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The Footsteps of Anne Frank


The name of Anne Frank is known throughout the world. The diary which this young girl wrote while for twenty-five months she and her family were hidden in the back part of an Amsterdam office building has made her a symbol of the millions of Jews who suffered and perished like her. Anne Frank died in the concentration camp at Belsen at the age of sixteen.


The story of Anne’s life before the Diary’s start and of the tragedy that followed its abrupt ending has not hitherto been told. Ernst Schnabel has tracked down and interviewed almost every person now living who knew her. Anne’s father, sole survivor of the family, is the first witness; more than forty others add their testimony. And Anne herself speaks too, in some of her unpublished writings.


The later sections of this book are almost unbearably poignant. They reveal that after the family’s betrayal to the Gestapo and transportation to the concentration camp of Auschwitz, Anne’s affectionate nature still showed itself in little acts of kindness to her companions; and even when she and her sister were taken from their parents and sent to die in the hell of Belsen her shining spirit remained indomitable to the last.
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FOREWORD


Spur eines Kindes by Ernst Schnabel (known in English as The Footsteps of Anne Frank) is a special book, a book with a history. Special because of its origins, because of the place that it occupies in the ‘world of Anne Frank’, because of its proximity in time to the events described, and not least, because of the emotional involvement of the author in the fate of Anne Frank. A book that 50 years after its first publication in German, and many reprints and numerous translations later, is now rightly available again, because it brings to life history through the words and perceptions of those who were directly involved.


Ernst Schnabel began his career as a writer in the years before World War II. During the war he served in the German navy, and afterwards found himself working for the Northwest German Broadcasting (NWDR) in Hamburg. This radio broadcaster was created by the military government in the British zone of occupation in Germany, and it had close ties with the BBC. Schnabel made a cultural programme for the NWDR, and gained experience at the BBC in London. Here he became familiar with a genre of radio documentary, the so-called radio feature: a subject is brought to life through a combination of reports, interviews, documentation and elements of the radio play, all in a dramatic setting. For Germany, this was something completely new, and in the early fifties Schnabel acquired a great reputation as a pioneer in the field. As chief dramatist and controller at the NWDR he made countless documentaries.


Das Tagebuch der Anne Frank (The Diary of Anne Frank), from the publisher Lambert Schneider, first appeared in Germany in November 1950, in an edition of 4,600 copies. The sales figures were disappointing and it took a long time for a second edition to appear.


The mid nineteen-fifties saw increasing worldwide interest in Anne Frank and her diary. This was the time when the stage adaptation by American writer couple Goodrich and Hackett was drawing full houses in America, and in the meantime Europe had had its own premiere of the play. Negotiations were also under way to perform the play in Germany. Around that time, in 1957, the Anne Frank House was established as an independent non-profit organisation so that the family’s hiding place at 263 Prinsengracht in Amsterdam could be preserved.


Otto Frank considered the wide distribution of the diary among young Germans to be very important, but in his view that was only possible with a cheaper edition. He was right, for in March 1955 after the paperback of The Diary of Anne Frank was printed by Fischer Bücherei in an edition of 50,000 copies, 30,000 were sold within the first month. Then, with the arrival of the 375 thousandth copy of the paperback in the spring of 1957, the publisher suggested that Otto Frank provide a brief introduction to the book. The publisher had received many letters, and an increasing number of people wanted to know more about this girl, the author of the diary. Who was she, where did she come from? The Dutch and German editions differed from each other. That prompted questions. And not all the questioners appeared to be in good faith. During this period the first voices raising doubts about the authenticity of the diary were heard, and Otto Frank was determined to dispel these doubts. Eventually, in collaboration with Otto Frank, Dr. Fischer of the publishing house decided on approaching Ernst Schnabel – not for an introduction, but for a whole new book in the same paperback series. In 1955 Ernst Schnabel had already considered the idea of making a radio adaptation of The Diary of Anne Frank, and he had been in contact with Otto Frank. Frank had been very interested, but before the premiere of the play in Germany a radio adaptation was out of the question.


