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Caring for Bo 
(middle), and their 
passion for cycling, 
brought Dave Berson 
(left) and Remco 
Jansen together.

Being

Bofor
How an anxious young family from 
Amsterdam found friends for life in 
Philadelphia   BY LISA FITTERMAN

There
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HE EMAIL HAD CAUGHT Dave Berson’s eye. Like so 
many Internet scams and pleas, the subject line 
was in bold typeface. “Need your help!” it read. But 
this one seemed different. Sitting in the chaotic 
basement office of his home in a suburb north of 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania surrounded by a 
jumble of cycling jerseys and family photographs— 
his two passions—he began to read. T
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It was a late winter morning in March 
2011. Within seconds, the 44 year old  
corporate recruiter was engrossed. 
From the email, he learned about Bo 
Jansen, a brave, bright little Dutch girl 
whose knee joints were fused at nearly 
90 degrees, leaving her legs bent and 
rigid. She was making the long jour-
ney to Philadelphia with her parents 
and two younger siblings in the hope 
that surgeries here would help her 
walk for the first time in her young life. 

He read that Bo, then six, had been 
born with arthrogryposis, a congeni-
tal condition that affects about one in 
every 3,000 births. Bo’s specific ver-
sion was even rarer: 1 in 10,000. And 
that she was so determined to become 
independent, she was already able to 
propel herself across a room on her 
knees, like a supplicant looking for a 
miracle.  

The email, written by a U.S.-born 
friend of Bo’s family, stressed that 
her parents, Nancy and Remco Jan-

sen, weren’t looking for handouts 
but rather, someone to give them ad-
vice. Remco already had found work 
and the couple was fluent in English. 
But uprooting a family to settle in 
a strange land for up to a year was 
daunting, to say the least.

“I’m reaching out to see if we can 
put some of that wonderful American 
neighborly spirit into helping them 
find their way in Philly,” Dave read. “Is 
anyone out there willing to help form 
Bo’s ‘dream team’?”

All of a sudden, Dave knew he 
would have to be part of that team. He 
wanted to rally heaven, earth and his 
community to help Bo and her family 
fit in as seamlessly as possible—and 
not just because it was the neigh-
bourly thing to do.

His wife, Rita, often teased him. “If 
someone calls you at midnight and 
asks you to come over right away, 
you’re out of bed and running,” she 
would say. 

An avid cyclist who had competed 
in Europe in the early 1990s, he 
knew what it was to be a stranger in 
a strange land. People there opened 
their homes to him and helped him 
navigate customs, languages and 
those blasted roundabouts so com-
mon on the continent. He’d recipro-
cated over and again, 
welcoming European 
cyclists into his home 
without question. 

But there was more 
here than just a need to 
help. Bo’s story touched 
something deep inside 
Dave: Being the parent 
of a child – his daughter 
Hannah, now 6 – who 
had faced serious med-
ical problems at birth 
(something Dave still 
finds difficult to speak about today) 
spurred him on. 

Dave contacted Barbara, who’d for-
warded him the email that cried for 
help.  

“I’m in,” he said. 

THAT SAME DAY in Broek in Water-
land, a village eight kilometers north 
of Amsterdam, Nancy Jansen sat at 
her computer and opened an email. 
Short, even terse, it read: “Hi, I’m 
Dave. We’re able to help. Let me know 
what you need.”

She called Remco, relieved. Reeling 
from the minutiae of planning at least 
six months abroad in a big American 

city, they had an answer to their cyber 
cry for help. 

Broek is like a step back in time, 
with narrow streets and low-rise 
houses painted all colours of the 
rainbow. It’s a place where every-
one knows each other. Bo, with long 
blonde hair, an open, wide face and 

r a d i a n t  s m i l e ,  h a d 
grown up here, confi-
dent and comfortable 
in her wheelchair. 

Nancy and Remco 
searched to no avail 
for a Dutch doctor who 
could give their daugh-
ter the chance to leave 
her chair. Finally, Nancy 
learned of Dr. Harold 
Van Bosse, an orthope-
dic surgeon in Philadel-
phia who specialized in 

treating kids with arthrogryposis. She 
sent him Bo’s medical history. In the 
summer of 2010, he told the couple 
he’d be in Amsterdam at a conference 
and would love to see her. 

Their meeting took place late in the 
afternoon. Even though Bo was tired 
and hungry, she impressed the sur-
geon by walking on her knees. “If she 
can do that, she can walk on her feet,” 
Van Bosse told Nancy and Remco. 
They looked at each other, unsure if 
they had heard right. But they had. 

They didn’t want to break up the 
family, with one parent to accom-
pany Bo while she had several painful 
procedures to stretch out her joints 

THE JANSENS 
DIDN’T WANT 
TOBREAK UP 

THEIR FAMILY. 
THEY NEEDED  

A HOME  
FOR THEM ALL   

NEAR 
PHILADELPHIA. 
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DURING THEIR 
STAY IN THE 

UNITED STATES, 
YOUNG BO! 

OFTEN IN GREAT 
PAIN!BRAVED  

FOUR SEPARATE 
SURGERIES ON 

HER LEGS

Barbara and their friends leapt into 
action. The first step was to make a 
wish list, which included three beds 
for the kids, a sofa and a loveseat 
and “basically everything you use in 
a kitchen.” They canvassed relatives, 
friends and colleagues to scour their 
homes for stuff. By mid-May they were 

so overwhelmed, Dave 
started to keep spread 
sheets. One entry, a 
sofa and two armchairs, 
was a gift that came 
from “Jenkintown guy 
in park.”

When he sent the 
spreadsheet to Remco 
and Nancy, they were 
t o u c h e d  a n d  a  b i t 
startled. Dave and this 
particular American 
community seemed to 

have a lot of heart. 
 

