber, skimming the riverside Wields at 210 mph. He jumped off the bicycle and ran
down the embankment as the plane passed over his head. Then, as the plane sped
away westward, he got back on his bicycle and pushed on to the small wooden house
on the Koekoeksedijk, where he lived with his wife and their four other children.

The Krijnen house on Koekoeksedijk, outside Zevenbergen.

When Geert arrived home, he was “enormously scared and startled”,
according to his oldest daughter, Adrianna, who was 22 years old at the time. “He
shouted that he had almost died.”
The day before, Sunday, the Wirst day of Operation Market Garden, the day that
thousands of Allied paratroopers and glider forces landed some 30 miles to the east,
between Eindhoven and Arnhem, some of the Krijnen family had gone to Mass at St.
Bartholomew Catholic church in Zevenbergen. That morning the priest warned the
congregation that a raid by occupying German forces was imminent. He advised all
men to leave town and go into hiding as soon as possible. However, of more pressing
concern to Geert and Johanna was the health of their younger son, 17-year-old Jan,
who later that day was taken to Langendijk hospital in Breda suffering from an
excruciating headache caused by a brain tumor.

Geert was returning from a visit to the hospital
that Monday when he had the near-fatal encounter
with the low-Wlying B-24. He and daughter Adrianna
made the 22-mile round trip to visit Jan over the
next few days, until Wighting between German and
Allied forces made the trip too dangerous to
attempt. Finally, after a six-week hiatus, when the
Germans had capitulated or been driven from the
area, Geert was able to make the trip again, only to
Wind that Jan had died on November 22 and been
buried in an unmarked grave. The family still does
not know where Jan is buried, owing to the chaos of
those days when liberation hung in the balance.
Geert, the actual, real-life man on the bike on the
dike, was born June 19, 1892 in Standdaarbuiten, a
village 11 miles southwest of Zevenbergen. As an
adult he worked at a sugar beet processing plant in
Zevenbergen. He died March 26, 1977, having
outlived six of his ten children, and is buried in the
Catholic cemetery at Kerkhofweg in Zevenbergen.
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Gerardus (Geert) Krijnen and his wife, Johanna, on their 25-year wedding
anniversary, August 1941.

Adriana van
Leent, 97, lives
with her only
child, Henri, 59, in
Zevenbergen. She
saw the story
(below) in the
paper Wirst, and
exclaimed to
Henri, “Dit is mijn
vader!”

How we found
Adriana (known
as Tante Ad) and
Henri van Leent: I sent Henk den
Ridder, one of my Dutch
correspondents, a digital copy of the
“man on the bike” brochure on April
9, 2019. He had published a brief
article based on our emails in the online version of BN DeStem, the
regional newspaper where he works,
in February 2018. That piece
generated no response. Henk was
intrigued by the brochure and offered
to publish an update if I furnished
him with more information. On April
25 I sent him a 2-page summary of
the research I had done during the
ensuing 14 months. His update was
printed in the paper version of BN
DeStem on May 13. Henri van Leent
emailed Henk later the same day,
writing that his grandfather was the
man I sought. On May 22, armed with
20 questions from me, Henk
interviewed the van Leents and
conWirmed their claim. Remarkably,
Henk lived next door to the van Leent
family in Zevenbergen for 25 years
until Henk moved away from his
parents’ home. Although Henk had
known that Henri’s family “had great stories about WWII”, he had never heard the story
about Adriana’s father’s encounter with the B-24.
Title reads: “The Quest Goes On: Who Was the Cyclist
on the Dike, Anyway?”

