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I mention Yad Vashem, but other museums also appear quite a bit in this book, not only because people working there have kindly helped me with research, but also because museums make concrete what so many survivors’ children have internalized. I would like to say, though, that my mother’s life with the rescuers, and with other survivors during and after the war, was not museum-like at all: she drew emotional nourishment from their warmth, joy and sense of fun. Some of the postwar pictures included here give an inkling of their vitality, as well as of their heroism.


My closest friend, Ilene Neuman, should be thanked too, though she died of breast cancer long ago. Ilene knew my story from the inside. She was a year older and came from my hometown, Teaneck, New Jersey, though I didn’t know her in high school. From the moment we met during my first weekend in college, we were nearly inseparable. Her father had survived the camps, and we had in common our recognition of the existential absurdity of our position. When things got tough, our mantra was always: “Well, at least it’s not Auschwitz!” followed by explosive laughter (Ilene, like my mother, was an excellent laugher). When she was dying in Palo Alto, California, I called as much as I could, and visited a week before her death. At that point in 1995, the year she died at forty-seven, her cancer had metastasized to her brain and bones. She had constant pain and nosebleeds, though her intellect was intact right until the end. Her family, under the stress of her illness, was in disarray. “It’s still better than Auschwitz!” she said. In a horrible way it was better, and she knew it. Auschwitz didn’t even let her experience her own suffering fully. I miss her to this day and wish that she were here to celebrate this memoir with me.
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I should add that I’m not a historian, and that this is not an academic enterprise. Because I wanted to tell my mother’s story as she told it to me, and to tell my own in relation to hers, I chose not to read other people’s memoirs, or even to dip into the huge critical literature on the Holocaust. I didn’t want to be too influenced or to be made more self-conscious than I already was, though I know many excellent books exist. I’m sure that my work joins others in the articulation of many shared ideas, but I have neither read nor borrowed from anyone else in that regard. On the other hand, I’ve tried to cite the historical and other sources that I do use, again by no means exhaustively, with great care. Because of my own linguistic limitations, I haven’t been able to read most Dutch historical sources in their original language. As authors always say in these situations, any mistakes are my own.
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Notes on the Text







I have tried to minimize abbreviations in this narration, but several recur:


AJDC – the American Joint Distribution Committee, also known as Joint. This is a Jewish relief organization based in New York and still very much in existence. It provided crucial assistance to Jews in Europe, especially immediately after the Holocaust. My mother was employed by the AJDC for the latter part of her time at Bergen-Belsen.


NIOD – the acronym for the Netherlands Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies. This organization has changed its name several times, but NIOD always refers to it.


UNRRA – United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, an organization that my parents, especially my father, were involved with for a couple of years after the war.


Because this story covers almost 100 years, it jumps around in time a bit. Many conversations with Jo Jacobsthal (my uncle), Joe Wolhandler (who was present in 1945, post-war, at Bergen-Belsen) and even with my mother took place in the mid-1990s and early 2000s, but are often retold in the present tense. I have tried to be clear about these distinctions in narrative time.






















American Prologue


Mother and Daughter





THE GRASSY FIELD in the middle of the hospital grounds ought to have been lawn, but it had been left wild and was known by now as The Meadow. Five substantial brick houses adjoined it, two on one side, three on the other. The houses had been built about three decades before in the Georgian style, with white-columned porticos and side wings lined with windows. Winter and summer, a path ran not quite straight across The Meadow from one set of houses to the other. In the spring, before the grass had begun its serious growth, it looked like a parting inexpertly drawn through a luxuriant head of hair. As the summer progressed, the path diminished from a clear line to a trace to a mere fold in the waving grass, until it finally disappeared altogether, only to re-emerge from the snow and mud of winter once again. I remember lying on my back in that sweet-smelling nest, looking up at the summer clouds and listening to the scrabbling of small creatures.


This was in Rhode Island, in the mid-1950s, in the grounds of the state mental hospital where my father, Max, was a doctor. I lived there in episodes for a total of perhaps five years before I turned nine and we moved away for good. I have always identified so strongly with the little girl in the long grass that my habit of retreating there seems to define something to which all subsequent experience somehow referred. I wonder now whether the comfort I drew from being on my own in the buzzing silence of that miniature world, from relying on my own thought and observation, and especially from the idea of not being found, came from a deep part of my being, a part I dared not confront, really, until much later in my adult life. Hiding in the long grass became my shorthand for escape. Decades later, I think about the appeal of that hidden place. Something about hiddenness and surveillance, about the refreshing of identity in solitude, had meant a great deal to me and seemed to endow an ordinary experience of childhood with exceptional weight. The long grass was more than a safe haven. It was genuinely an escape, and the question becomes: an escape from what?


Sometimes I think that the escape was from the long reach of memory, that shadow over the sunlit lawn of my own little life, from infancy on; and not from my own memories, which were only beginning to take shape at that age, but from my mother’s memory, from our family memories, even, it sometimes seemed, from the collective memory of the Jews. My father was a psychiatrist, a professional rememberer, but he spent more time analyzing than recalling, being a true disciple of Freud and Erikson. His sort of remembering was supposed, eventually, to bring you health. In fact he often protected my mother, Hilde, from remembering too much or too fast, but my mother on her own was not very self-protective. She talked freely about what had happened to her in the years just before I was born. I feel, sometimes, as if I had taken in her stories at her breast, before I had the power of speech. I knew the family history so early that I cannot remember a time before knowing. My dreams and waking life swarmed with frightful retellings.


By the age of three or four, I knew that it was pure chance that had saved me from the boxcars I had heard so much about, those trains which took terrified innocents, crammed together standing up and dying of thirst and exposure, to their deaths in the camps of Eastern Europe. I was born a few years too late, but I knew right from the start that my blue eyes, my blonde ringlets, and my prattle would not have saved me. Children younger than I had perished. I had seen them in my mother’s photograph album. At first I imagined myself in those boxcars. As I grew older, into womanhood and then into motherhood, I imagined my younger sisters on them, and then my children. The dream of deportation was a nightmare that could be adapted to all the stages of life, because it had been a reality, though not directly for me.


When I grew old enough to read, I was introduced to The Diary of Anne Frank. By the age of ten, I’d read it many times over. I don’t think that was an unusual thing to do, since the book was a bestseller by a child, but in my household it had a special significance. Anne’s father was my godfather, and I knew him very well. I had always called him Uncle Otto and thought of him as a blood relative, my favorite, in fact. One of my first extended memories from childhood is of Otto standing on his head in a shaft of sunlight pouring in from a window behind him. His smooth, benevolent face is getting redder and redder, but being upside-down on a warmly patterned Persian rug doesn’t keep him from spouting delightful nonsense. I laugh and laugh – I have that body memory of laughter welling up from inside – and once Otto is upright again, his three-piece suit pulled to rights and his fair complexion recovered from the rush of blood, he gives me a British pop-up book full of tile-roofed houses populated by dolls who speak an odd sort of English and have fairy cakes for tea. It’s like an afternoon in Ali Baba’s cave. I already possess other treasures he has given me. The tiny antique silver eggcup, napkin ring and spoon slotted in a case of blue velvet and engraved with my name were given to my parents when I was born. All my memories of him in my first years are of laughter, play and affection.


