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			PREFACE

			The moment we drive onto the woodland path and the house emerges between the trees, we fall in love. It is not quite the ‘little cottage in the country’ we were looking for – this house is enormous and even has a name: The High Nest. Our eyes travel across the majestic façade, brick walls covered with ivy, windows framed by old shutters. It has an air of history and grandeur, but without any of the usual detachment or pretence. On the contrary: the wild woodland garden, tall grass, the rope ladders dangling here and there and the orchard at the back – they call us to come run, play, light fires and spend endless nights talking underneath the stars, undisturbed by civilization. We look at each other and think exactly the same. How lucky we would be to live here.

			The inconceivable happens. In the late summer of 2012, my husband and I, our three young children, an old German shepherd dog and three cats move into a caravan in the garden of The High Nest, and we embark on the long journey of restoring this extraordinary place to its former glory. Walls are renovated and stairs sanded, panels are removed, revealing ceilings with ingenious beam structures. With our bare hands we tear away the carpets and in almost each room we discover trapdoors in the wooden floors, hiding places behind old panelling. There we find candle stumps, sheet music, old resistance newspapers. And so, along with the renovation of The High Nest, begins the reconstruction of its history. A perplexing history which, as it turns out, includes an important part of the Dutch war years, unknown to most people – even within the vicinity of the house.

			I sound out the previous owner, locals, shopkeepers in neighbouring villages, I dive into land registers and archives, and go from one surprise to the next. At the height of the Second World War, as the trains towards concentration camps are driving at full capacity and the Endlösung der Judenfrage, the ‘Final Solution to the Jewish Question’, is well on its way, The High Nest was a large hiding and resistance centre, run by two Jewish sisters. In the following years I become acquainted with the descendants of those who lived in the High Nest. Those who hid there as children return to the house. They offer me their memories and personal documents, so I can give this story colour and the sisters a voice. 

			Slowly but surely, room by room, the pieces of the puzzle start to form the unbelievable story which now, six years later, is committed to paper. It is a history that confirms my very first feeling: this house is bigger than we are. We are merely the passers-by, lucky enough to live here.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			WAR

		

	
		
			‘When we have to fight, so be it. One cannot become untrue to oneself. One cannot fool oneself either. This is what we believed in. We did what we had to do, what we could do. No more and no less. ’

			Janny Brandes-Brilleslijper

		

	
		
			1

			The Battle of Nieuwmarkt

			Amsterdam, 1912. Had the Battle of the Nieuwmarkt been settled differently, the Brilleslijper family would probably never have existed. There, on the square in the heart of the Jewish Quarter, at the foot of the ancient city gate, young Joseph Brilleslijper fought for the hand of Fietje Gerritse.

			Their families are perfect opposites: Joseph descends from a circus family of travelling, Yiddish-speaking, musicians, and although his father has become a fruit importer, the Brilleslijpers still host exuberant Friday evenings at their home in Jodenbreestraat, where all family members gather to act and sing. Fietje Gerritse, on the other hand, is from a family of devout Frisian Jews; tall, sullen people with ginger hair, raising their six children with strict discipline among the godlessness of the Red Light District, with its dock workers, sailors and whores. From a young age, Fietje worked in her parents’ late-night shop on Zeedijk, standing on a crate behind the till, her three brothers, acting as bouncers, by her side. She has fallen madly in love with ever cheerful Joseph, but her parents will have none of him; a good-for-nothing, out-of-work boy, constantly running off to visit his travelling grandfather at the circus.

			The three Gerritse brothers have, more than once, mercilessly beaten Joseph up, and when he comes to their parents’ house to ask for Fietje’s hand, they even throw him out, his face flat on the clinkers. Joseph realises there is but one option left. He invites the unbeaten giants of Zeedijk to descend from their throne so he can, once and for all, show the Gerritse family his mettle. With his own older brother Ruben, he drums up some friends from the neighbourhood, including Dumb Öpie, the boy who has never spoken a word but is as strong as an ox, so no one comments on that, and with their fists and jaws clenched, they head towards the old city gate. In front of the fish stalls on Nieuwmarkt, a spectacular fist fight breaks loose. For the first time in their lives, the Gerritse brothers are brought to their knees. Joseph wipes the blood from his knuckles, picks his Fietje up at her parents’ store and together they move in with Ruben and his wife.

			Whether it was strategic insight, brute force or good fortune, the victory marks the beginning of a loving relationship. They marry on 1 May 1912 and Joseph’s father finds the young couple a small place to live in the poorest part of the Jewish Quarter. And there, on 13 December 1912, their daughter Rebekka, ‘Lientje’, Brilleslijper first sees the light of day.

			The family is penniless but happy. A few lean years later and with a little help from Opa (Grandpa) Jaap, Joseph’s father, they take over a small shop on Nieuwe Kerkstraat, where they move into the apartment above the store with young Lien. While Fietje works in the shop day and night, Joseph helps out in Opa Jaap’s wholesale business. It will take another four years before Fietje’s parents – two squares away but worlds apart – reach out to their daughter. The occasion is the birth of Fietje’s second daughter, Marianne, ‘Janny’, named after her maternal grandmother. Five years later, in the summer of 1921, the long-awaited son, Jacob, ‘Japie’, is born, and the family is complete.