REMCO ARRIVED IN the middle of 
May 2011, several weeks before the 
rest of the family. Dave met him at the 
airport, slight, serious and solicitous. 

He apologized for not finding a 
home with a bathroom on the main 
floor for Bo and he worried that the 
yard, a huge lawn that backed out 
onto a laneway, was too small.

“Don’t worry,” a somewhat bewil-
dered Remco said as he wandered 
through each room. “You should see 
the size of our yard in Broek. It’s a 
postage stamp.”

Dave spent time going with him 

and the other to stay with their other 
children, red-haired Zef and Fay, who 
wasn’t even two yet. It was luck that 
Remco had found a job with a mul-
tinational firm in Philadelphia as a 
health consultant and was able to 
bring them all over on his temporary 
work visa. 

Their first need was 
a place to stay and they 
sent Dave a picture of a 
house they were think-
ing of renting in the 
north end of the city. 

“Not a good area!” 
he promptly replied. 
“Avoid.”

They gratefully ac-
cepted his offer to ac-
company a real estate 
agent to other listings 
and take pictures that 
he’d send them, along with his notes 
about each place. And so began their 
relationship with the man of very few 
words and a very big heart.

“Just a cardboard box,” he wrote 
dismissively of one house. “Too many 
stairs,” he emailed about another.

Finally, he settled on a place in Jen-
kintown, a charming commuter com-
munity just north of their own Elkins 
Park, with small shops and restau-
rants, a town square and a café that 
has the best lattés in the area. Clad in 
clapboard and stucco, the house had 
three storeys and a suite up top for 
grandparents to stay. 

Once the house was found, Dave, 

to get all the little extras that would 
make the home the family’s own. As 
they shopped, they talked, mostly 
about cycling. In their emails, they’d 
already talked about their passion for 
the sport; when Dave sent a picture so 
that Remco would recognize him at 
the airport, the Dutch man wrote back 
that he looked just like the Spanish 
professional cyclist, Pedro Delgado.

Dave replied: “But shorter.”
It took about a week for Dave to 

haltingly speak to Remco about Han-
nah. Although she was okay now, the 
terror, sense of helplessness and need 
to protect remained. Dave instinc-
tively understood why Bo was coming 
here with the rest of the family—and 
why they were taking this chance. He 
would have done the same thing for 
Hannah in a heartbeat. Now, Remco 
understood, too. The two men had 
another point of connection.

On the day the rest of the family ar-
rived, exhausted and laden down with 
suitcases, he was at the airport with 
Remco to bring them home. When Bo 
saw her bedroom—the first one she 
didn’t have to share—her face shone. 
It was fit for a Disney princess, all 
white and airy, with lots of posters of 
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Top: Bo and her mother Nancy 
wait for their first appointment 
with Dr. Van Bosse in 
Philadelphia. Middle: Bo’s right leg 
is almost straight. The next surgery 
would see a frame put on her left 
leg. Bottom: Saying thank-you and 
good-bye to Dr. Van Bosse. 
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rods, around her right knee; it 
was held in place by pins that 
were screwed into her shin and 
thigh bone. Three times a day 
Nancy turned a bolt attached to 
the fixator to tighten it, which 
straightened the leg out just a 
bit more.

Sometimes, Bo screamed 
from the pain. But she per-
severed and in October, Van 
Bosse did the same procedure 
on the left leg. On January 18, 
2012, one day before her sev-
enth birthday, the second fix-
ator was taken off. A week later 
Bo had a physiotherapy ap-
pointment at the hospital. She 
was scared.

“Mom, hold my feet!” she 
cried at first.

Nancy reached out to hold 
her, protective, when the phys-

iotherapist maneuvered her between 
the parallel bars. Gritting her teeth, 
Bo grasped each bar and whispered, 
“Mom, go away.”

Nancy retreated a bit.
“Further, Mom. Further!”
And then, Bo walked. It was just a 

few awkward steps, but to Nancy, they 
were a great leap forward. She began 
to cry and called Remco on her mo-
bile. “Bo walked,” she said over and 
again. 

Progress was slow. With her legs en-
cased in bright-coloured braces, the 
little girl began to stand on her own.  
She stood and brushed her teeth and 

horses—her favourite animal—caught 
in mid-run. 

“I love it,” she pronounced. “This 
house is great.”

Soon, the house was a home. Dave 
was always available if they needed 
something—a car for a day, help with 
drivers’ licenses. He’d call to invite 
the Jansens over for a barbecue. Or to 
tell them his family was off to the zoo; 
would they like to come, too? 

Bo’s first surgery, to correct a club 
foot, was just two weeks after the 
family landed. A month after that, 
Van Bosse installed a external “fix-
ator,” a metal halo with thin, hinged 

she’d take little steps to her bed, still 
a bit bowlegged but able to bend and 
straighten her knees. 

““She’s always had a fierce, deter-
mined soul,” Remco told Dave during 
one of their cycling outings, which 
they did every Saturday without fail. 
“It’s wonderful to see her body catch-
ing up.”

Then came the day Bo walked with 
her mom into Zef’s school to pick him 
up, carefully and oh-so-casually made 
her way down a long hallway. Her lit-
tle brother ran up to her.

“Bo, you’re as tall as me,” he said, 
dancing around her. “You’re really 
big!”

 
NEARLY TWO YEARS LATER, the Jan-
sens are back in Holland but the two 
families are still as close as ever. They 
stay in contact through Facebook and 
email, and this past January Dave vis-
ited for the World Cyclocross Cham-
pionships, which took place in the 
south of the country, near the Belgian 
border.

“It’s like we’re family,” he says. 
“We’re friends for life.”
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Bo, a friend and little 
sister Fay - at home in 
Broek, The Netherlands.
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