By that time, Otto and his second wife, Fritzi, had settled in Basel, Switzerland, where his mother, sister and brother and their families had survived the war. Basel was the city of my father’s birth, and of mine, too. My parents had seen a great deal of the Franks before our departure for America in 1950. The two families had lived around the corner from each other when I was born, and my mother took me to visit almost daily. In the next couple of years, we came back once or twice for visits we could ill afford, and when my father was drafted into the US Army and sent to Germany, we traveled back and forth: Frankfurt and Basel were not very far apart. My memory of Otto on his head comes from that period, when I was just under four. Otto and Fritzi came to us in the US quite frequently too, as the fame of Anne’s Diary continued to grow.


In 1958, when I was eight and we were spending our last winter in Rhode Island, my mother sprang a surprise on me. She knew that Otto was coming on his way, or way back, from visiting Hollywood, where George Stevens was making the movie version of the play of the Diary, but she didn’t tell my sister Susie and me. I went to school as usual, and as usual was daydreaming at my desk in the country schoolhouse where two classes were combined. The third grade was probably doing maths, and I was probably half-listening to the fourth-grade geography lesson instead. I caught a glimpse of my mother’s face and Otto’s through the glass panel of the classroom door, jumped up squealing and ran into Otto’s arms, breaking up both lessons. My teacher was evidently a co-conspirator. My mother introduced Otto to the class, and I was whisked off to spend the rest of the day joyfully at home.


But the book, the Diary, was another matter, and as I grew older I came to see the suffering that underlay my charming godfather’s kindness. The Diary was his reality, and we, in our happy oasis, were an illusion. His heart had been broken, and there wasn’t much we could do about it, not with all the affection and laughter we could muster. Every now and then the darkness peered out. I watched him in Manhattan a few years later, when some sculptor unveiled a bust of Anne and chattered on about the effects he had hoped to achieve, not recognizing that the legendary girl had once been flesh and blood, and that her flesh and blood father was sitting before him. But we noticed. We watched Otto’s eyes fill with tears as he gazed at the likeness of his daughter; we heard his voice falter. He had made it his business to keep all the wounds of his past open. That was his tribute to his dead family, and his apology to them for having survived. He would not allow a scar to form over his shattered heart. His tears were not in the least contrived. He often seemed to be unaware of them, continuing to talk as they coursed down his cheeks.


My mother had known Otto since childhood. She had lost her parents in the war at the same time as he had lost his children. The two survivors became close after their postwar reunion in Amsterdam. They were naturally cheerful people, but an edge of sadness crept easily in. Otto could be brought to tears by the slightest reference to the events of his past, but my mother was more guarded. They had in common a way of floating through the events of daily life as if they were not quite there, like initiates of an ascetic religion who had attained a higher order of detachment from this life than the rest of us. At the same time they were energetically engaged in various causes designed to improve a world whose flaws they knew so well. Otto founded the Anne Frank Institute in Amsterdam, and devoted his life to the ideals he thought Anne expressed in the Diary. My mother, when her three daughters grew a little older, established day care centers for poor children, first as a volunteer, than as a professional. They were a mystery, those two, survivors whose personalities abounded in rich paradox.


At first, before the fame of the Diary began to sweep him into orbits of celebrity where we could not follow, Otto gave us the sense that we in particular, rather than the world in general, were especially suited to inherit the paternal love he had left over when he had lost his children. He had stepchildren and step-grandchildren in England whom we had never met, but he had not yet developed the constant international following of young people that eventually made his house in a suburb of Basel into a kind of ashram. In the summer of 1960, when I was eleven, for instance, Otto and I walked alone in a high valley in the Swiss Alps. My family was visiting my grandparents when we couldn’t afford to, as usual. He gave me a little leather-bound volume of Greek myths retold by Roger Lancelyn Green. “Anne liked the Greek myths at your age,” he told me, as if I hadn’t already memorized everything about her from my many readings of her book, “and I thought you might like them too, since you want to be a writer. Anne wanted to be a writer, you know.” I did know, since I was already haunted: by the Diary, by my mother’s memories, and by Otto’s very presence. At night, dream-troubled, I talked in my sleep about Anne, my near-cousin, my idol and my rival, who had died so horribly.


My Rhode Island classmates for the most part didn’t suffer from such night terrors. But they were never allowed to visit me at home. Although most of their fathers were guards at the state penitentiary for men, where they kept watch over the murderers and rapists whose cells the families could see from their porches overlooking the prison, the children’s parents drew the line at our loonies. We were in an area zoned for the misfits of society, on the 19th-century principle that it was better for the mental and moral health of inmates if they served out their time in the countryside. In fact the hospital was attractive and peaceful, an area of handsome brick buildings surrounded by woods and fields that abounded with animals: meadowlarks, pheasants, rabbits, foxes. We got milk and fresh vegetables from the state penal farm on the other side of the woods, and enjoyed our rural comforts.


The parents of my school friends were not frightened by pheasants and rabbits. It was the patients who scared them – patients who could be seen sometimes shuffling like grey ghosts at the bus stop outside the hospital gates; patients who occasionally made the news when they escaped from a high-security ward. To the neighbors, the hospital was a graveyard where everyone had died of the contagious diseases of madness and alcoholism, addiction and grief, and the figures they saw on the street were the wraiths of another world, prophetic and disturbing.


For my sister Susie and me (our younger sister, Dot, didn’t arrive until 1960), the containment of hospital life was one of its charms. By the time Otto had come to my classroom door on that visit, we had moved around a great deal. I told myself that I hadn’t minded pulling up roots. Life seemed adventurous, its difficulties part of our interesting foreignness. My cheerful, energetic, multilingual parents were always at the head of our expeditions, as dependable in our mobility as Noah and his wife on the Ark. Back and forth we went between my father’s jobs and assignments, from Basel to New York to Rhode Island, to Texas and back to Rhode Island, to Germany and back, to Boston and back. Until our final move to New Jersey when I had reached the ripe age of nine, Rhode Island was the center of the yoyo, the home to which our spinning family always returned.


The task of adaptation was more pressing at some times than at others. The two years we spent in Frankfurt, Germany, from 1953 to 1955 when, at the suggestion of the American government, my father was drafted into the Army Medical Corps with the rank of captain, must have demanded a great deal from me, because I remember so much about them. I was becoming old enough to develop memories that had some narrative coherence, and Germany forced memory on me like it or not. My parents have always said that they had been pleased that, in the last gasp of the Korean Conflict, “we” had been posted to Frankfurt and not to Korea. Certainly it was a piece of luck that the family could remain together during my father’s military service. He became a citizen because of the draft, allowing my mother and me to become citizens quite soon after. We left Rhode Island in our car, the only property my parents owned, and went first to Fort Sam Houston in Texas and then to New Jersey, where my father completed his military training and set sail for Germany.