			While Joseph and Fietje work around the clock to make ends meet, the Jewish Quarter raises their children. Large families live in long, narrow rooms, with children sleeping underneath the sink or along the skirting board in the hall, so most of their life happens out on the street. Just around the corner from the Brilleslijper home is Royal Theater Carré where Lien and Janny spend hours, staring at the stream of beautifully dressed people who come to see the revue. Further down Jodenbreestraat is the Tip Top Theater, a popular meeting place where silent movies are shown and famous artists like Louis and Heintje Davids perform. 

			Everyone in the area knows each other; brothers help earn a living, sisters help raise the children and in the streets around the house it always smells of food. From Waterlooplein to Jodenbreestraat, stalls are selling roast chestnuts, fresh fish, hot spices and pickled gherkins. On Fridays, Fietje and other women in the neighbourhood always keep a large pan of soup on the stove for the poor. In the war years of 1914 to 1915, when Belgian refugees turn up in the shop, Fietje gives worried mothers their groceries even if they can’t pay. ‘I’ll write it down,’ she says, sending them away with a smile.

			On Friday night the family joins the rest of the Brilleslijper lot in Opa Jaap’s house on Jodenbreestraat. They have chicken soup, play music and act with all the uncles, aunts and cousins – a tradition Joseph, after his father passes away, will continue with his own wife and children.

			And so the early childhood of the Brilleslijper children unfolds in the penniless but sheltered surroundings of the Amsterdam Jewish Quarter, in a family full of love and music. But life gets harder as the 1920s progress. Unemployment is on the rise, families run out of food and when Fietje visits her neighbour one Friday, her traditional pan of soup for the poor is nothing but a pot filled with steaming hot water.

			The building where they have their shop and their home is sold to a large firm and they are forced to move to Rapenburgerstraat. It is just one block away from their old house, but the loss of her shop weighs heavy on Fietje. On his own, Joseph does not make enough money to pay the rent, and the family moves again, ending up in two small rooms around the corner of Marnixstraat, on the fringes of the Jordaan area. Each morning at the crack of dawn, Fietje and Joseph leave the house together to earn their keep in the fruit and vegetable trade.

			In 1925 the tide slowly turns when, to their sorrow, Opa Jaap dies. With the help of his brother Ruben, Joseph takes over the wholesale business and moves his family into a house filled with other family members on Marnixstraat. They live on the first floor, where Janny and Lien get to share a beautiful room together. But the familiar Jewish Quarter feels miles away; the girls miss their old neighbourhood, the people, the familiar Yiddish–Amsterdam sound with its lisped s. Cut off from the Jewish Quarter, the girls begin to understand why the evergrowing stream of Jewish refugees from Russia and Poland stick together in narrow houses the way they do. Around the streets of Nieuwe Prinsengracht, close to their former shop where many of the Eastern Jews bought fresh fish from Fietje, they form a tight unit – the women wearing headscarves, the men with their long corkscrew curls in black caftans.

			The sisters are inseparable and look so much alike that it’s very difficult to tell them apart. They enjoy the freedom offered by their parents’ loving neglect. In the morning, when Joseph and Fietje have left for the market in the dark and Japie is still fast asleep, they get their bicycles out of the shed and pedal to the Olympic Stadium, their shoulders forward, race across Amstelveenseweg and then turn right onto IJsbaanpad. At the wooden footbridge across the railway towards Aalsmeer they must get off because the bridge is too steep and high. They have to brace themselves, push their bicycles up with outstretched arms, squinting so as not to see the rails below.

			And there, where the Schinkel river streams into Nieuwe Meer, resting on high piles, is Schinkelbad, an outdoor pool built with wood, filled with city water. All sweaty from cycling and their final climb, they jump into the cold water quickly and always swim just a little too long, so they have to hurry back to make sure Jaap, who they sometimes lovingly call Japie, gets to school on time.

			Janny and Lien grow into two beautiful young girls. They are petite and dark, with a straight nose and high cheekbones, eyebrows like fox tails and a wealth of black hair tied low in their neck. At the end of primary school their education is finished; Father and Mother have no money for further studies – and they can do with their help. It doesn’t matter; the sisters are inquisitive and have a sharp eye for the world around them. Amsterdam offers them everything they need to learn.

			They help Fietje with the housekeeping, work full time as seamstresses and look after their younger brother. As they grow older, the age difference seems to shrink, but the differences in their nature become more apparent. Lien is spontaneous, outgoing, light-hearted like her father and a dreamer. Janny is down-to-earth, at times reserved, and has a strong will, like her mother. 

			Lien turns out to have a great talent for music. At a young age she sings in a children’s choir and at Opa Jaap’s soirées she is always at the front of the stage. In her early teens she takes classes at Florrie Rodrigo’s dancing school. Florrie is a Jewish–Portuguese dancer who first made a name for herself in Jean-Louis Pisuisse’s shows and then as an expressionistic dancer in Berlin. She started her dancing school in the Amsterdam Jewish Quarter after fleeing an increasingly anti-Semitic Germany.

			Joseph does not think much of his daughter’s frivolous hobby and forbids her to take any more classes. But Joseph’s stubborn genes are stronger than his authority; through Florrie Lien ends up with the choreographer Lili Green, and around her sixteenth birthday, she secretly starts to take lessons from her. Lili is a pioneer in the world of dance, someone who modernizes the techniques of classical ballet. She sees a serious future as a dancer in store for Lien.

			And so, little Lien works as a seamstress during the day, rushes to Lili Green’s studio at Pieter Pauwstraat to practice in the evening and performs in the clubs around Rembrandtplein at night. When yet another morning she returns home at the crack of dawn and she runs into her worried mother on the stairs, Fietje quickly steers Lien to her room before Joseph sees her.