Fischer arranged a meeting in May 1957 with Otto Frank and Ernst Schnabel in Frankfurt am Main. They were quick to agree. Ernst Schnabel would write a book for Fischer Bücherei and also make a radio adaptation based on documents, interviews with people whom Anne Frank had known, and especially with Otto Frank himself. The final version would be subject to Otto Frank’s approval. They had to act quickly, because the book was due for release in the spring of 1958. The German premiere of the play was scheduled for October 1, 1957. Otto Frank was fully behind the project and lost no time, as is shown by a letter written the day after the meeting in Frankfurt and sent to Aufbau, the leading German-Jewish immigrants’ magazine in New York:


‘Fischer Publishers is planning to create a book based on authentic information about Anne. I only came into contact with a few people that were together with my wife and my two daughters Margot and Anne in Birkenau-Auschwitz or Bergen-Belsen. Those that I spoke with briefly after the war, I’ve lost track of again. I would now like, through an announcement or small article in Aufbau, to ask anyone who was together with my family in the camps to get in contact with me. I leave it to your judgment, how best to proceed. Of course, I will pay for the cost of an advertisement or an article. ‘


In The Footsteps of Anne Frank and in the radio adaptation, the hand of the documentary maker is clearly recognisable. The book reads like a radio report and Schnabel’s notes for it convey real atmosphere. In a letter he wrote to Miep Gies in 1957 about this:





‘I need living people. Otherwise the result will be a dead thing. And I need also living, tangible people so that the reader can feel that Anne was living among real people and not among paper witnesses.’





Ernst Schnabel followed the ‘trace’ of Anne Frank and interviewed a large number of people who had consciously or unconsciously crossed her path. In the spring of 1957 Ernst Schnabel was in Amsterdam, and he literally followed her footsteps: to school, to her favourite ice cream shop, and around the neighbourhood she described in her diary. He made several visits to the hiding place, talked in particular with Otto Frank, and together with him visited friends, teachers and other acquaintances of Anne. Schnabel also spoke with Dr. Lou de Jong, director of the Institute for War Documentation created after the war in the Netherlands, and did his own research there. During his time in Amsterdam, Schnabel met several times with George Stevens, who at that time was working on shooting the Hollywood film version of the diary for Twentieth Century Fox. After Amsterdam he visited Bergen-Belsen, Frankfurt am Main and met once again with Otto Frank and his second wife in Switzerland. In early July 1957 Schnabel had finished his research and he set himself to writing. Based on the data gathered from his witnesses, on documents and his own observations he created The Footsteps of Anne Frank, a personal, passionate portrait of Anne Frank.


As agreed Schnabel presented the manuscript to Otto Frank. Miep and Jan Gies, Bep Voskuijl, Johannes Kleiman, Victor Kugler (faithful helpers while in hiding) and Charlotte Kaletta (widow of the dentist Pfeffer) and Dr. Lou de Jong also got to read the manuscript. They all gave very precise comments to Schnabel, most of which he took into account. He acted upon their comments meticulously, and with integrity. Whilst he was working on the book he always kept in mind – as he had written to Otto Frank – what Dr. Rudolph Hirsch at the publishing house had told him: ‘Do not under any circumstances, disturb the legend that is forming.’ And that is why he chose to let the trail of Anne dissolve in Bergen-Belsen.


But for Schnabel this legend had to be truthful and he did not want to give the story an end, a ‘death certificate’ based on someone’s dubious testimony about the last moments of Anne. At that time he had to take care in how he told Anne Frank’s story, to avoid being met with disbelief and hostility. Schnabel wanted to stir awareness and empathy and gradually a willingness amongst people to accept responsibility for what had happened to Anne Frank and the millions of Jews under Hitler.


Schnabel was not a historian or scientist, but a writer and radio producer. He let the witnesses speak, and this is precisely the characteristic of the book.