In recent years my mother has been able to admit that the idea of returning to Europe, which she thought she had left for good only three years before, and especially to Germany, the source of all the suffering of her youth, had caused her to fall into a profound depression. My mother, my sister and I first flew to Holland slightly before my father left on his troopship. We went to see my maternal uncle Jo, then recovering from a combination of meningitis, polio and tuberculosis. Then we had to spend several months on our own in Stuttgart before we settled into the Frankfurt apartment where we would spend most of the next two years. In Stuttgart, my mother found herself alone with a four-year-old and a one-year-old. My father visited at weekends when he could. The parents of the little girl across the road, whom I played with regularly, turned out to be enthusiastic former Nazis. We found out when the little girl’s older sister, who was about thirteen, informed my mother innocently that her father was in prison. He had been arrested by the Americans years before, she said, because he had worked in a Lager (concentration camp) with Häftlinge (prisoners). The two German girls, intrigued by their new neighbors, always appeared when we left the house, and my mother changed her routines to avoid them. She says now that she sank lower and lower, though she tried not to show it. She admits that she confided in me in her loneliness, and relied on me to help entertain my little sister, Susie. I must have felt the weight of precocious responsibility.


Whatever the reasons, whether they lay in the family, in me, or in the actual landscape, Germany took on a distinctive emotional coloring that irradiated events with special intensity. There was not much external color in those days. In Frankfurt charred ruins loomed on every corner, and great pits opened up where dinosaur steam shovels gobbled messily at the earth, jaws dripping rivulets of soil. The round tin roofs of the American occupier’s Quonset huts shone dully in the half-light of winter, and concrete-block apartment buildings rose like a child’s city of upended wooden bricks. All of these structures were grey, grey as the central European sky. The greyness had been caused by the passions of the previous decade. The city had been burned, and bombed so often that the gigantic pockmarks on its face formed the most common landscape I knew.


I was sent to nursery school with the other American children. It was on the grounds of the American base and ought to have had the cheerfulness of conquest about it. I remember Santa Claus landing by helicopter, for example, and I don’t think a German Santa would have been allowed such a spectacular arrival, but that is the only colorful thing I can recall. The classroom was as dark as any other corner of Frankfurt. We sat at heavy brown desks lined up formally with a central aisle down the middle. Here, again, I was caught between the folkways of conquered and conqueror. Language always exposed my true identity, no matter how I tried to disguise myself. I was already decidedly foreign, and had a funny, regionless accent in what was otherwise fluent American English.


Before long our teacher, Miss Mathilde, had discovered that I could speak German, I don’t know how. She was a sour local woman, with severe cheekbones and grey hair pulled back in a bun. She spoke to the class in English, but if she had anything to say to me individually, she addressed me in German. I remember thinking this odd because it embarrassed me, but since German was as natural to me as English, I didn’t question her. It soon became apparent to me that what Miss Mathilde said in German corresponded neither in tone nor in content to what she said to the other children. In English she was sweet and cajoling, in German, sharp. I was terrified of her. We were perpetually in the middle of some crafts project or painting. I couldn’t draw well, or cut or paste with even average skill, and I was often slower and clumsier than the other children. She had ample opportunity to make me aware of my shortcomings, and it seemed to me that she never lost a chance to do so. I don’t know if I ever understood that I was being bullied. I could see that her use of German isolated the two of us in a world that the other children could not penetrate.


One day the class was told to make Japanese lanterns out of construction paper. We were supposed to make vertical cuts in the paper, so that when the sheet was curved into a cylinder and a flashlight propped in its center, the light would shine out through the slits. I felt an urgent pressure in my bladder, and I raised my hand to ask Miss Mathilde if I could go to the lavatory.


“Not until you finish your lantern,” Miss Mathilde replied in German.


“But I can’t wait,” I said.


“You must learn to wait, and don’t talk back to me in that rude way.”


“Please, Miss Mathilde, let me go.”


“Obviously your mother doesn’t know how to raise little girls,” Miss Mathilde said with what I remember as a sneer, “or you would never think of arguing with your teacher. Not another word. Just finish your lantern.”


I struggled to get my fingers back into the handles of my blunt-nosed scissors. I stabbed at the purple paper with increasing desperation, swabbed paste on the edges, and tried to get the lantern to stay stuck. It took forever. Finally, there it stood, full of dried patches of glue where I had dabbed hysterically at it, upright but dirty like a child with a day’s unwiped snot on its face. I put my hand up again. The act of jerking my arm upward caused a few drops to leak out.


“May I go now?”


“Have you finished?”


“Yes, Miss Mathilde.”


“Well, then,” said my teacher, “just bring your lantern here first. I want to take a good look at it. Then you may go.”


As usual, I had been the last to finish. My classmates had long since handed their work in to Miss Mathilde so they had plenty of leisure to turn and watch me make my way down the long central aisle. As soon as I stood up, pee cascaded down around my ankles. I was transfixed in a spreading yellow puddle in the middle of the floor.


“Shame on you, Rita,” Miss Mathilde said to me in German. “You are a disgrace. You will have to help clean up your own mess.”


To the rest of the class she said, “Stop laughing, children. Poor Rita just isn’t very grown up yet. You should feel sorry for her and be glad you’re not like her. I’ll call the janitor to mop up. We will move on to a story.”


That’s how I imagine the scene, at any rate, on the basis of my memory of the puddle and my burning cheeks. I sat with my mother shortly afterward on the steps of our apartment building. The weather must have turned mild, or perhaps we were closer to spring than I thought at the time. I told her that I never wanted to go back to that place. My mother listened, our heads meeting confidentially as we shared an orange. Her beautiful long legs swept sideways under the circle of her skirt.


“Are you sure about this?” she asked, looking at me as seriously as if I were dropping out of college. I threw my arms around her and told her I was sure. I hated Miss Mathilde. The children had laughed at me. I wanted to stay at home with her and Susie.


That was how I dropped out of school at the age of four. I didn’t learn until recently, when my mother and I were talking about those days, that there was more to Miss Mathilde. I hadn’t invented her persecutions. I was the only Jewish child in the class, and the only one who spoke German. My mother says now that she guessed instantly from Miss Matilde’s pursed lips and military manner that my teacher was a former Nazi who could be one again, given half a chance. There was no proof, only a feeling, maybe some whispers among the parents, but nothing substantial. With my last name, I was natural fodder for her sadism, and who would ever find out? If I hadn’t told my mother, I could have suffered in that classroom for months. There were real dangers in Frankfurt. People could blow up in your face at any time, like land mines. I wonder how my mother had felt about putting her daughter on the front line like that, however inadvertently. She protected me by letting me cherish the illusion that I was making a free choice, and I protected her by behaving as well as I could, even though I had ended up as a nursery school dropout despite my best efforts.


Underlying all other experiences, memory haunted our years in Frankfurt. I began to remember events and people rather than fleeting impressions, and it was there that I first became fully aware of our family’s history. Perhaps it was that knowledge which greyed the city beyond its own greyness. The sun must have shone sometimes, after all; there must have been trees and flowers in the city somewhere, nearly ten years after the end of the war, but I remember everything outside our house as tinted with no more variety than newsprint. The murky horizon was etched with the skeletons of bombed buildings and buildings going up. At a certain stage of construction, it was hard to tell decay from renewal.


