
fragile fragments / some woods, a mirror, a shop, a village
 
What do a patch of woods and a shop where things and memories are 
recycled have in common? 

More than we think. Suddenly 
I was no longer a stranger in 
Watou. Curiosity about the forest, 
about Watou. Having a glass of 
wine with Jerome and Guido on 
a late October afternoon. Both 
the woods and Jerome’s shop are 
fragile fragments. 

The woods by just existing. It is as 
if this place does not want to be 
forgotten, a fragile space within 

Watou, a scar. ‘Sacred Woods’ as John West put it. The shop is of course 
a ‘business’, but also a place where cherished memories find a new owner 
and can be cherished again. An ever-changing place where you enter in 
curiousity and rarely leave empty-handed. You might not buy anything at all, 
but it will be hard not to think of the past lives that belong to the carefully 
displayed objects. It is like a miniature of Watou and its surroundings. Both 
places can be gone in an instant. Watou is no exception in this world, which 
is rapidly changing and where market value often rules the roost. With 
this project, besides a story about a bombardment, a mirror and a forest, 
I especially want to make the subtle and the vulnerable visible and show 
common ground. That which connects us all, artists, visitors, residents of 
Watou and those who died here. 

Meaning is not in objects or places - the fragile fragments - themselves. 
Meaning is given by us through language and experience. A thing is a thing, 
an object is an object, as so beautifully described in Wisława Szymborska’s 
poem ‘View With Grain of Sand’. 

On a subsequent visit to Watou, I met Guido 
Doolaeghe, one of the owners of the patch of 
woods. An intense day unfolded. He told the story 
of the plot he and his brother still own.  

The aerial photo shows what happened as a result 
of a bombing (     ) of Watou by the Germans, 27 
and 28 May 1940. Besides ten civilian casualties, 
forty-nine soldiers died: thirty-five British, thirteen 
French and one of unknown identity (?º?º). After 
the bombing, they were provisionally buried on 
site (†1†1). Soon the occupying forces ordered the 

establishment of a cemetery for the fallen. Watou had to look for a 
place. A solution was provided by the church administration, which 
owned a plot of land along Houtkerkestraat that could serve as 
a military cemetery. That plot could be exchanged with another, 
almost equal-sized plot that the church administration leased 
from the municipality of Watou. Even before the deed was signed, 
Omer Leupe, Jerome Alleweireldt and Pascal Vallaey accepted the 
arduous task of exhuming the corpses and making an inventory of 
personal items. Their working equipment consisted of “two buckets 
of pure water, a litre of creoline, 50 gr of cotton wool, 100 gr of 
iodine ink, 2 bandages, a broom, a bottle of strong drink and about 
20 cigarettes (Belga or similar)”. During October and November 
1940, all 49 soldiers were reburied (†2†2). 

After the war, the British victims were transferred to the 
Commonwealth cemetery at Hotton (B) and from October 1949 
the French victims were slowly repatriated to France, mostly by 
their relatives. The unknown soldier was reburied with the graves 
of the WWI victims of Watou, in the local cemetery (†3†3). By the end 
of 1957, the municipality of Watou decided to lease the ‘former 
military cemetery’ and the site merged back into the landscape.  
(source: Jan Daschot in ‘de IJzerbode’ May 4, 2020, ‘De militaire begraafplaats te Watou’)

Around 1978, father Doolaeghe was looking for space to expand 
his transport company, based in this very house. Looking for a 
suitable site, his eye fell on the piece of land along Houtkerkestraat 
that was still owned by the municipality of Watou. Together with 
a neighbouring plot, it would be perfect for his business. It was 
quickly bought with the idea that the neighbouring plot could also 

be acquired. However, due to an incident with one of 
his trucks during the day’s consideration period, the 
neighbouring plot had been sold to another farmer 
before he could agree. A shed was eventually built in 
another location, but father Doolaeghe never sold the 
original piece of land. He turned it into a quiet piece 
of woodland with conifers and poplars, enclosed by a 
privet hedge. There was even briefly a small fishpond 
for musing and relaxing. 
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VIEW WITH A GRAIN OF SAND Wisława Szymborska 

We call it a grain of sand,
but it calls itself neither grain nor sand.
It does just fine, without a name,
whether general, particular,
permanent, passing,
incorrect, or apt.

Our glance, our touch means nothing to it.
It doesn’t feel itself seen and touched.
And that it fell on the windowsill
is only our experience, not its.
For it, it is not different from falling on anything else
with no assurance that it has finished falling
or that it is falling still.

The window has a wonderful view of a lake,
but the view doesn’t view itself.
It exists in this world
colorless, shapeless,
soundless, odorless, and painless.

The lake’s floor exists floorlessly,
and its shore exists shorelessly.
The water feels itself neither wet nor dry
and its waves to themselves are neither singular nor plural.
They splash deaf to their own noise
on pebbles neither large nor small.

And all this beneath a sky by nature skyless
in which the sun sets without setting at all
and hides without hiding behind an unminding cloud.
The wind ruffles it, its only reason being
that it blows.

A second passes.
A second second.
A third.
But they’re three seconds only for us.