In the vast sea of publications about her that have appeared since The Footsteps of Anne Frank, the memories of those interviewed have often been accepted as established fact, and repeated again and again. It is obvious that in the past 50 years, some of these recollections have been overtaken by historical research, and also many new facts have been discovered. But despite this aspect, the book remains of great value, because of the integrity of the author, his connection with his subject and the fact that he was close to the historical events. He heard everything first hand. The overwhelming awareness of Anne Frank was still new. On his visit to Bergen-Belsen, he saw the remains of the barracks burned by the British to prevent the spread of infectious diseases after the liberation of the camp. He made several visits to the hiding place on the Prinsengracht, then not yet a museum, and only recently saved from demolition. The pictures on the walls of Anne’s room were taken to safety by Otto Frank, the hinges of the bookcase hung loose. On the floor of Anne’s room, he saw a bunch of flowers, left by one of the first visitors – visitors who increasingly sought out the former hiding place on their own.


The Footsteps of Anne Frank has had many editions, and been translated into 21 languages. Surprisingly there has never been a complete edition in Dutch. This was at the express request of the helpers. They did not want their real names to appear in the book. They understood the importance of the book for Otto Frank and therefore granted it their full cooperation, but they did not want to be known themselves. The radio adaptation was not allowed to be broadcast in the Netherlands, either. The helpers felt that they had ‘just’ done their duty, and for them the tragic outcome was still too fresh in the memory.


For the radio broadcast of The Footsteps of Anne Frank, Ernst Schnabel received in 1958, the Prix des droits de l’Homme at the Prix Italia, and in 1959 the Heinrich Stahl Prize from the Jewish Community of Berlin.





Erika Prins,


historian, Anne Frank House (2014)







INTRODUCTION


Seven decades have passed since the end of World War 2 and over five decades since this book was written and published. This work, a mission conducted with great intensity and compassion, leaves footsteps of its own, the sense of loss described so emotively in the sublime writing, compounded by the loss over the ensuing years of those who bear witness within its pages. Many of the people you meet in the pages are now themselves the ghosts, just as Anne Frank was when Ernst Schnabel went on his mission to interview them.


I never met Anne Frank’s father, as he died in 1980, but he has been a huge part of my own life. It was Otto Frank’s wish to see an educational organisation in Britain in memory of his beloved daughter that subsequently brought about the Anne Frank Trust UK.


I have spoken about Otto Frank in many public speeches over the past quarter of a century, and often describe him as the polar opposite of, and counterbalance to, Adolf Hitler. Both men were born in 1889 and both fought as young men in the catastrophic Great War, and both men were proof that a single person can become an influencer of millions. One went on to wreak devastation and loss throughout Europe while the other went on to promote his daughter’s writing as a force for good.


I was privileged however to spend time during the 1990s with Miep Gies, the courageous woman who helped the Frank family in hiding, and just before his death in 1993, her equally valiant husband Jan. I visited Miep a few times in her flat in Amsterdam. Once she took from a drawer the shopping list Herman van Pels had written for her to shop for the hiders’ menial supplies, and a typed “menu” Anne’s fertile imagination had created to mark Miep and Jan’s first wedding anniversary. Together with Miep I attended the 1996 Academy Awards ceremony in Los Angeles, where Jon Blair’s remarkable film “Anne Frank Remembered” won the Oscar that year for Best Documentary Feature. As an elderly white-haired woman mounted the stage to the audience’s curiosity, Jon Blair told them and the millions watching on TV screens around the world,”From a city of celluloid heroes, please meet a real one”.


In her final years Miep still gave whatever she could of herself to ensure young people learned of the story of Anne Frank.


Not only are many of the people within these pages gone, but also the great chestnut tree which Anne wrote about and which Ernst Schnabel evokes. It is standing no more, blown down in a storm in 2009. Cuttings from it are planted in significant sites around the world.


This book was written in such different times, just 12 years after the liberation from Nazi tyranny and Anne’s terrible tortured death of starvation and typhus in Bergen-Belsen. Schnabel hints at, but never explains, why he, as a German, felt so profoundly about what his own countrymen had perpetrated. At the time of writing the greatest threat seen to the Western world was that of Communism, the saccharine and “of its era” 1960 film “The Diary of Anne Frank” not yet released, although Miep refers to how she felt seeing the new stage play.