			Janny, the younger sister, doesn’t last more than six months at the sewing studio. She is impatient and rebellious, just as she was at school. She calls herself spiritual but not religious. She grew up in the heart of the Jewish Quarter, but never goes to the synagogue. She’s from a family of grocers, but she joins the Zionist organization Hatzair, where most members are children of doctors and lawyers. As soon as she notices people being treated differently, she fiercely protests – inspired, obviously, by the history of her grandparents Gerritse, who didn’t think her father good enough to marry her mother.

			After the unsuccessful adventure at the sewing studio, Janny goes through a range of jobs before ending up at a laboratory. With the money she earns at the lab she occasionally takes courses, learns to speak a bit of English, French and German, and takes a first-aid course; something that might ultimately save her and Lien’s life.

			She leaves the Zionist movement, because she believes they must fight for a better society for everyone, not to secure the rights of the upper middle class only. She immerses herself in communism, in Marx, in social democratic principles – at home, both of her parents read the socialist newspaper Het Volk – and engages in debate with everyone, on everything. It worries her to see the number of Eastern Europeans and other emigrants in the Jewish Quarter rising, even though it has become increasingly difficult for them to cross the border. Janny tries to convince her father of the brown threat: fascism. Joseph thinks it won’t get that bad, but Janny sees a real danger in the alliance between Hitler, Mussolini and Franco, and when in the summer of 1936, the Spanish Civil War begins, Janny, nineteen years old, becomes an active member of the resistance.

			She mainly works for the International Red Aid, who support Dutch volunteers fighting in Spain with various activities. Janny is also a member of the committee Help for Spain, and works with a group of young people living in a community centre on Keizersgracht 522, who Lien introduced her to – journalist Mik van Gilse, photographers Eva Besnyö and Carel Blazer, and film-maker Joris Ivens. From Amsterdam, Janny contributes by collecting money for bandages and other scarce items, she smuggles an ambulance across the border and helps find homes for the growing number of refugees from Germany. They tell her stories of increasing hatred against Jews and ‘Bolsheviks’. The German defeat in the First World War, the Wall Street Crash of 1929 causing the worldwide crisis that hit Germany hard and the increasingly openly anti-Semitic atmosphere – all these factors have led to the overwhelming victory of Hitler’s Nazi Party, the NSDAP.

			The situation in the Netherlands deteriorates as well. The economic downturn reduces many to impoverishment, unemployment rises and Prime Minister Colijn has implemented a tough austerity policy. The Brilleslijper family are facing setbacks at home too: Joseph has had a number of major eye operations and he is not recovering well. Fietje and the three children bring in the money, until Mother too falls ill and ends up in hospital.

			There is, however, one light at the end of those troubled thirties: both sisters meet a man who will change their life.

			Lien, in the meantime, has moved out, mainly to escape Joseph’s wrath about her dancing activities. Now twenty-four years old, she lives in an artist’s commune with a colourful group of students on Bankastraat in The Hague, the largest Dutch city on the North Sea coast and the seat of parliament, around forty-three miles south of Amsterdam. There is a shared kitchen, a kitty to cover expenses and a blackboard for residents, room numbers and administrative announcements in the hall. When Lientje, owing to a concussion, is bedridden – she fell on her way to dance training – a new tenant brings her a bunch of hand-picked flowers. She is charmed by this tall, blond boy with his blue eyes and cautious smile. His name is Eberhard Rebling, and he is a German Musicologist and concert pianist who fled the National Socialism and his militarist father in his homeland.

			Eberhard in turn is fascinated by this petite dark woman with her sharp tongue. On paper, they could not have been more different, and yet they fall deeply in love. They quickly become a pair in music too: as soon as Lien is back on her feet, she teaches dance and performs, accompanied by Eberhard on the piano.

			They become friends with other students visiting the house and for nights on end they discuss the ominous political climate in neighbouring countries. Among their friends are Gerrit Kastein, a young doctor, oboist Haakon Stotijn, his wife Mieke and Bob Brandes, economics student, son of a famous family of architects from The Hague.

			In the summer of 1938, when Lien is starring in a revue and has temporarily rented a room at Leidseplein in Amsterdam, her younger sister, Janny, often comes by after work to share a meal. One evening when Janny visits Lien, she meets Bob Brandes, who teasingly challenges her political views. Bob is on the board of the Social Democratic Fraternity and works in Amsterdam as an intern at communist publishing house Pegasus. He enrages Janny to the extent that she starts throwing pillows at the height of the discussion to silence this know-all. But when a few weeks later Lien gives her the keys to her room in The Hague, she soon starts using them to see more of Bob. ‘This place is like a left-wing brothel,’ one of the other tenants mutters as yet another relationship in the house is sealed.

			Mrs Brandes, Bob’s mother, gets wind of the affaire and calls that nice pianist who once gave a concert in their front parlour, Eberhard Rebling, to see if he would have a word with his friend Bob – that girl from a dubious merchant milieu is absolutely below her son. Eberhard listens smilingly, calms Mrs Brandes and assures her the Brilleslijper family has some fine daughters indeed. In January 1939, Bob takes Janny out to the cinema in The Hague, accompanies her home afterwards, and never leaves again.