Time has passed like courier with urgent news.
But that’s just our simile.
The character is inverted, his haste is make-believe,
his news — inhuman.

On my first visit to Watou, July 2022, I found myself in an 
environment that had been completely foreign to me until then. It 
became a journey of discovery through the Watou biotope, like an 
anthropologist on a first exploration. Night and dawn showed the 

village honestly and vulnerable. Two seemingly 
random places caught my attention. 
First, a patch of woods to the north of Watou, 
strange and almost unnatural in the landscape. 
How had that grove been created? In my mind, 
several scenarios were possible: from a family 
looking for a playground for the children to an 
extreme introvert who loved birds and trees, or 
was it just a happy coincidence? A fertile piece of 
land is not easily given up in Watou for ‘ just some 
hedges and trees’. In the end, it turned out to be 
a rather profane story, but also a stroke of luck, a 

true fragile fragment.  

Another place that really appealed to me was Jerome 
Derycke’s shop. He declutters houses and sells 
anything still usable from his garage. Inside the shop, 
a quirky eclectic universe has formed. Peppered with 
vivid stories from Jerome’s life in and around Watou, 
you will find everything from the tiniest screw to a 
dérailleur or a 1950s scrapbook on aquatic life. Again, 
a fragile fragment that is twofold: the sensitivity of the 
objects and the shop itself. Will it continue to exist after 
Jerome? 
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May 1940, bombing Watou, we are in the house on the right. 
(image: westhoekverbeeldt.be)

October 1940, reburial to military cemetery. 

 
(image through Jan Daschot) 

Circa 1956, the unknown soldier was reburied 
one last time in the local cemetery, alongside 
the fallen of the First World War.

Father Doolaeghe and Remi D’Hu at milk 
collection, Whitsun Day 1957.
(image: westhoekverbeeldt.be)

May 1940, provisional graves on site (image through Jan Daschot) 

1940, Moenaardestraat na het bombardement (foto: westhoekverbeeldt.be)

ex
ch

an
ge

 pl
ot

 of
 su

b-p
as

to
ra

ge
 w

ith
 pl

ot
 of

 m
ili

tar
y c

em
ete

ry
, 1

6.1
0.1

94
0 a

do
pte

d, 
ra

tif
ied

 8 
ma

y 1
94

1

Is Jerome’s shop like 
an Aby Warburg atlas? 
Seemingly unconnected 
things form a small and 
ever-changing universe 
before regaining 
personal meaning.

Jerome’s shop, a fragile fragment of a fragile fragment, October 2022

Residence and transport company of the 
Michel Doolaeghe and Simonne Dauchy family 
around 1950. (image: westhoekverbeeldt.be)

the grove, circa 1980 (with pond)
(aerial image: Geo-Vlaanderen.be)

the grove, February 2023

Like a silent witness, the monumental mirror in the living 
room bears the traces of the bombing. For years it was 
in oblivion, as was the cemetery. Now it has regained 
its familiar place and, through her reflections, allows 
different fragile fragments to meet again. The forest, a 
house, war, life, time and space intertwine.    
   
 

               Iwert Bernakiewicz, Watou, 2023.

After telling me about the woods, Guido took me on his own private 
‘tour of Watou’, including a visit to this house, his parents’ home, 
currently uninhabited and waiting for a new destination. Among the 
remnants of the now defunct family business and collected objects 
and documents, he took me upstairs to show me something ‘special’. 
 
 
It turned out to be a mirror, with impact marks from the May 1940 
bombing, tucked away in the corner of a bedroom. Originally, that 
mirror had hung in ‘the good place’ above the mantelpiece. Thus, in 
a sense, history had come full circle: a mirror that had lived through 
the bombing. A mirror, a fragile fragment, that had reflected the 
life of a growing family business: the bombing; the relief of having 
survived that bombing without too much damage; the father who 
later bought a piece of land on which the victims of that bombing 
had once been buried. By a twist of fate, that land became the 
woods we still see today as a silent witness in the landscape of 
Watou, a strangely healed scar.

 
Early 2019, an Englishman, John West, visited Watou. His 
father, who served in the British army, had been taken prisoner 
of war at Watou and had subsequently survived German 
labour camps. He did not like to talk about the war, but had 
mentioned a military cemetery. Together with friends, John 
was looking for the history of his father and the ‘140th field 
regiment’. Neighbours pointed him to Jan Daschot, local 
historian, who told about the grove and later published an 
article in ‘the IJzerbode’ about it. On visiting the grove, John 
told them that this place felt like ‘a sacred place’ to him. He left 
a flower arrangement in honour of his father’s companions.  

Summer 2022, I felt drawn to this patch of woods and wrote 
that same day about ‘a big switch’. I toyed with the idea of 
moving the statue of ‘the unknown soldier’ away from the 
busy market to the quietness of the woods, 
without knowing the story of the unknown 
soldier once buried there. A twist of fate or 
just a coincidence? 

Either way, there was now a common ground. 
For some reason, the grove had caught my 
attention and won a place in my heart, just 
as it had for the Doolaeghe family. Besides, it 
was literally common ground for the victims 
of the war.

last resting place 
of unknown soldier


