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To Lauren
My special granddaughter,

who reminds me often what it was like to be young.
Thank you for brainstorming with me about Juliana and Maria.

I love you.

To Ellen
Friend, writing partner, editor par excellence.

Thank you for falling in love with Juliana and Maria,
for pouring yourself into this project

and touching it with the sparkle
of your wit, eloquence, and remarkable sense about people.
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For more years than most of my readers have even been 
alive, I’ve loved Juliana von Stolberg. I met her in an old 
history book with no pictures. But the story of her life made 
me want to meet her in person—and to introduce her to the 
whole world.

Several years later, I visited the Royal Dutch Archives in 
The Hague, Netherlands. I’d had to get a letter of permission 
from Queen Beatrix herself in order to be allowed into this 
wonderful place. My heart beat with great excitement as I 
entered the impressive old building. I loved the atmosphere 
created by its dark wood paneled walls, echoing floors, and 
miles and miles of shelves. The man who ran the archive gave 
me a list of things I could look at. I chose the items I wanted, 
and he brought them to me.

The high point for me came when he brought me a bundle 
of old, yellowed letters. There, on each envelope, I could see 
the ink letters, scrawled by the hand of Juliana von Stolberg 
four hundred years before. The fragile envelopes still had 
blobs of sealing wax affixed to them to keep them closed. I 
held them all like delicate jewels and felt the tears coming to 
my eyes. In that incredible moment of wonder, I felt as if I 
was in the physical presence of this dear old woman. That’s 
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Ellen Cohen, brainstormed ideas with me, then read every 
word I wrote, made lots of corrections and suggestions, and 
kept telling me what a wonderful story it was. A group of 
girls from my church—Kristen and Amy Hahn and Christy 
de Villiers—along with their mothers, read the manuscript 
and gave me helpful suggestions. So did my schoolteacher 
friend, Cathy Cooper, and two of her former students, Brenna 
Stanton and Kristine Cabugao.

I thank these, along with all the others who worked on the 
team and made Dr. Oma: The Healing Wisdom of Countess Juliana 
von Stolberg happen as a book!

 • Alice Funkhouser, my dear mother, who taught me how 
to be a godly woman and spent many hours listening 
to the stories of Juliana as I learned them.
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 • John Motley, who, more than a century ago, wrote that 
old dusty book, where I first read about Juliana.

 • Her Majesty, Queen Beatrix, Juliana’s descendent on 
the Dutch throne, who let me use her archives.

 • Mr. Woelderink, the royal archive director, who put 
Juliana’s letters in my hands.

 • Dr. Lewis Spitz, who encouraged me years ago to write 
Juliana’s story.
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 • Each one of you as you read and enjoy and learn 
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Part 1

The Dillenburg
A Place to Hide

1567–1568

La v e n d e r :La v e n d e r :

Lavender is almost wholly spent with us, for to perfume linen, apparel, gloves 
and leather and the dryed flowers to comfort and dry up the moisture of a 
cold braine. —John Parkinson

A reminder of your first herbal lesson. It speaks to you of devotion and 
virtue—two things you will always need if you are to become a true noble-
woman. It will cheer you on a gray day, with its purple color, and its aroma 
will add beauty to the room where you sleep. —Oma
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1
The Surprise Visit

April 1567

On a night that gave no reason to be different from any 
other, Maria prepared herself by lamplight to climb into her 
big bed with the hanging curtains, brocade spreads, and huge 
pillows. Toske, her attendant, had just removed the girl’s head-
dress and ribbons and loosened her honey-colored hair from 
its carefully plaited bun. Maria shook her head, and she and 
Toske laughed together. How she loved it when her hair fell 
in silky cascades around her shoulders. It made her feel like 
a princess—which she almost was.

She was gathering up the long flowing skirt of her sleep-
ing gown and padding across the floor toward her bed, when 
unexpectedly the huge old wooden doors of her apartment 
opened. Startled, Maria looked up to see her mistress, Duchess 
Margaretha of Parma, accompanied by her highest ranking 
lady-in-waiting.