Schnabel describes visiting the empty hiding place to research his book and of “the smell of mice and of ten years’ silence and neglect”. The hiding place, which we now know as the Anne Frank House, currently receives over one million visitors a year. People from all over the globe line up patiently outside for a minimum of one hour, their patience rewarded with free Wifi while queuing.


We have a limited time now to speak to any of those who bore witness, which makes this book’s reappearance after many years so important. At the Anne Frank Trust we work with thousands of young people a year who, when discovering what happened to this teenage girl, are shocked and angered into wanting to make the world better.


Anne Frank, through her life story and her words, through her personality and her contradictions, through her suffering and her ideals, challenges young people to try to make things better.


As educators we must continue to make what happened during those terrible times relevant, accessible and shocking to a generation of young people who are used to fast information and even faster answers. So many decades on, there must still be an electrical charge of outrage – like that which brought about the Universal Declaration of Human Rights three years after we saw into the gates of Auschwitz.





Gillian Walnes MBE,


Co-founder and Executive Director, Anne Frank Trust UK




AUTHOR’S NOTE


I wish to thank Director Dr L. de Jong and the Rijksinstituut voor Oorlogsdocumentatie, and Contact Publishers of Amsterdam, for their kindness in obtaining research material for me, and granting permission to reproduce this.


In addition to material supplied by the Rijksinstituut voor Oorlogsdocumentatie in Amsterdam, the following books were drawn upon for source material:





Dagboekfragmenten 1940–1945 (Martinus Nijhoff, The Hague, 1954).


The Final Solution, by Gerald Reitlinger (Vallentine, Mitchell & Co. Ltd., London, 1953).


The statements by Lies P. are based on newspaper accounts by Moshe Brilliant and M Y Ben-gavriêl.


The quotations from Anne Frank’s writings other than those from her diary are published here for the first time.







For my children –


        that they may know




CHAPTER 1


The Focus and the Paths


I have followed the trail of Anne Frank. It leads out of Germany and back into Germany, for there was no escape.


It is a delicate trail, winding to schools and through dreams, across the borders of exile to the threshold of her hiding place – and at the end becoming the pathway to death. It has been smudged by time and forgetfulness. In my search I followed up seventy-six persons who had known Anne and accompanied her some little distance, or had themselves gone similar ways, or who had knowingly or unknowingly crossed her path. Fifty of them were persons I found named or mentioned in Anne’s diary. The names of others were given me in the course of my search or I ran across them by chance. Of these seventy-six persons, I found only forty-two. Eighteen were dead; only seven had died natural deaths. Ten others were either missing or, I was told, had left Europe. Six, I was unable to find at home. But forty-two persons have told me or written down for me what they remember of Anne. Some of them possess little mementos of her. There are photographs, brief pencilled greetings in the margins of letters from her parents, two swimming medals she won, a child’s crib, a strip of film, an entry in a register of births and in a class roll, an outgrown wrap. There are, in short, small relics, little stories, and memories like wounds.


This book contains the testimony of my forty-two witnesses, as well as documents relating to the German occupation of the Netherlands and some hitherto unpublished jottings and stories by Anne Frank. Taken together, they do not make a biography, for, as I have said, the child has left only a faint trail behind her. She was gracious, capricious at times, and full of ideas. She had a tender, but also a critical spirit; a special gift for feeling deeply and for fear, but also her own special kind of courage. She had intelligence, but also many blind spots; a great deal of precocity alongside extraordinary childishness; and a sound and infrangible moral sense even in the most hopeless misery. All in all, she seems to have been what the Greeks would have called a good and beautiful person. The trail we follow here tells us a great deal, but it fails to tell us one thing: what was the source in this child of the power her name exerts throughout the world? Was this power, perhaps, not something within her, but something outside of and above her? It would be the task of a biography to explain both the person and this mystery.