Still, my mother says, my parents were by no means downcast. My father had not been sent to Korea, and the family was together. Life in the American army of occupation was comfortable, and my parents, as always, were popular and made friends easily. I remember the parties in our little living room; people really drank then. The women sometimes peroxided their hair. They wore dresses with sparkly circular skirts and had bare shoulders and high heels. Listening from my bedroom, I heard flirtatious squeals and bursts of laughter. Doubtless I had handed around the canapés earlier in the evening, so I had had plenty of opportunities to observe before the adults relaxed into their late-night selves.


But the carefree young Americans who met up in the PX with loaded shopping carts and on Saturday nights at cocktail parties hardly seemed real. They were like children dressed up in the tulle and sequins of a pretend world. There were other, sadder visitors. Otto came often, to our delight, and sometimes we went to Holland or to Belgium to see my mother’s old friends there. English was spoken only intermittently. Again there was plenty of laughter, but the laughter had more joy in it and often ended in tears. There were always plenty of tears.


I have a vivid recollection of Lotte Pfeffer, the widow of the man who was renamed Dr Dussel, the dentist, in Anne Frank’s Diary. It seems to me that she visited my parents one night, screamed at them and left crying. But my mother says that Lotte never came to Frankfurt, and that such a scene never took place. Even when Otto Frank visited us, most of the conversations I remember occurred after dark, when we children were in bed. I must have overheard much in the dim hours when dreams came into focus, like an old-fashioned tube television set warming up, and the realities of everyday – curtain, bookcase, wall, coverlet, my little sister’s heavy breathing – faded into sleep. At that moment, the inner life, suppressed most of the time even in children, bursts into color. It must have been during this time of openness to the two worlds of sleep and waking that I overheard the grownups, and overhearing, gave bodies to the abstraction of talk.


Yet Lotte Pfeffer remains so real to me that I can’t believe that I conjured up her visit entirely. The grownups’ voices must have risen in the living room like a wind, for that’s how I think of her, as a whirlwind whose tears sprang from her in hot, scattering rage. My mother says that Lotte did visit, not in Frankfurt but in Amsterdam before I was born, and tried to enlist my mother’s help in stopping the publication of Anne Frank’s Diary. That must have been in 1946 or in 1947, the year the book came out. Lotte was not a Jew, but she had been married to her Jewish dentist, and had suffered greatly for her loyalty. The German racial laws made her an outlaw, someone who had committed the crime of Rassenschande, or miscegenation. When Dussell/Pfeffer came to the Secret Annexe to join the Frank family, Lotte had already been whisked into the countryside, where she, too, had to remain in hiding until it was safe to come out. My mother remembers her as having been unfailingly kind during the years before the Final Solution reached the Dutch Jews. She understood what a torment it must have been to Lotte to see Anne’s work go out into the world containing a portrait of her dentist as a blundering fool. My mother wanted to see the Diary in print, and so she didn’t take up Lotte’s cause with Otto. Still, the friends must have felt haunted by the misery that they recognized so well. Lotte disappeared from their lives, but the banshee scream of her guilt and sorrow reached my narrow bed in the dark.


When we returned to Rhode Island in the spring of 1955, in time for my sixth birthday – my father having been rehired to begin his stint as Clinical Director at the hospital – I had grown both more American and more European. My father was now an American citizen. I had been listening to American children’s records and to Rosemary Clooney, and I had become a TV-watcher like all the children I knew. Six months later, when we spent a year in Boston, I stopped speaking German around the house. I wanted to fit in, and I thought that this secret language was the oddest thing about me. My parents made no objection, and I thought that I had moved a step closer to being a real American child.


But I had lived among the ruined cities of Europe. I had seen the haunted faces of my parents’ friends and family. I had noted the little clouds that troubled my mother’s peace, the emotional fragility of certain evenings. I knew that the world was full of Miss Mathildes, people who were not benign and not kind, and sometimes didn’t even bother to disguise that fact. And I had heard the story of my grandparents, the story that formed my sisters and me and meant that, no matter what we did, some part of us was rooted always in the tainted soil where their ashes lay. There and back we went, between Europe and America, between the past and the present, between our parents’ love and the abyss we knew lay in wait– even after the pendulum of our wanderings had slowed.



















Amsterdam


July 1943, Dawn





THE MOTHER I have known all my lengthening life began her existence not when she was born but when her parents, Walter and Betty Jacobsthal, disappeared. The Nazis then occupying Holland came for them at their Amsterdam apartment during the night of July 23, 1943. My mother, Hilde, wasn’t there. She was eighteen and had gone to explore a potential safe haven in the country that some neighbors had found for her. She had never wanted to go. The family had been looking around for hiding-places, and Hilde didn’t want to be separated from her parents; but it was riskier to go Underground in a group than on one’s own. This time her parents insisted that she investigate the opportunity.


All the same, it was exhilarating to sit on a train without her star in the company of Gentiles and look at the countryside. By then it had been three years since she had left Amsterdam, and a year since she had traveled anywhere by rail. Everything you could put in a sentence with a verb, practically, was against the law for Jews: travel, exercise, going to a beach or a pool or a park or the zoo, all other kinds of entertainment, most kinds of work, appearing in public without the yellow star, eating or shopping in the wrong places at the wrong time. The laws against moving freely had been designed to increase the anxiety of the Jewish population, which had been subject to constant pressure and violence. The Jews were corralled in the big cities and then picked off. To this day, my mother remembers the couple of hours on the way to the hiding-place as a tiny vacation, heightened by the danger of “passing” and by the general sense of flight.





Anyway she didn’t like the people, a country doctor and his family, who were supposed to be her protectors. They were haughty and mistrustful. They said that she would be taken on as a servant, as she expected, but told her that she’d sleep in the kitchen, should never speak to the children, and never speak at all unless spoken to. She imagined that they would denounce her as soon as the slightest thing went wrong. She thought them so dangerous that she slipped out of the inn where her neighbors had arranged for her to stay the night (an infraction, ditto), walked to the station, and took the first train back to Amsterdam.


Hilde arrived in the city at five in the morning. When she made her way past the SS guards and their dogs at the Central Station and took the long walk home to South Amsterdam, she found the apartment sealed and her parents gone. She knew that they had been arrested. It had taken nine tries, and this time the SS had succeeded. It was the morning of July 24, 1943, a date well-documented in accounts of the period. The massive operation of the previous night had been the last raid but one on the Jews of Amsterdam.



















Chapter 1


Berlin





HILDE HAD LIVED in Amsterdam since the age of four and considered herself Dutch. But she and Jo had been born in Berlin. Their parents, Walter and Betty, were German Jews who had made their way to Holland in 1929, largely for economic reasons and well before the larger migrations after 1933, when Adolf Hitler came to power in Germany and Anne Frank’s family arrived in Amsterdam. To Hilde as a child, her Berlin life had been miraculously full of music and play. Betty was one of four Littauer sisters, all of whom were working women and only two of whom married. With the help of a well-to-do uncle based in Berlin who had brought them to live in the city for their schooling, they had been unusually well-educated for the time. They had some training in foreign languages and literatures, and loved music.