			Bob’s parents refuse to give their consent upon the intended marriage. They think both Janny’s social background and her Jewish descent are too much of a risk in times like these. Though saddened by their attitude, Janny follows the example of her headstrong parents: in September 1939, almost twenty-three years old, she marries Bob, twenty-six years old, from her parental home in Amsterdam. Without father and mother Brandes, but in the presence of Bob’s sisters, including Aleid, with whom Janny gets along well. Joseph butters sandwiches for everyone, Fietje has returned from hospital and Janny, radiant, her round belly impossible to ignore, is the centre of attention. Bob, mischievously, has placed an announcement of their marriage in the newspaper in The Hague and as a result, his parents are flooded with congratulations from their distinguished circle of acquaintances.

			A month after the wedding, on 10 October 1939, Robert Brandes is born. Janny, Bob and the baby move into two rooms on Bazarlaan in The Hague with a landlady, Miss Tonnie de Bruin, who solicits on Prinsenstraat – an open secret to everyone.

			The young couple is over the moon but needs to put food on the table too. Before she got pregnant, Janny worked behind a knitting machine in a factory. She was given a small maternity allowance, but this is shrinking fast. Bob quits his studies and enters the civil service; Janny stays at home to look after little Robbie.

			The family quickly expands: in winter 1939, their first man in hiding moves in. Alexander de Leeuw is an eminent lawyer from Amsterdam, board member of the Dutch Communist Party, CPN, and director of Pegasus Publishers, where he met Bob. De Leeuw is known for his surly demeanour but also for his fierce battle against fascism and widely read publications. As a well-known communist and CPN lawyer, he has become a target in an increasingly hostile Amsterdam.

			Many years of austerity policy by the Colijn government have not helped the country overcome the economical crisis. On the contrary: there is hardly any recovery and the persistent scarcity causes tensions to rise. At the same time, hundreds of thousands of Jews and socialists try to escape Germany and countries further east, fleeing the orgy of violence unleashed in the Kristallnacht in November 1938, when Jews were lynched on the streets. The Dutch government, for fear of insulting Germany, has shut the borders for refugees, who are marked ‘undesirable elements’. Besides, reasoned Colijn, a mass influx of Jewish refugees would only aggravate the existing anti-Semitism in the country. 

			‘To be avoided is anything conducive to permanent settlement in our already densely populated country, seeing as a further invasion of foreign elements would be damaging to the preservation of the character of the Dutch tribe. The Government is of the opinion that our confined territory should in principle remain reserved for our own population,’ the Dutch government wrote in 1938.

			The Dutch soil, too, proves fertile for a scapegoat and public displays of hatred increase. In the winter of 1939, various cinemas in Amsterdam show Olympia, Leni Riefenstahl’s documentary, commissioned by Adolf Hitler, on the 1936 Berlin Olympics – a long-drawn-out idealization of athletic Aryan bodies. The film attracts young and unruly DNP (Dutch Nazi Party) members, and fights erupt in the city between groups of Fascists and young leftist and Jewish men. 

			When Alexander de Leeuw even stops feeling safe in his favourite pub, Café Reynders at Leidseplein, he starts looking for a place to hide. In Janny and Bob’s upstairs flat in The Hague, he sleeps in the attic and quietly washes himself in the room of newly born baby Robbie. Janny is struck by his introversion and awkwardness. When, one morning, Lientje pays a surprise visit and finds De Leeuw breakfasting in Janny’s living room, they stare at each other in shock. De Leeuw mutters something, grabs his stuff and, head down, rushes past Lien to the attic. She raises her eyebrows enquiringly towards her sister, but Janny ostentatiously presses her lips and shrugs her shoulders, as if she has never seen the man before.

			When, on 10 May 1940 at 3.55 a.m., German armoured trains cross the Dutch border and Luftwaffe squadrons enter the airspace, it comes as no surprise to Janny. It is the day when the illusion of Dutch neutrality is shattered. The day when Queen Wilhelmina issues the following proclamation:

			Although our country has, with utmost conscientiousness, maintained strict neutrality all these months, and had no other intention than to maintain this neutrality firmly and in all its consequences, German troops without any warning made a sudden attack upon our territory last night. This happened despite the solemn promise that the neutrality of our country would be respected so long as we maintained it ourselves.

			The first few days Janny and Bob still hope the Brits will drive the Germans out, but nothing happens. From their small house on Bazarlaan, they can almost touch the royal stables of Noordeinde Palace, so when, on 13 May, they see a convoy of expensive cars leave, it really hits home: the Netherlands are occupied.

			That night, when Robbie is asleep, Janny and Bob discuss the situation. They know the stories of refugees from the east, the traumas of those who fought in Spain. They are aware of the hostility in their country in the run-up to this moment. And yet they are determined: they shall resist fascism. Although they are not naive about possible consequences, they cannot possibly imagine what lies ahead.

			A few days later, when Janny is taking Robbie for a walk in his pram and suddenly the air raid siren goes off, she runs through the streets of The Hague searching for help. Ominous blaring fills the airspace, circles around her, low and heavy at first, to then shoot up – again and again, as fear ties a knot in her stomach and paving stones shoot by beneath her feet. She spots a familiar façade, rings the doorbell at acquaintances of the Brandes family and, gasping for breath, asks them for shelter. Ashamed, but resolutely, they show Janny and her baby the door.

		

	
		
			2

			The Brown Plague

			The first one they lose, after the capitulation, is Anita, a cheerful young woman who lives with them on Bankastraat.

			On 14 May 1940, Lien, Eberhard and their friends are by the window in their front room, silently staring at the black plumes of smoke above Rotterdam in the distance – a minor mistake by the Germans, who failed to call back their airplanes when the Dutch capitulated.