Maria sucked in her breath. What could this mean?
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She watched the noble woman walk through the room 
with its high ceilings and dark paneled walls toward her. Each 
step, each movement reminded Maria that this straight, severe 
woman with the pearls at her neck and sprinkled in the hair 
piled atop her head was the lady of this castle. Regent of 
the Provinces, so Maria had been taught. She didn’t much 
understand what that all meant. It was enough that she was an 
important woman. Maria knew how fortunate she was to be in 
training to become one of the duchess’s ladies-in-waiting.

Two years ago, when she was nine years old, Maria’s father, 
Willem van Oranje, had brought her here to live with, learn 
from, and attend to Duchess Margaretha in the royal court 
of Brussels. Often the girl went off to her apartment to learn 
how to prepare the duchess’s bath or fix her hair or wait on 
any one of her other many needs. But the royal lady never 
came here to her room.

Maria held her skirt and hands in the precise way she had 
been instructed, and curtsied before the woman.

“G-good evening, Your Highness,” she stammered.
The royal visitor nodded to acknowledge the show of 

respect. She stood staring down at Maria, arms folded, a per-
manent scowl pressed into her forehead.

She forced a half-smile at Maria and spoke with a frighten-
ingly drippy sweetness. “Your father has sent for you.”

“My father?” Maria gasped.
“Yes, child. He is taking you to the Dillenburg—to his 

mother, your Oma, Countess Juliana von Stolberg.”
“Going to see Oma?” Anticipation leaped inside Maria, 

and she felt as if she would explode with happiness at the 
thought.
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Nothing brought her so much joy as being with her grand-
mother. Maria had never known her own mother, only Oma. 
She did not come often to visit, but when she did, she played 
games with Maria and her brother, Philips Willem. Often 
Oma read and sang songs to them and held them close. Ah, 
yes, to see Oma with her always-smiling mouth and sparkling 
eyes—that would be a treat above all treats!

But the duchess no longer smiled. “Your father says the 
countess is not well,” she said.

Maria gasped again. Her precious Oma, the healer lady 
who spent her life dispensing potions and salves to bring life 
to others—not well?

Margaretha tilted her head slightly toward the girl. Maria 
searched her eyes but found no comfort there. “She is call-
ing for you. She wants to see you one more time before she 
dies.”

“Before she dies? Oh no! She cannot be that ill.” Maria 
covered her mouth with her hands and swallowed down the 
panicky feeling that rose in her throat.

It seemed to her the woman did not move for a long time. 
Oh! The icy stab in those dark, fearsome eyes! They stared 
a hole through to her inner being. Maria backed away from 
her visitor slowly, one step at a time, until she sat perched on 
the edge of her bed.

The duchess began pacing back and forth around the big 
four-poster bed, arms still folded, smiles all gone. Like an 
animal caught in a cage, Maria pulled her feet up, tucking them 
in under her nightdress, hugging her legs. A chill ran through 
her entire body, and she leaned back against her pillows.
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Margaretha spoke again. “That’s what your father says in 
his message to me. He has asked me to prepare you to leave 
for Breda tomorrow. From there, you go to the Dillenburg.”

“Oh, then I will see my brother!” Maria’s face grew sud-
denly warm and her heart beat so fast, she could feel its steady 
thumping. How she loved Philips Willem! Up until she had 
come here to live in the court in Brussels, he had been her 
constant friend and playmate. Only fourteen months older 
than she, he’d always been there. Living here in this place 
without him had left her often lonely. She had no friend to 
replace him.

But Margaretha was staring at her with unfeeling eyes. “I 
didn’t say your brother was going with you,” she said, a cold 
edge to her harsh voice.

“Bu . . . but, Your Grace,” Maria stammered, “surely if Oma 
is dying, she will want to see Philips Willem as well.”

The regal woman cleared her throat, and walked back 
and forth in half-circles around the foot of the bed. Then, 
with arms folded tightly across her waist, she said icily, “Your 
brother is a man now, committed to his education at the Uni-
versity of Leuven. He cannot be running off to visit an ailing 
grandmother. Your father will take you, and your stepmother 
will go along, with her young child.” She paused and Maria 
watched a smirky half-smile spread across the severe face of 
the woman looking down on her.