These aunts appeared at all the children’s birthday parties with presents, treats and songs, and they came along on summer vacations at Travemünde on the Baltic Coast. Though the sisters themselves came from a little village called Polajewo, then in the German province of Posen, now part of Poland, and were probably considered Ostjuden – Polish Jews – by the longer-established Jewish citizens of Berlin, they were German-speaking (Yiddish was déclassé in those circles before the war). They thought of themselves as Berliners, with all the attendant snobberies that entailed. They came of age when Berlin was one of the brightest artistic capitals in the world, during the last days of the reign of Wilhelm II and then under the short-lived Weimar Republic. They were full participants in the life of the city and were formed by its modernity. Hilde adored their liveliness and sense of fun and remembers many of her infant adventures in their company.


Her father, Walter Jacobsthal, was as playful as the aunts, only much taller. Betty had met him just before World War I at the ready-to-wear firm where they both worked, she as a secretary and he as a salesman. Betty, like her children after her, learned languages easily. She was an excellent organizer, and had made herself indispensable in the business. Walter traveled abroad six months of the year and didn’t come to the office very often when he was in Berlin, so Betty hadn’t encountered him before, despite having been at the firm for some time.


Walter was a hard man to miss. He stood six foot six, with a full head of shining black hair swept back from a dramatic forehead. He had an arched nose, a long, dimpled chin, big ears, and a small face. Women liked him for his elegance and his humor. He was high-spirited and fun to be around: my grandmother Betty liked to tell Hilde and Jo about the time he jumped over the back of an unoccupied seat at the opera to sit next to her.


A precocious sense of responsibility had been forced upon him when his father died suddenly at the age of forty-eight. At that time, Walter was sixteen and about to launch on his training as a painter. His talent had already been noticed by Max Liebermann, the pre-eminent German painter of the period, who had remarked upon a picture of Walter’s at an exhibition of work by local high school students. Liebermann offered to teach the boy himself. But his father’s death ended all that. Walter went to work to support his mother, older sister and younger brother.


The family had been well off at first. Walter’s father had owned a textile firm and had lived rather grandly, but the money gave out soon after his death. Walter dissolved the family business and joined the same company where Betty had made herself so useful.


From the sound of it, the young couple bumped into each other at the events they both loved as much by accident as by design. Neither was a stay-at-home in that worldly city. Betty was used to being independent and had her three sisters – Paula, Herta and Jenny – for company, and Walter was often pressed into the role of escort to his formidable mother, Ida. Despite the diabetes that eventually killed her, Ida was an active and dominating woman. When the children arrived, she became Grosse Oma, Big Grandma, to distinguish her from the Littauer grandmother, tiny Ottilie. Under her severe skirts, Ida must have had the high waist and long legs of my grandfather, mother and uncle.


Despite Ida’s unwavering opinion that a young man of Walter’s standing could do a lot better, Walter proposed to Betty soon after they met and was joyfully accepted. By then there were bigger obstacles ahead than the disapproval of a prospective mother-in-law. In August 1914, war had broken out after the assassination in Sarajevo of Archduke Ferdinand of Austria, and Walter was soon drafted. He told Betty that he considered himself engaged to her, but that it would be rash to marry when he might be killed at any moment. She would be free to release herself from her promise to him during their separation, and he hoped she would marry another man if he didn’t come back.


Walter remained in Flanders, sometimes in France, sometimes in Belgium, for the duration of the war, almost five years. The anti-Semitism which German Jews took for granted in those days meant, according to my mother, that he was assigned to an all-Jewish brigade, where “real” Germans wouldn’t have to rub up against Jewish soldiers in battle. He was promoted to the rank of lieutenant, an unusual honor for a Jewish soldier, but Betty knew that lieutenants led the charges and were the first killed. Walter was wounded, spent months in field hospitals and convalescent homes, and was returned to the trenches. When a house exploded and collapsed on him during a bombing raid, his left eardrum shattered and he was finally injured enough to be discharged, but by then the war had ended.


Betty, on her own in Berlin, lived in a state of torment. She had never taken life lightly, despite her ready laugh. Underneath, there was a dark anxiety about the rightness of things. She feared that her happiness would be snatched away before she had tasted it, that terrible things would happen, and that Walter’s witty letters, complete with his drawings of life in the trenches and hospitals, would one day arrive to tease her when her fiancé already lay dead in the Belgian mud.


She tried to keep her fears at bay by working harder than ever. After she left her job at the office, with its greater demands and longer hours, she took to visiting her future sister-in-law, Walter’s older sister Lucie, who had a baby, Marion. As food grew scarcer, the task of motherhood became more and more demanding. Betty traveled across the city to help Lucie, and often went out into the countryside to scrounge and barter for food. The contacts she established then helped her through the war and through the hungry 1920s, when her own small children accompanied her. Many years later, after the next war had brought Marion to Leeds in England, she told Hilde that she owed her survival to Betty.


Betty talked freely to her children about the war years when they were growing up, but she emphasized the public stories of national madness and of general suffering. She hinted at an inner darkness much later, when my mother was an adolescent old enough to understand. Once, in the mid-1930s, there was a mysterious solo trip to Arosa, a mountain resort in Switzerland. My mother speculates that this was a sort of emergency, and that Betty needed the break. Because their business didn’t allow both of them to go away at once, Walter arranged the holiday for his wife. Did he want her out of the way because another woman had appeared on the scene? He didn’t seem the type, nor did he need to use such a device, since he traveled such a lot. I suspect that depression, the shadow on my grandmother’s happiness all her life, almost got her that time. She also suffered from the migraine that she passed on to my mother and to me, and I feel how she was harried by those vulnerabilities. She had her own front during the war, and there she fought without companionship as best she could.


Walter, on the other hand, enjoyed the company of his fellow soldiers, although he was frequently in combat. In a handful of photographs, he clowns with the shortest man in his regiment, who pretends to tower over my seated grandfather. I ask my mother if he ever talked about the war, and if he suffered from shell-shock or nightmares. She says that he didn’t talk much about his experiences, nor were there lasting effects, at least any a small child might notice. He did tell the children that books by Erich Maria Remarque, the author of All Quiet on the Western Front, were an accurate rendering of trench warfare, and he particularly liked Remarque’s Drei Kameraden (Three Comrades). The novel is dark and pessimistic, full of the poverty and broken hopes of the young veterans at its center. Clearly there was much about Walter that his young daughter didn’t see. Nonetheless, he had got along so well with the Belgian family upon whom he had been quartered that they corresponded for some years after the war. I react with disbelief to this news. Surely she must be romanticizing him, I tell her. He was the enemy, in an army of occupation. But my mother is adamant, insisting that she saw the letters in her girlhood. I try to reconstruct a man charming enough to befriend the people he was invading, and sturdy enough to be a good soldier, one who could survive four years of warfare. Did he ever kill anyone, I wonder? He must have, in four years. “He was at Ypres and Verdun,” my mother says, “and I think at the Battle of the Marne too.”


