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I was born in Viersen in West
Germany. After my birth I was
taken to the children’s hospital. I
stayed there for a few weeks and
my mother came to visit me every
day. My parents remember seeing
me in the hospital: a big baby
between babies born prematurely.
At first, my mother tried breast-
feeding – there was a special teat
to make this possible – but unsuc-
cessfully. Bottle-feeding was also
difficult, but she managed. After
three weeks or so I was allowed to
go home but a few days later I had
to go to the teaching hospital in
Düsseldorf. There’s one image my
father remembers strongly: a little
boy they had helped very well in
the hospital coming down the
stairs. Seeing him reassured my
parents about taking me to that
hospital.

I was seven or eight months old
when my palate was closed. I
stayed in the hospital for two
weeks. Düsseldorf was further
away than Viersen, where they had
been able to visit me every day.
My parents were very upset about
leaving me behind. In the mean-
time, I had become a strong and
healthy baby. Feeding was a bit
difficult – it took some time before
emptying a bottle or a dish – but I
grew very well. I had two more
operations later on my upper lip.
On both occasions, I had to stay in
the hospital for about ten days. 

When I was one year old my
parents and I moved back to the
Netherlands. My parents are Dutch
and so am I. When I was three I
started speech therapy: half an

hour twice a week until I was six.
Then once a week until I was ten
or eleven. Those lessons taught me
more than just how to speak prop-
erly. My mother tells me that,
when I was five, my vocabulary
was extensive compared to that of
most other children of the same
age. I am inclined to think it is no
coincidence that, twenty years
later, I now work for a radio sta-
tion and a newspaper.

When I was four, I had to go to
an ENT doctor for grommets in
my ears.

I had one more operation when
I was four or five. In the
Netherlands, this operation was
considered to be aesthetic, so it
was not refunded. Because the
operation wasn’t going to be
refunded anyway, my parents
decided to have me operated in
Düsseldorf again. I stayed at the
hospital for a few days only. That
is one of my first vivid childhood
memories.

When I was seven we moved to
Belgium. Two years later I started
to wear braces. I wore them for
about four years, I think. They had
to turn one tooth completely
around, another one had to be
pulled to the front, and one tooth
was removed. I did not mind
wearing the braces, but the visits
to the othodontist could be
painful. The braces were partially
refunded. A few years ago it
turned out that one tooth might
fall out at any time: there is no
bone to hold it. As there is no
bone, an implant was not possible
and so a bridge was required. 

My mother showed me to other
people as a mother is supposed to
do, she walked around with me a
lot. She never noticed me being
teased. As far as I remember, she’s
right. I do remember being teased
sometimes, but not in a harsh or
persistent way. I have always had
lots of friends and I am known as
a sociable person.

When I talk to my mother about
my cleft, she always insists that
she made me act like a normal
child. The best proof of this is that
much of what I am telling you now
is almost as new for me as it is for
you. A few months ago I knew
very little about the operations I
had undergone as a small child.
Nor did I know how my parents
felt about all this. I still don’t real-
ly know, actually. When I ask my
parents how difficult it was, my
mother always insists that it was
not difficult for them, but for me.

At home we never talked about
it. When I was sixteen, I wanted to
have an operation to improve the
appearance of my nose and upper
lip and I asked my parents to find
out what was possible. My father
and I went back to Düsseldorf, but
they said there wasn’t really any
point to more operations. Since
then I have always thought that
my cleft lip and palate were no
longer a problem, but when I think
back to that time and my wish to
have the operation, I must admit
that I have sometimes dreamed of
having a more handsome face.
The upper lip doesn’t annoy me –
I think it’s beautiful – but the flat
nose still does sometimes.
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I have had a few short relation-
ships in my life. My cleft lip and
palate never seemed to be an issue
in any of those relations.

In retrospect, it looks as though
I have seen my cleft lip and palate
as a problem to be solved or over-
come. I started to work for the
radio and became an art critic –
thinking about beauty and how to
redefine it, as art does.

The work for the radio is going
well. I speak my native language
perfectly, but the standards for
speaking on a public and cultural
radio station in Flanders are high.
I have had a lot of speech therapy
lessons again. While working for
the radio and following those
lessons, a new problem occurred.
Speaking into a microphone creat-
ed a strange noise. I went to the
University Hospitals in Leuven.
Over there they told me I would
need an operation to get rid of this
noise. I decided to have the opera-
tion. It was successful – the noise
has gone – but a part of my palate
didn’t grow back. I still haven’t
got a voice certificate allowing me
to present programmes, but I am

allowed to be interviewed live as
an expert on visual arts.

My voice has become a crucial
part of my job. But it is only
recently that I have really begun to
notice what efforts I have to make
to speak well. When I speak a lot
during the day it feels as if my
tongue is getting tired by the end
of the day. The same seems to
happen when I am tired. I am less
motivated than I was before about
the voice certificate. I am not will-
ing to make huge efforts to speak
perfect radio language. I hope that
I will get my voice certificate one
of these days, but presenting a
radio programme is not one of my
goals.

I have always thought of lan-
guage as something you can do
and have to work on. As a child it
was something I did automatical-
ly, I suppose, but I have became
aware of this as I have grown
older. My job at the radio gave me
a way to make a challenge out of
it, I suppose.

Two years ago I started to have
some psychological problems. I
have difficulties with recognising

and showing my feelings. I am
receiving help from a psycholo-
gist, who I visit once or twice a
week. Although we talk a lot
about my cleft lip and palate, and
although I tend to think it plays a
role in my problems, it seems too
easy a way out to blame every-
thing on it.

I suppose every time someone
sees me, the first thing they see is
my cleft lip and palate. The last
few years I have become more and
more aware of this. But at the
same time I forget it every day, and
only this makes life possible, of
course, as with anybody else. You
will never know to what extent
people see you differently from
others. There’s simply nothing to
serve as a basis for comparison.

I have never thought of my face
as ugly. I am sometimes tempted to
see it as something eccentric, but I
don’t like thinking about that. My
cleft lip and palate probably make
me uncertain about how I look and
who I am, but I am convinced my
face is beautiful. Speaking will
always remain a kind of challenge
for me, I suppose.