Father’s wife, Anna, was going? Why? Anna hated Oma! 
Maria’s flesh turned cold and goosey at the thought. Anna, 
that strange wild woman who acted more like some fearsome 
animal than anybody’s stepmother! Maria remembered well 
the scary years when she and Philips Willem lived with Father 
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and his new wife in the big castle in Breda—all too well, she 
remembered—and shuddered.

At the thought of Anna going along with them, Maria’s 
mind swarmed with memories of Anna’s terrorizing the entire 
household with her drinking bouts, her loud angry shouts, and 
nasty words. And when Father was gone on a trip, she often 
seemed to have visits from strange men in her apartment. How 
many nights Philips Willem had hugged Maria and helped 
her fears to go away. How could she endure Anna without 
her brother close by? Memories of Mad Anna had given her 
nightmares that persisted long after she’d come here, where 
Father had brought her to be safe from her stepmother’s mad 
rampages. A jumble of thoughts tormented the girl.

Minutes ago, she had been happily ready to fall into bed 
for a good night’s rest. Now suddenly she had many reasons 
to be sad and fearful of tomorrow.

Yes, it made her glad to know that she was going to see 
her father! How she missed him! Handsome, strong, witty, 
and kind; she was proud to be his daughter! He’d only been 
here to see her a few times since she came two years ago. But 
always he’d had an embrace and a kiss for her. Even at eleven 
years, she knew she could expect the warmth of his strong 
arms holding her close.

But Philips Willem was not coming—and Oma was 
dying! No, no! She shook her head in protest. It had to be a 
mistake!

Why had Margaretha of Parma come here in person 
tonight to tell her all this?

To Maria, the duchess was a great mystery! On one hand, 
she seemed fond of telling Maria that she cared for her as she 
would a daughter. It was true that she gave her all the comforts 
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of life a girl could ask for—beautiful clothes, a fine room, the 
opportunity to serve her noble highness. But Maria felt no 
warmth from her.

Further, Maria had a few times overheard Margaretha 
talking about Father Willem with an angry tone of voice and 
words to match. But then, she did this with all the men who 
came and went at court, not just Father. She often went into 
long, dark pouting spells after she’d argued with any of the 
important men—or when she got a letter from her brother, 
King Philip. He lived far away in Spain. Everybody in the court 
talked about Margaretha’s sullen spells and scurried out of her 
way whenever she acted strange. Always, Maria saw something 
frightening in her eyes. Cold. Yes, that was it. Even when it 
seemed she intended them to look warm.

Maria looked up to see the woman moving toward the 
bed, coming deliberately forward and sitting beside her—not 
quite close enough to touch her. Maria drew her knees a bit 
tighter to her chest.

“Before you leave,” the duchess began in her usual distant 
tone and manner, “I want to remind you of the three most 
important things I’ve tried to teach you since you came here 
to live. I want to know you have learned them well, before I 
let you go away.”

“But I will be back soon,” Maria interrupted, not quite 
asking a question, not quite making a statement.

The duchess cleared her throat and adjusted the pearls 
hanging around the neck of her heavy brocade bodice. “Of 
course you will be back, my child. But where you are going, 
you will meet with well-meaning but deluded persons who 
will tempt you to forget the lessons I have taught you. For your 
own protection you must never forget.” She looked straight 
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at Maria again and repeated, “Never!” She paused, and Maria 
sat frozen in her place. “Do you understand?”

Why must her eyes feel so like sharp daggers piercing 
clear to Maria’s soul? She mumbled, “Yes, Your Highness. I 
understand.”

“Very well, then. First, if you would be safe in this unfriendly 
world, understand that your stepmother, Anna, grew up read-
ing the Protestant Bible. Avoid that book, or you too, may 
grow as mad as Anna—or worse.” She stopped, then added, 
“Only heretics read the Protestant Bible! Do you understand 
what I’m telling you?”

Whatever was a heretic? Maria wondered. She’d heard the 
word spoken in horror, but had been too afraid to ask. One 
thing she did know. Heretics were wicked people, and when 
caught, they were cast into prison or put to death in public 
places. Why reading the Bible should be such a wicked thing 
to do, Maria could not imagine. But then, she’d never seen 
a Bible herself or heard anyone read from such a book. She 
had no intention of looking for one, especially if it had caused 
Anna to go mad!