We who today feel this power invoke more than the shadow of her personality when we pronounce the name of Anne Frank. We also conjure up the legend. My witnesses had a good deal to say about Anne as a person; they took account of the legend only with great reticence, or by tacitly ignoring it. Although they did not take issue with it by so much as a word, I had the impression that they were checking themselves. All of them had read Anne’s diary; they did not mention it. Some had also had the courage to see the play based on the diary, but they remained taciturn whenever it was referred to. It was as though they were alienated, not by the play itself, but by the strange unsettled quality of a story that belonged to their own story. They had not entirely deciphered it yet in themselves, so that in these conversations I sometimes felt as if I were interrogating the birds to whom Francis of Assisi spoke, and they answered me: He spoke to us. What more is there to say?


For that reason Anne Frank appears here as a frailer and less dominant figure than the Anne Frank of the diary, or the Anne Frank who crosses the stage night after night somewhere in the world, entangled in life, inhabiting the ramshackle sets which represent her hiding-place, wearing a different face in every theatre, but everywhere having the same irresistible power to move us. Here I must speak of a child who was like countless other children. That must be so, for in truth she was so. Anne was a child, and not one of the witnesses claimed that she had been a prodigy, in any way out of the ordinary, moderate course of nature. She kept a diary. And she wished to live after her death.


In her diary Anne reported on approximately one-seventh of her span of life. She addressed her imaginary ‘Kitty’. The seven persons who were hidden with her in the ‘Secret Annexe’ knew that she wrote; their clandestine visitors were also aware of it. They also knew approximately what she wrote, for sometimes Anne read aloud to them a scene from her diary, or an occasional story. Here and there in the darkness are flashes of light; but what was the whole like?


Anne wrote to Kitty:





Just imagine how interesting it would be if I were to publish a romance of the ‘Secret Annexe’. The title alone would be enough to make people think it was a detective story. But, seriously, it would seem quite funny ten years after the war if we Jews were to tell how we lived and what we ate and talked about here.





The ten years are long since past. Was Anne right? Is what she has told us so unbelievable? That child, and six of the seven persons who were in hiding with her, and another five million in addition were killed.


From this entry of March 29th, 1944, then, we know that Anne toyed with the idea of publishing her diary after the war. A broadcast by a representative of the Dutch Government-in-exile, which Anne had heard the night before on the Dutch News from London, suggested the notion to her, or confirmed a secret dream she had already cherished. Among Anne’s papers was found a list of fictitious names which she planned to use for the persons mentioned in the diary in case it were ever published. These fictitious names were employed in the version of the diary that was given to the world, and in order to avoid needless confusion I shall retain them in this book. But I shall also use false names or initials for my other witnesses, whom Anne did not know or did not mention. There are personal rights and private feelings which must be regarded. However, in order to ensure the authenticity of the statements recorded here, the full names and addresses of all my witnesses have been deposited with the legal representatives of the publishers Fischer Bücherei in Frankfurt.





Forty-two witnesses speak here. The fates of some will be related here, even though there are parts of their lives that seem to have nothing directly to do with Anne Frank. Nevertheless, these stories are not told for their own sake. I keep to Anne’s trail. But in many places this trail is so fragile and fugitive that it would fall apart and vanish if removed from the bit of ground that it has crossed.


There is a second reason for my telling about these others.


Fate led them to Anne from the most diverse directions. Their ways all came to a focus at a single point. Thereafter all radiated away, each toward its own destination. The focal point is the meeting with Anne Frank. These radii compose the world Anne saw when she looked around.


Forty-two of seventy-six witnesses, then. En route I was given the names of a seventy-seventh and a seventy-eighth. Probably they could have been located. But there was every reason to expect them to be unrewarding witnesses, and I did not seek them out. One of the two men was possibly the betrayer of Anne Frank; the other was indisputably one of the executioners. But Anne was only one of many victims, and the betrayer and executioner only two of many betrayers and many executioners. Some of these made their confessions in the courts. All of them gave the same testimony. What could these two have added? The gap in my account cannot be closed. Or, rather, in remaining open it is closed.