I look at the pictures again. Walter stands in a mock-heroic pose, arms folded across his chest, alongside Captain Rosenbaum, his superior officer. The men wear the tight, uncomfortable-looking tunic of the Kaiser’s army, and tall tight boots, but they look like civilians all the same. “This is ridiculous,” they seem to be thinking. Such thoughts don’t make good soldiers; and all soldiers must transform themselves back into good civilians when the war is over. My grandfather seems genuinely to have managed the feat of being valiant in war and peaceable afterward, though his inner wounds must have made him suffer. He came back in 1919 with a medal, the Iron Cross First Class, and with an affection for the Kaiser which persisted long after the defeat. When Walter moved his family to Holland, where Kaiser Wilhelm had lived in exile after the war, he took the children to see the former Emperor’s residence at Doorn. It was 1929, and my mother was four years old. She remembers it because they had to stand very still and be respectful.


In the end, Betty’s misgivings about Walter were unfounded. He came back a war hero, only slightly damaged by his hearing loss. On August 7, 1919, the newly returned Walter Jacobsthal, of the Mosaic religion, married Betty Littauer of the Mosaic religion in a ceremony conducted, my mother was always told, by the leading Reform rabbi of Berlin (most likely Leo Baeck). Walter was twenty-nine; Betty was twenty-seven.



















Chapter 2


Berlin and Amsterdam





MY MOTHER SAYS that her unusual talent for remembering relies on song. If she thinks hard, a song associated with a certain place or person will come back to her, and once she has the melody, she has the image as well. It has always been a joke in our family. “I know a song about that,” she used to say, as we teenagers rolled our eyes. I admit with disbelief that I’m teased now for the same remark.


If her parents were singing in the ten years between 1919, when they married, and 1929, when they left Berlin for Amsterdam, it must have been to keep their spirits up, for that post-war period was full of hardship and turbulence. Revolution broke out immediately after the war, often with open street battles in the cities, especially in Munich, Berlin and such port cities as Kiel. Germany suffered from the reparations exacted as punishment through the Versailles Treaty by the victorious Allies. Food shortages and inflation led to political unrest, and would contribute eventually to the downfall of the short-lived Weimar Republic and the rise of Hitler in 1933.


In the photographs from the period, my grandmother Betty looks plump and tired, and generally older than her chronological age. My mother Hilde, born in 1925, looks too serious for a little girl, but Jo, born in 1921, seems fully at ease. I recognize his smile from those early photographs, but Hilde, with whom I associate a similar broad and ready grin, looks worried, rather like her mother. Perhaps Hilde had picked up some of the anxiety of those difficult years. Or perhaps her reserve had something to do with her older brother, who by all accounts was a handful.


My mother says that Jo was her parents’ golden boy, handsome and temperamental. Both children were considered frail, after their precarious arrival during the hungry years of the 1920s. Jo got his own bread ration upon his birth in 1921, and the children were put on fattening diets to supplement the meager provisions meted out briefly by the state. Jo had to drink a pint of cream a day, despite the expense, and my mother remembers the ghastly concoctions they were required to swallow, including a cod liver oil for children which, though flavored with vanilla or orange, didn’t fool them for a minute. These supplements were paid for by the garment workers’ union, to which both parents belonged, but food was still scarce and expensive.


In the extended family of aunts and parents, there was constant discussion of the children’s thinness. My grandmother got special permission from Jo’s school for Hilde to join the class for free milk every morning, probably because she had rickets in the first few years of her life. Once or twice during the winter, wearing only their underpants and a pair of sunglasses, the Jacobsthal children had ultraviolet treatments administered by the family doctor, who lived conveniently in the apartment upstairs.


Betty took Hilde along on her expeditions into the countryside, lugging suitcases full of worthless postwar currency to pay for the fruits and vegetables they bought from farmers. The coins alone weighed a lot, being made of rough earthenware. Hilde, a city toddler, saw her first potatoes, radishes and peas growing in the ground. Later, she “helped” her mother prepare the vegetables on the balcony of their apartment at Helgoländer Ufer 5, on the banks of the river Spree that runs through the center of Berlin. Those moments, she says, were especially sweet. They ate a number of the beans or peas before they ever reached a cooking pot, and chatted, and her mother held her close.


Children were especially valued in those austere days, when everyone was weakened by years of starvation, or near-starvation. There had been miscarriages before Jo, and there were more between the children. Betty counted herself lucky that she became a mother at all: there were many fertility problems after the first war among women lucky enough to marry. Serious health problems became real crises in those days before antibiotics. My mother still remembers seven-year-old Jo’s infection after he stepped on a needle, which had to be removed surgically. Jo got what was known as blood poisoning and spent many weeks recovering, keeping his foot elevated and being coaxed to eat.


Still, my mother remembers the children’s songs from that period in the context of a very happy early childhood. Her mother and aunts taught her the art of celebration, as my sisters and I learned it from her. On her third birthday, the aunts threw a fancy-dress party whose theme was cats, with an original musical revue. The dining room sliding doors divided the stage from the audience, and everyone had masks and tails. Hilde, the star, was too small to perform reliably, so she was cast as a kitten and allowed to meow at will. Birthdays were always a particular excitement, but there were also Sunday walks, picnics, parlor games and, above all, music: “A little rabbit slept in his burrow. Why can’t you hop, bunny, are you sick?” Or the dance from Hansel and Gretel – songs that I remember myself, because they were passed on to me. On special days, Hilde was allowed to have hot chocolate from a special demitasse cup, pink on the outside, gilt inside, with lions’ feet and a golden tail for a handle. In that household, according to her, special days were not all that rare.


This handful of memories centers on my grandmother and her sisters, the female society of Hilde’s first years. My grandfather spent half the year abroad as a garment industry representative, viewing collections and making sales. There was one episode in the late twenties when there was a major train crash near Nuremberg in which scores of people died. Walter was on that train, and as a result of a back injury he was sent to a sanatorium. He came home after two months completely cured, and in excellent spirits. My mother wonders now whether he benefited from the glamorous social life there as much as from the medical treatments. He was away such a lot, with work that kept him constantly in the company of fashionable women. If he was unfaithful, not a word was breathed of it. My mother remembers my grandparents living lovingly together, though they did fight about money, which was always short.


Walter enjoyed the comforts of life: the theatre, wine, travel, good food. He managed his business efficiently and worked hard, but he wasn’t practical, and financial restraint was not part of his nature. No matter how skilled a manager Betty tried to be, she always had to work to earn a bit extra. When Walter had the train accident, for example, Betty became secretary to an orthodox rabbi with many children. She took Hilde along to the rabbi’s house where she worked, and even as a two-year-old, Hilde hated it there: it was noisy, it smelled, the place was a mess, and the children’s mouths were perpetually smeared with jam.