Too frightened by the fierce tone of Margaretha’s voice 
to admit she did not understand, Maria mumbled again. “Yes, 
Your Highness.”

“Now, second,” Duchess Margaretha went on, in an impor-
tant tone. “If you should be so unfortunate as to marry a 
heretic husband, know this: he would threaten everything you 
have learned that has made you noble and gentle. And further, 
your children—if, indeed, you were to have children—would 
inherit the curse that stains him.”

Maria stared in disbelief. Marriage? The duchess, sensing 
her distress began again, quickly, “I can see that you think you 
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are too young to talk of marriage. But I assure you, you are 
more lucky than you know. When I was twelve years old—only 
one year older than you are now—my father gave me in mar-
riage to a twenty-seven-year-old drunkard and gambler.” She 
paused for effect and smiled one of those strange distant smiles 
that never made Maria feel warm. “Of course, as long as you’re 
with me, child, you will not have to worry about such things! 
I will watch out for you. Do you understand?”

Maria wriggled in her place, feeling the woman suddenly 
too close. “Yes, Your Highness,” she said at last. Her words 
felt dry in her throat. When would this questioning end?

Margaretha pointed a stick-like finger at her. “And, this 
last is especially important. DO NOT forget it!” Maria drew 
back into her pillows, as the woman’s voice rose to nearly 
a shout. “Remember! All heretics are devious demons. No 
matter how sweet they appear on the surface, nor how long 
that sweetness lasts, they are leading you into demonic places. 
Whether it be the kitchen cook or your dearest family member, 
you must guard yourself. Do not let anyone get too close.”

Maria trembled. Surely she wouldn’t meet any of these 
kinds of people at the Dillenburg. Anna might be a heretic, 
but surely, no one else was—and everyone ignored the mad 
woman. Margaretha glared at her. Clearly, she waited for some 
kind of response.

“Yes, Your Highness.”
“Very well, then, fair little lady.” Margaretha seemed to 

soften slightly. “You will be safe, if you remember these things, 
and keep them close to your heart. When you return to me, 
I shall keep you safe, right here beside me. When the time 
comes, I shall find you a kind and fitting husband, and all will 
go well with you.”
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Margaretha of Parma smiled and laid a hand ever so briefly 
on Maria’s shoulder. “Now, sleep well. My maids have packed 
your things. and all is in readiness for your journey. You must 
rest and prepare yourself for the long day that lies before 
you.”

The stately woman rose and strode to the door. Her atten-
dant opened it and ushered her out. Every burning lamp in 
the apartment flickered with the movement and set strange 
shadow forms dancing across the walls and into Maria’s con-
fused mind. When Maria’s attendants had settled her into 
bed, Toske whispered into the hair that fell across her ear, 
“Fear not, my child. I shall go with you.”

“Thank you, Toske, thank you, “ Maria whispered back, 
then clung tightly to the old lady’s neck.

All Maria’s life, this plump and pleasant Toske had tucked 
her into bed at night. She was the closest thing to a mother 
Maria had ever known. Her own mother died when she was 
two years old, or so Toske had told her. Tonight, Maria wanted 
to pull the woman into bed beside her. How she needed to 
feel someone close! But it could not happen—at court, of 
all places. Maria was, after all, the daughter of a nobleman. 
Toske, but a servant woman. Other attendants—people from 
the court—hovered nearby, with hawk’s eyes to see whenever 
something was not done according to the rules.

Maria lay alone in her big bed for long hours, her thoughts 
much too confused to allow her to sleep. How she yearned to 
see Father and Oma and Philips Willem!

Oh, my dear brother. Her mind began composing a letter to 
him. You promised me, when we were parted, that you would love me always 
and lend me a warm shoulder on which to weep. I shall ask Father to take 
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you with us to the Dillenburg. I cannot face a Mad Anna and a dying Oma 
without you beside me. Oh, my dearest friend, Philips Willem . . .

At last she fell asleep with her brother’s name on her lips 
and moisture on her cheeks. Good dreams about Oma and 
Father and scary nightmares about Anna and Bibles—and 
Duchess Margaretha—chased each other in dizzy circles until 
at last daybreak came, to bring her relief.
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