			Suddenly, they hear someone moaning on the first floor. Lien hurries up the stairs with Eberhard following, and they find Anita on her bed, white as chalk, limp, a glass tube by her side.

			The girl had fled Germany because of increasingly violent manifestations of anti-Semitism, and she had once told Lien about the dose of arsenic her father, a Jewish doctor, had given her when they said goodbye. Although the story, again, confirmed the gravity of the situation in Germany, they had also thought the gesture somewhat dramatic. Until now. ‘Rather dead than in Nazi hands,’ Anita’s father had emphasized.

			In the rest of the Netherlands, many agree; after the capitulation is announced on the news, hundreds of people take their own lives.

			And yet, public life fairly quickly resumes its course; people go to work, shops are open and newspapers published. Janny and Lien regularly visit their parents and younger brother in Amsterdam, and there, too, everything looks deceptively normal. Inspired by the commune in The Hague, Bob’s sister Aleid started something similar in Amsterdam: a community house at Nieuwe Herengracht, close to the botanical gardens, filled with many of the sisters’ mutual friends. It isn’t until they visit Aleid, and find hardly any of their friends there, that they realize some already have one foot in the resistance: they stay here and there, and only come home occasionally to collect some things. 

			Janny and Lien learn about the lists now circulating with names of volunteers in the Spanish Civil War, leftist youth, social democrats, communists and other anti-Fascists who the Germans are keeping an eye on. To draw them up, they depend heavily on input from the fifth column: citizens sympathizing with fascism, keen to contribute and share long-cherished information – varying from Dutch entrepreneurs exposing their ‘red’ customers, to German maids telling on the families whose dirty laundry they took care of for years. Janny worries that she, Bob and their friends might already be registered somewhere, and discusses the lists with her husband. But he simply shrugs: ‘If we are, we will find out eventually.’

			And so begins the waiting.

			On 29 May 1940, Reich Commissioner Arthur Seyss-Inquart gives his first speech as highest official of the occupying forces, at the Hall of Knights in Dutch parliament. The Austrian lawyer with slick hair and small round spectacles emphasizes the Dutch people have nothing to fear from the Germans:

			We have not come here to oppress and destroy a national character and to deprive a country of its freedom [. . .] This time it was not about national character nor money nor freedom. The goods of this land were never under threat. This time the question was whether the Dutch would be abused as a stepping stone for an attack against the faith, the freedom and the lives of the German people [. . .] Those are the words I have to say to the Dutch people today, as I take over the highest governmental authority of the Netherlands. We have come with force of arms reluctantly, we want to be protectors and promoters to then remain friends, all of this, though, in the light of the higher duty, we, Europeans, have, because we have to build a new Europe, where national honour and collective labour are the guiding principles.

			The entire country sighs with relief. Things will be different here than they are in the eastern occupied countries: the Germans will at least show respect for this civilized Western country. Hitler has always been clear that he considers the Slavic people as rubbish that needs to be removed from his backyard, where he wants to create Lebensraum, and he hopes his Germanic brothers in the West will help him to achieve this goal. The Netherlands has not interfered with the German oppression policy and is offered mild treatment in return – or so the Dutch people hope. Even the German soldiers turn out not to be that bad: in bright summer weather you can see them out and about on the streets, and on Scheveningen beach, strangely enough, they enjoy their hot chocolate with whipped cream. 

			In the commune on Bankastraat there’s a sense of optimism too: surely one of the Allied superpowers will quickly defeat Hitler, the question is merely if it will take one year or two. Either way, there will be very few consequences for Jewish people in the Netherlands; they are fully integrated into society and the rest of the country will not allow anything to happen to them.

			When Lien, bright and breezy, drops by her sister’s house for coffee, Janny does not agree with her positive story. She is remarkably absent and curt.

			‘You should stop coming here this often.’

			She says it even before offering her sister anything to drink. Lien thinks of the strange men she keeps seeing in the small apartment, the illegal newspapers, the secret meetings. Surely Janny trusts her own sister?

			‘Is it Eberhard?’

			Lien can barely say it. She narrows her eyes, tilts her head and looks at her younger sister.

			Lien knows Janny does not see shades of grey in this occupation – she believes each new day with the Germans inside the country borders is one too many. And Eberhard is a German.

			‘What makes you think that? I trust Eberhard like I trust my own family.’

			Janny presses Lien against her chest and sighs. Then she holds her sister, her arms outstretched, looking her straight in the eye.

			‘This is a dangerous place, Lientje. You have no idea what those Krauts are capable of. Trust me: the less often you’re here, the better. For both of us.’

			Shortly after this conversation, Lien is outside the dance studio, waiting for the next class, when a strange man approaches. She is startled when he starts speaking to her, but then recognizes his voice. He’s one of her Eastern-Jewish students; he has shaven his long beard and corkscrew curls, and is unrecognizable with his smooth and pale face and new clothes. He hardly dares to look at Lien. With great difficulty she manages a smile and cheerfully starts the lesson, but the rest of the afternoon her stomach is tight and her limbs feel so heavy she can barely lift them.

			One night in October Bob returns home from work with a form. It is an Aryan declaration, on which all civil servants in the Netherlands are obliged to fill in whether they or their family are Jewish.

			As soon as they have put Robbie to bed, they sit down together and carefully read the declaration:

			The undersigned: . . .

			occupation: . . .

			position: . . .

			born on . . . at . . .

			living in . . .

			declare, that to the best of his/her knowledge neither he himself/she herself, nor his/her wife/husband/fiancé(e), nor one of his (her)/their parents or grandparents has ever been part of the Jewish community of faith.