My mother’s account of her parents’ first years together and of her own early childhood offers only a few insights into their lives, because her exceptional powers of observation have been occluded by survivor’s guilt and by the passage of time. She is good at remembering, so good that she has had to protect herself against her own talent. There has always been an aura about her, a subtle remoteness. She has often told me that she builds a wall when things get difficult. Her wall allows her to attend memorial services or to speak about her past without disintegrating in public, but she always pays later, in her dreams. Her memories of her time in the war, her girlhood in Amsterdam, and then, further back, of her babyhood in Berlin, are deep and detailed. She can describe the dryness of a piece of cake she ate when she was a toddler, a cousin’s characteristic glance, the long corridors –“good for scooters” – of the first apartment she lived in, and probably every song she’s ever heard. But she can’t remember quarrels, or doubts, or nastiness. What she has recovered has been carefully conserved, gone over in every detail and protected as if wrapped in velvet, like jewels recovered from a shipwreck. The stories from Berlin – of how her parents met, and how she and her brother grew in the early years – are, as in every happy family, the founding myths, the Genesis, from which the household springs. The children already know the outcome, for here they are! Any reversals or sorrows, however real they once were, become comic obstructions on the way to the happy ending.


There is, however, one short period of her life from which my mother remembers no songs. In the summer of 1929, when she was on the young side of four, her parents began the move from Berlin to Amsterdam that they had decided on during the previous winter. Walter thought that he could establish his own women’s wear factory in Amsterdam and do better there than in Germany, where economic conditions had never recovered from the punishing hyperinflation after World War I. That year also saw the onset of the global depression of the 1930s. For over fifteen years, he had spent half his working time in Belgium and the Netherlands, and he had long-established contacts in both countries. He knew the buyers for all the big Dutch department stores and for shops in the outlying districts. Setting up his own firm in Amsterdam seemed like a reasonable risk.


It was going to be a busy and confusing period. Walter and Betty thought it would be easier on everyone if the children spent a few weeks in a Kinderheim, a sort of summer camp, at Bad Harzburg in the Harz Mountains, about a hundred miles south of Berlin. Hilde was much the youngest child there, and she cried continually, much to the annoyance of her older brother, who was having a good time. When her parents came for a visit, she remembers thinking: “If I cry loudly enough, they will take me with them”; but they didn’t, though she ran after their car. When the three weeks were up, the children were taken straight to Amsterdam. They never saw the familiar apartment in Berlin again. It was almost a decade before Hilde consented to spending a single night away from home. But until she told me the story of the Kinderheim, she hadn’t connected her homesickness with that event.


You are not allowed rage when you survive, whatever it is you survive: abandonment, abuse, death itself. You must adapt your own history to the guilt of being alive. You must always see the other person’s point of view, as my mother has done until recently, when the wounds of her early childhood have started to bleed into her old age in ways surprising to us, her daughters. Her parents did the best they could at the time, she says. But now she’s sometimes jealous of the attention her husband gets, a little resentful of the love we bestow on our own children and grandchildren, as if she were competing with them for a limited resource. I imagine her at four, her parents letting her cry in the wake of their departing car, her older brother self-sufficient and teasing her, her familiar home gone without even a goodbye, and wonder what the girl who came to Holland was really like. Perhaps she had never got quite enough attention from her parents, who were distracted and busy, despite her memory of them as perfect.


Autumnal Amsterdam, cold, rainy, and grey, must have come as a surprise. Still, little Hilde adjusted faster than the rest of the family to the noisy street life and the Dutch language. The children of the neighborhood taught her the slang she needed in their raucous games. Jo made a slower adjustment and required nearly a year at a school for children of Germans living in the Netherlands before he joined the Dutch public system.


Until Hilde turned five and could enter the Dutch full-day preschool program, her mother Betty took her along to work at the modest factory Walter had established in the center of town in one of the old buildings lining the Herengracht. There (according to her) she acted as an interpreter when her mother talked to the employees.


Though she was the quickest to adapt of the Jacobsthals, Hilde still felt different from the Dutch people around her. On her first day of school, the teacher asked her to say something in German to the rest of the class. (The same thing happened to me on my first day of school in Brookline, Massachusetts, twenty-five years later.) The teacher no doubt intended to be kind. But as soon as my unwilling mother opened her mouth, the children howled with laughter; she sounded to them as if she were speaking Dutch in a perverse way.


The world has shrunk since then. The Netherlands, after all, shares a border with Germany, and nowadays its multilingual inhabitants live in a cosmopolitan society. But Hilde came to a world of towheaded, apple-cheeked children who had never been further from home than the seaside, or heard a language other than their own. Her dark skin and curls stood out. Her classmates sometimes included a child or two from the Dutch East Indies, and all the darker children were teased by the rest; not necessarily in a malicious way, but because they were conspicuous.


Hilde had another outward badge of difference. Her father designed her clothes for her, or brought them back from other European cities, and they were always stylish. It was his profession, after all, to recognize current fashions. The little girls in her class wore charmless, serviceable clothes. When Hilde was invited to a birthday party, the mother of the birthday girl invariably took her aside to get a good look at the flowing dress she wore. Soon five or six imitations appeared in the neighborhood. “They weren’t nearly as nice, of course,” my mother says, pride still detectable in her voice. She was the first girl among her playmates to wear trousers, a sort of Marlene Dietrich sailor outfit that delighted my tomboy mother but scandalized the neighbors. Class, invisible to a child but at least as conspicuous as foreignness, distinguished Hilde from her friends in the modest, rather tough neighborhoods where she lived during her first years in Amsterdam. My mother confirms this guess when she describes the children’s fathers as postmen, policemen and lower-rank bank employees.


The Sloestraat, where they ended up after several moves, was more middle-class. But religion wasn’t a particular source of difference in most Dutch neighborhoods; Dutch society was highly secular. Religious choices were considered as private as sexual ones, and belief in God was never discussed. Nonetheless, Dutch Jews didn’t welcome these early immigrants from Germany especially warmly. Their ancestors had lived in the Netherlands for hundreds of years. Many families had arrived as refugees from the Inquisition in Portugal, in the 17th century, or had fled Germany for Holland in the 18th. If Dutch Jews were religious at all, they tended to belong to orthodox congregations. Otherwise, like the German Jews, they were highly assimilated. They sometimes thought that the new immigrants were rich and arrogant, though in reality most German-Jewish arrivals in the Netherlands had very little money, especially after the Nazis hardened their practice of appropriating all their property as the 1930s wore on.


My grandparents encountered some of these barriers when they tried to join a synagogue in Amsterdam. They were told that their marriage in a Reform temple, even by a rabbi as distinguished as Leo Baeck, could not be recognized. Their union was a fraud, and their children would have to be considered illegitimate. It was this reception that prompted Walter to help establish a Reform/Liberal synagogue in Amsterdam, after emigration from Germany increased from a trickle to a flood. He was part of a founding group that by 1933 included Otto Frank.





My mother says that there were no toys at home in that first year – surprising, considering that the Jacobsthals had brought much of their heavy German furniture with them – so Hilde amused herself with the buttons and spools she found around the sewing machines. She enjoyed visiting the caretaker’s family, who lived in the basement apartment of the building. They were called the Mosterds, the Mustards. Their place was snug and shipshape, including built-in cupboards made of shiny wood and porthole-shaped windows with red checked curtains. They had two pigeons in a cage, and sometimes they let them fly freely about.