CHAPTER 2


The Beginning of the Trail and the Shadow


Before I set out on the trail of Anne Frank, I spoke to her father. He is a tall, spare man, highly intelligent, cultured, and well-educated, extremely modest and extremely kind. He survived the persecutions, but it is painful and difficult for him to talk on the subject, for he lost more than can be gained by mere survival.


The Franks were an old German-Jewish family. Otto Frank’s father, a businessman, came from Landau in the Palatinate. His mother’s family can be traced in the archives of Frankfurt back to the seventeenth century.


Otto Frank was born and grew up in Frankfurt am Main. He attended the Lessing Classical Secondary School, graduating with the Abitur (leaving-school certificate), and like his father, went into business. After the outbreak of World War I, he was assigned to an artillery company attached to the infantry. His unit consisted chiefly of surveyors and mathematicians, who as range-finders were stationed on the Western Front, in the vicinity of Cambrai, scene of many bloody, see-saw battles. Otto Frank participated in the great tank battle of Cambrai in November, 1917. His group was the first range-finding unit of the German Army to deal with the new British tanks.


The chief of the special unit to which Otto Frank was attached was named B. He is still living in Schwenningen. Frank speaks of this officer as a decent and enlightened man who handled his unit with the utmost fairness. In 1917 he proposed Frank as an officer candidate. With no background of either military training-school or special officer’s course, in 1918 Otto Frank was promoted in the field to the rank of lieutenant and transferred to the hard-pressed St Quentin sector of the Front.


After the war he settled down in Frankfurt as an independent businessman, specializing in banking and the promotion of proprietary goods. He married Edith Hollander of Aachen, who died in Auschwitz in 1945. In a photograph I saw her expressive profile. She had little resemblance to Anne.


In talking with me, Otto Frank did not say one word about his relationship to Germany or to Germans. I do not think he was silent in order to spare himself, or me. Rather, it was that no explanations were called for. He was born a Jew and a German, and as long as it was honourable to do so and possible for him to be a German, he served Germany. However, he was never a nationalist. Nationalism ran counter to the Frankfurt spirit. He had had God and fatherland; he was left with only God.


He said:


“I cannot recall ever having encountered an anti-Semite in my youth in Frankfurt. Certainly there were some, but I did not meet any of them. Nor did I meet any in the Army. Of course my superior was a democratic man who would have no officers’ mess or officers’ orderlies in his unit. Later on, when I was a lieutenant, I tried to treat my men in the same liberal way. I can recall only one occasion in my life when I saw a German snap to attention before me. Of course that did not happen until 1944.”


And an hour later this German delivered him to the Gestapo.





After his release from the Auschwitz concentration camp, Otto Frank attempted to reassemble the pieces of his old world. That proved impossible. Some few persons were living, but too many were missing. He did not give up the effort. Thus, he inserted an advertisement in a Frankfurt newspaper inquiring the whereabouts of Mrs Kati St, who had formerly been employed in his household in Frankfurt.


I visited Frau Kati in Höchst in June 1957. While she was explaining how her sister had seen the newspaper notice and had let her know of it, her husband looked among various papers on the bookshelf and produced a red folder labelled ‘Anne Frank’. He laid it before me on the table. Kati and her husband had collected everything that bore on the Franks – newspaper clippings, reviews of the Frankfurt performances of The Diary of Anne Frank, theatre tickets, an invitation to the celebration of Anne’s birthday on June 12th, 1957, in St Paul’s Church, an excerpt from Eugen Kogon’s speech on that occasion. But their collection dated from a time long before public memorials for Anne and stage performances; they had been gathering mementos since before the war. There were photographs and letters from Aachen and Amsterdam in the folder; there was also the note from Otto Frank written in February 1952 when they responded to his advertisement: ‘I am so wrought up, thinking of you, that I can say very little now. I will tell you the whole story when we see each other. Neither my wife nor the children are alive; all fell victim to the Nazis. I alone remain.’
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