			It is known to the undersigned, that he/she, should the above declaration prove false, is subject to summary dismissal.

			. . ., 1940.

			(signature)

			They let their eyes rest on the paper at the last sentence. Then they look at each other. It has begun. Bob says nothing, makes a wry face, lifts the paper by a corner, opens the lid of the round iron stove and slowly lowers the form into the fire.

			‘What are you doing?’ Janny asks.

			‘I am not filling in any declarations and neither are you. I want nothing to do with this, and we’ll see what happens when we get there.’

			One month after Bob has lit the fire with his Aryan declaration, everyone in the civil service who is known to be Jewish is fired. Among them is the father of their friend Tilly, President of the Supreme Court, Lodewijk Visser. Not one of his colleagues objects.

			Janny and Bob are as yet unaware what the tightly organised registration of Jews is the prelude to, and they don’t fret about the declaration. Much more interesting are the encouraging signs of resistance around them. They hear about dozens of pupils at Vossius, a prominent grammar school in Amsterdam, going on strike and about the civil disobedience by Professor Rudolph Cleveringa of Leiden University. Students illegally distribute thousands of copies of Cleveringa’s speech throughout the Netherlands. Janny and Lien, too, get a copy. Cleveringa, like Bob, is part of the very small group of civil servants in the country who decide not to sign the Aryan declaration – in his case in solidarity with two Jewish colleagues, professors Meijers and David, who have just been fired. Everyone refusing to fill in the form, however, is in danger of losing his job, too. Cleveringa is not a man of impulsive bravura – he is very aware of the potential consequences but determined to take a clear stand nonetheless.

			On 26 November 1940, Cleveringa goes to Leiden University in the morning, supposedly to take over the lecture his colleague Meijers would give. In front of his unsuspecting students he delivers a protest speech, which is still regarded as one of the best speeches ever held in the Netherlands. In his address, Cleveringa, as a tribute to his master Meijers, discusses the diversity of his work and thus brings Dutch law to life. He examines the foundations of various areas of law and Meijers’ merits throughout his impressive career, and then makes an appeal to the reason, the conscience and the sense of justice of his young audience:

			Meijers is this Dutchman, this noble and true son of our people, this mensch, this father to his students, this scholar whom the foreigner presently ruling over us with hostility ‘removes from his office’!

			I said I would not speak about my feelings; I shall keep that promise, close as those feelings are to streaming, like hot boiling lava, through all the cracks that sometimes seem as if they might burst open in my head and heart.

			But in the faculty, that according to its objective, is devoted to observing justice, this may not be left unspoken: in accordance with Dutch tradition, the constitution states that every Dutch person may serve his country in any way and can be appointed to any position or dignity, enjoying equal civil and citizens’ rights, regardless of his religion.

			After Cleveringa has said his final word, there is a burst of applause and several students start to sing the national anthem, soon followed by the rest of the hall. The feeling of solidarity swirls through the streets of Leiden, but is brutally crushed the next day with the arrest of Cleveringa, who will spend the rest of the war in the House of Detention in Scheveningen as punishment for his resistance. Leiden University is closed.

			Janny and Lien discuss the action with their friend Tilly, to hearten her and emphasize the courage of her father, Lodewijk Visser, who is President of the Dutch Supreme Court. They admire how determined he is, even after being fired by the Nazis and their collaborators at justice, and abandoned by his fellow judges. When asked about his dismissal, he persists it is not valid; the queen has appointed him and only she is authorized to discharge him from his office – everything else is unlawful. Lodewijk Visser does not leave it at that and keeps actively offering resistance against the Germans. He is a contributor to the underground newspaper Het Parool and will become Chairman of the Jewish Coordination Committee, a national, autonomous organization, founded by two Jewish religious societies.

			To Lien, people like Lodewijk Visser set a benchmark for resistance; an attitude that will surely get the masses moving against the occupying forces – who might have thought the Dutch would offer them free play but are facing a nasty surprise. Janny, however, is neither counting on the Germans for mercy, nor on the Dutch people for salvation. So when in January 1941, a few months after the mandatory Aryan declaration for civil servants, all Jews in the Netherlands are compelled to register, she does not report. As one of the few people among her acquaintances, she refuses to have the black capital J for Jew stamped in her identity card. The only thing she will later regret is that she hasn’t urged everyone else around her to do the same. That she hasn’t told Lien, who makes no fuss about this bureaucracy, reports and gets a J stamped in her identity card, just like 160,820 other Jews in the Netherlands. A small administrative action that will prove to be most helpful for the deportation system that soon starts running, facilitated by the efficiency and professionalism the Germans so praise the Dutch for.

			In Amsterdam alone, some 70,000 thousand Jews are registered – 10 per cent of all the inhabitants of the city. At the Zentralstelle für Jüdische Auswanderung, the Central Office for Jewish Emigration at Adama van Scheltemaplein, later in the war, a few simple card-index boxes suffice to keep track of those who have been taken away and those who still need to go. When each train leaves, a copy of the list of passengers is sent to the Zentralstelle, where an accountant then transfers the card corresponding to each passenger’s name from one box to the other. One card per transported man, woman or child until the box with Jews registered in Amsterdam is almost empty and the box with the deported full.
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			Strike! Strike! Strike!