But the Depression had set in, and on top of that the Jacobsthals were new arrivals. They first rented a damp apartment on the ground floor of an old building on the Noorder Amstellaan in South Amsterdam – a neighborhood that became, a few years later, the epicenter of the German-Jewish community in flight from Hitler. There was no central heating, and my mother remembers being cold all the time. Her bedroom wall adjoined an old porte-cochère, a wide gate which had once been used for horses and wagons, and it ran with moisture in winter. Their furniture dwarfed the small rooms, and hot water was a rare commodity. The children took their underwear to bed with them at night so that they could stay under the covers in the morning as long as possible. The adults complained of rheumatism, and someone always had sniffles or a cough.


The Mosterds’ overheated apartment, with its coal-fired stove and its constant supply of hot chocolate, seemed a haven to the little girl. It didn’t matter to them that Betty had to cut the toes off Hilde’s shoes when they got too small, creating sandals, because she couldn’t afford a new pair. Hilde wasn’t yet in school, where her shoes would have been a social misery. Best of all was the Mosterds’ son, Evert, who at ten seemed practically grown up to the little girl. When she learned to ride a two-wheeler at the age of five or six, a badge of independence in bicycle-riding Holland, he took her on a ride through heavy traffic from her house to the factory, much to the horror of her parents. It took some tact to applaud Evert and at the same time to forbid any further adventures.


The children’s ups and downs might have been a welcome distraction during this difficult period. Betty, uncharacteristically, dissolved in tears sometimes. In Berlin, they had had a centrally heated apartment directly on the river across from the great public park of the Tiergarten, and could enjoy many little luxuries in the company of family and friends. Here, Betty couldn’t even speak to the strangers around her, and they had too little money to buy shoes for the children. But they adapted quickly. They celebrated their first St Nicholas Day, like their Dutch neighbors, in December 1929. There were no real presents, but Hilde managed to buy a toothbrush for Jo, and was proud of her purchase.


The family lived in the damp, ground-floor apartment for nearly two years. In 1931, they moved to the first of two apartments in the Zoomstraat, still in South Amsterdam and still within walking distance of their school; in 1934, when a bigger place became available, they moved across the street and lived there until 1938. This was an area of three-story buildings, and the Jacobsthals by now could afford a second-floor apartment at a higher rent. In the seven years they lived in the Zoomstraat, Hilde became a well-established member of a group of neighborhood children. From the first apartment, she particularly remembers a stone balcony off the dining room that overlooked the street.


“It was nice,” she tells me, “because you could stand there and spit on people’s heads.” She remembers dropping a purse on a string down to the pavement to make people stoop to pick it up, having learned such mischief from the gang of children she played with in the street. In all the pictures from that time, my mother Hilde looks energetic and a little disheveled, with perpetual scabs on her knees. Her brother Jo, four years older, was handsome and indolent, not one for active sports. As far as his sister could tell, he looked down his nose at these doings. The truth was probably that he wasn’t included in them, and suffered. Conflicts between them became sharper and longer-lasting.


The continuing battle against the cold dominates Hilde’s memories. Once the Jacobsthals could afford to keep a maid again while Betty worked full-time (unusual in that time and place), most of the domestic chores involved starting the stoves in the morning, and providing hot-water bottles for the beds at night. When they moved to the second apartment on the Zoomstraat, Hilde was given a large upstairs room with floor-to-ceiling windows, and a gravel roof outside where the family could sit in the summer. Her father designed the furniture himself in a modern, Bauhaus style – light wood, tubular metal legs, and a built-in sink and sofa. Everything was beige and green, fashionable colors then. When Hilde woke on winter mornings, the water on her nightstand had frequently frozen during the night. The maid brought her porridge, to warm her before she left the haven of her bed. In the winter, people sometimes became desperately ill with what they call angina in the Low Countries and English speakers know as strep throat, or with bronchitis and infections accompanied by high fever that took weeks to cure. Everyone was afflicted with the minor pestilences, chilblains and backs that bent too early in life, deformed by years of overwork in damp places.


Because Betty worked in the business, my grandparents needed household help, and they garnered their slender resources to get it. Their maids came from Germany or Austria equipped with variable skills. One woman, who was Viennese, made wonderful pastry; another had a short temper with children. Hilde didn’t much like being put in their charge, but she accepted that the baby-sitting was necessary. Later on, Walter bought a car for his business trips. Because his war injury had left him deaf in the left ear, he was not allowed to drive and had to have a chauffeur. One icy night in 1937, on the way home from such a trip, the driver skidded off the road between The Hague and Amsterdam and straight into a canal. The car was not completely immersed and the driver managed to open his window and crawl out. Despite the lateness of the hour, he was able to get help almost immediately from some men passing by, and together they unfolded my long-legged grandfather out of his seat. Walter had hurt his back and possibly bruised a few ribs. He had to spend two or three weeks in bed once he was delivered to his wife, who was by then frantic with anxiety.


But Hilde remembers the convalescence fondly, because family life rotated around her father’s bedside and for once he was home during the day. The car and the parental bed were, in any case, the places she associated most with the security of her parents’ presence. Walter used his car at weekends, too, and the chauffeur apparently enjoyed taking the Jacobsthals on excursions. Because Hilde got carsick, she was allowed to sit in front, and she drifted off to sleep on the way home from the day’s outing with her head cradled on the driver’s knee. There were little rituals at the weekend –Saturday lunch bought from the delicatessen; Sunday breakfast, when the whole family lounged on my grandparents’ bed, chatting, laughing and reading the papers.


I try to imagine the swings of emotion the family endured in the midst of these delightful routines. The catastrophic losses and consequences of World War I hung over the Jacobsthals, even as they enjoyed their hard-won pleasures. The shadows of the past – such a recent past! – lingered for them in their moments of play. On those Sunday mornings as they curled on his bed, Walter looked at his family with a smile of ineffable content. “Well, here we are again, the four comrades,” he said most weeks. “All for one, and one for all. Here’s to us, four comrades forever!” And he clinked his coffee cup all around.


Hilde’s father was as much fun as ever, despite many years of austerity. With his great height and dimpled smile, he cut a glamorous figure at the seaside resorts they drove off to on summer Sundays. Like both his children, he knew how to play at life, even when he was working long hours. Several pictures show him staging mock fist-fights with his little daughter, or lounging, one knee elegantly crossed over the other and a cigarette in its long holder extended from his tapered fingers, at a café among friends. He was younger by nearly a decade than FDR, but he had something of the same style.


Walter was a hard worker, industrious and creative, and his women’s wear business, Damesconfectie Jacobsthal, grew steadily. But Betty never felt confident about their security in the world, and my grandparents continued to argue about money. Walter liked to come home with extravagant presents for her and the children: a diamond ring, a necklace, a vacation. My mother remembers how my grandmother exclaimed on such occasions: Aber Walterchen, Du hast wieder so viel Gelt ausgegeben! (“Walter darling, you’ve spent so much again!”) “Gold and jewelry are good investments,” Walter protested; but Betty inevitably took the presents back, to his bitter disappointment.


Not until they made their last move to the Sloestraat, in 1938, did the family achieve a level of prosperity that allowed Betty, now forty-six, to stop working full-time. Their German maids had ceased coming long before, to be replaced at first by local women and then by a weekly cleaning service. Their laundry was sent out, they had central heating, and life started becoming comfortable at last. They had lived in Amsterdam for nine years.
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