			It is a freezing cold winter, the first since the German invasion, and, led by Anton Mussert, the DNP paramilitary squads known as the ‘blackshirts’ – are becoming bolder. The DNP is hitching a ride on the German forces’ wagon; before foreign occupation the party had very little say in the Dutch political landscape. Despite a fanatical campaign presenting Mussert as the saviour from the Bolshevist threat (‘Mussert or Moscow?’), the Dutch Nazis got less than 4 per cent of the votes at the national elections of 1937.

			The boldness of the Dutch Nazis, protected by Hitler’s strong arm, becomes increasingly tangible in daily life. The party organizes targeted provocations in predominantly Jewish neighbourhoods and among the people in the Amsterdam Jewish Quarter, in the city centre, the atmosphere is tense.

			The Germans have issued new directives for the Dutch police, instructing them to better protect Dutch Nazis in confrontations with Jews and rebellious civilians. Furthermore, arresting blackshirts is no longer allowed.

			Janny is often in Amsterdam. She sees the tight faces, hears the whispering in the alleys, feels how the tension in and around the city centre rises. Everyone seems to be in a constant hurry and those without a reason to be out stay in.

			Café owners who have not put up a ‘no Jews allowed’ sign yet are visited by groups of blackshirts – and treated anything but kindly. All the windows of Café Restaurant De Kroon on Rembrandtplein have been smashed and in other cafés the squads destroy every piece of furniture. German soldiers support them as Dutch policemen helplessly stand by.

			‘This is bound to go wrong, Bob,’ Janny says to her husband at home in The Hague. ‘Ordinary people don’t put up with this, either. There have been fights with Dutch Nazis – one of them even died.’

			She is talking about Hendrik Koot, a committed blackshirt who died in hospital on Tuesday, 11 February after a brutal fight in the Jewish Quarter. Koot is the martyr the Fascists need to take the next step.

			That same night, the Jewish Corner, the heart of the Jewish Quarter, where 25,000 people live, is hermetically sealed. The bridges are raised and barbed-wire fencing is set up to block the entrance, with Grüne Polizei (Green Police), Nazi police officers, standing on guard in front of it.

			A day later the occupying forces demand the formation of a Jewish Council: a central body, acting on behalf of the Jewish, for the Germans to communicate with – quickly turning into a body to use for carrying out their orders.

			Lodewijk Visser, frontman of the Jewish Coordination Committee, instantly objects to the Council and the policy of its chairmen, Abraham Asscher and David Cohen. Asscher and Cohen believe they can negotiate, on behalf of the Jewish community, with the Germans and perhaps even exert positive influence, but Visser believes their attitude is too cooperative. He refuses, on behalf of the Jewish Coordination Committee, to communicate with the Germans and only speaks to the Dutch government.

			Later that year the Germans will order the Jewish Coordination Committee to cease its activities and name the Jewish Council as the only national representative of the Jewish Community.

			Following the death of Koot, the Nazi propaganda machine goes full speed ahead. DNP weekly Volk en Vaderland, People and Country, says:

			Juda has thrown off the mask! [. . .] Sergeant Hendrik Evert Koot is killed. Killed? No, trampled down with sadistic delight! Crushed under the ponderous feet of a nomadic people – whose blood is different from ours. This eastern slaughtering method is typically Jewish. [. . .] Let it be said to the criminals that this is the last, the very last time, that one of us was killed by Jews.

			In the following week articles in a similar tone appear in various Dutch newspapers. They mention the many bite wounds Koot apparently had, worse even: that a Jew bit through his throat. Within days, Koot’s death has assumed mythical proportions, and Joseph and Fietje Brilleslijper have to stand by helplessly while the Jewish Quarter is fenced off from the rest of Amsterdam. Everywhere, around their home too, signs are put up saying: Judenviertel/Joodse Wijk.

			But it is not over yet. On 19 February, there is a fight around ice-cream parlour Koco between Grüne Polizei and a defence squad of regular customers who have, for some time, been protecting the owners, Alfred Kohn and Ernst Cahn, two German–Jewish refugees. On this occasion the Germans are sprayed with a specially prepared bottle of ammonia. Owners and customers are arrested and the incident is reported directly to Heinrich Himmler, leader of the Schutzstaffel, the SS.

			With the first fight on Friday, 9 February following Koot’s death and the gas incident at Koco, the Germans now have enough excuse for launching a large offensive against the Jews –without anticipating much opposition from Dutch citizens. There is only one thing left to do: instruct the Jewish Council to disarm its community. The brand-new chairmen of the Council, diamond dealer Asscher and professor of ancient history Cohen, call on the Jewish population to surrender all arms before Friday, 21 February 1941. ‘If this call is not obeyed, strict government measures will inevitably follow.’

			That weekend the Dutch are introduced to a phenomenon they will soon become familiar with: raids. People are dragged from their homes, men who look Jewish are pulled from their bicycles and women who interfere are violently pushed aside.

			During these first raids, on 22 and 23 February 1941, a total of 427 Jewish men between twenty and thirty-five years old are arrested; a great many around the synagogues at Jonas Daniël Meijerplein in Amsterdam, a small triangle between Waterlooplein and the canal. The Dutch police had not been informed and many non-Jewish civilians, visiting the Sunday market, witness the action. The Jewish men are rounded up, forced to squat on the ground with their hands up or behind their head. Their faces are white as chalk, their pupils dilated. They are guarded by soldiers kicking them into place with their boots, while other soldiers usher new arrivals towards the square, beating them with the butts of their rifles. Trucks pull up, a group is rushed in, the driver accelerates and they are gone. Move over, arms up, shouting, a smack. They are Jewish men in work clothes, men in their Sunday best, one man in a tailcoat. Bystanders are watching, glued to the spot, others run home. When the last truck has left the Jewish Quarter that Sunday night, the silence is deafening.

			Among the men who are arrested are friends of Janny and Lien. Most of the deported end up in Mauthausen labour camp, a concentration camp in Austria where granite is extracted. Again it is Lodewijk Visser who appeals, more than once, to the secretaries general – the same secretaries general who had turned their backs on him when he was dismissed – to stand up for the fate of the Jewish men who are arrested and transported. Visser has heard that prisoners in the labour camp die en masse as a result of working in the quarry, owing to hunger, disease or torture, and he believes the Dutch government should intervene. But again, no one listens.

			In the meantime, the Germans are so annoyed with Visser that they threaten to send him to a concentration camp if he doesn’t keep quiet. They need not have worried. In early 1942, Lodewijk Visser dies of a brain haemorrhage. None of his former colleagues of the Supreme Court is present at his funeral.

			The entire group of men deported from the Netherlands during the weekend of 22 and 23 February 1941 dies within a few months – with the exception of two ‘lucky ones’, who are sent on to Buchenwald concentration camp and survive.

			Ernst Cahn of the Koco ice-cream parlour is shot by a firing squad in the dunes near The Hague in March, which makes him the first civilian in the Second World War to be killed this way. His partner, Alfred Kohn, does not return from Auschwitz.

			Then something extraordinary happens. One day after the raids, late at night, the banned Communist Party distributes leaflets through the entire city. In black typewritten letters and with many exclamation marks there’s an elaborate call, on just one sheet of paper, for strike and solidarity with the Jews:

			Organize the protest strike in all companies!!!

			Fight against terror as one!!!

			Demand immediate release of the arrested Jews!!!

			(. . .)

			Keep Jewish children away from Nazi violence, take them into your families!!!

			BE AWARE OF THE ENORMOUS POWER OF YOUR UNITED ACTION!!!

			This is many times greater than the German military occupation!

			STRIKE!!! STRIKE!!! STRIKE!!!

			A few hours before, in the early evening of 24 February, some hundred members of the Communist Party, mostly civil servants, gathered for an open-air meeting on Noordermarkt (Northern Market) near Amsterdam Centraal Station, at the head of Prinsengracht. They turned up on the square from all directions, braving the cold in thick coats, hats pulled over their ears. A cloud of people’s breath mingled with cigarette smoke floats above the men at the foot of the church as the initiators give a glowing speech.

			An earlier strike, when Dutch metalworkers were sent to Germany, had been called off, but the CPN leaders expect a broader base for action after the recent chain of anti-Semitic violence. Everyone here on Noordermarkt, the party leaders emphasize, must not only obey the call to action themselves, but also encourage others to participate, in a collective protest against the German treatment and deportation of the Amsterdam Jews – their Amsterdam Jews.

			The fury about what happened on Jonas Daniël Meijerplein – the severe ill treatment of the Jewish men – has stirred something up and many people that night are in favour of organizing a massive protest. At the end of the meeting piles of leaflets are handed out. People disperse and return to their own part of town to further spread the word.

			The following morning the February strike breaks out: a large-scale, organized and open protest against the persecution of the Jews. A crucial first act is the strike of the Amsterdam tram drivers; people waiting at the stops wonder why trams don’t show and are unable to get to work. It has a domino effect; the news quickly spreads through the city.

			For many the start of the strike is nerve-wracking, an unnatural act of disobedience – but in each company it only takes one person to set the process in motion. A boy at the hat factory extinguishes the large stove with a bucket of water; without steam to make hats, the entire production comes to a standstill and workers leave the building en masse. A young seamstress has prepared her plan with her husband; in the sewing studio on the first floor she waits by the window for him to signal from the street below that the strike has begun. She then turns nervously to the room full of women, clears her throat, and calls on them to put down their work and strike against the occupying forces and their criminal treatment of Jews. To her surprise, all the other seamstresses rise and follow her outside.

			Once the first workers, without permission, leave their place and appear on the street, their coats on and their hats pulled over their ears, the floodgates are open. Everywhere in the city people gather outside in the wintry cold; men and women, clerks and road workers. At first they are hesitant and huddled together, but as more houses and factories empty and their numbers increase, they stand up straight with their shoulders back, awaiting an inevitable reaction.

			The Germans are completely taken by surprise by the resistance and on the second day the strike spreads to other parts of the country: the north, Utrecht and, cautiously, also The Hague. The sense of solidarity is overwhelming. The tension, prevailing everywhere after recent violent events, makes way for hope and bravery.

			But not for long.

			Already on the first day of the strike, the gathering on Noordermarkt is roughly broken up by Green Police and people feel their fear return.

			On the second day a large police force is mobilized, as are the SS, the German blackshirts, older brothers of the Dutch Nazi squads. A state of emergency is declared and the strikers’ resistance broken with brute force.

			In The Hague, Lien and Janny follow everything, excited at first but soon concerned. Police cars are racing, sirens wailing, and people are told through speakers to stay indoors and immediately resume their work. It is obvious: the Fascists are panicking. A strike like this has not occurred in any of the occupied territories before.

			In Amsterdam, alleys fill up with battalions, hastily turned out to drive the civilians back inside. While work shoes crowded the streets on the first day of the strike, they are thick with police boots the next. At least nine people are killed, dozens seriously injured, and hundreds of men are arrested. The participating cities are fined by the Germans – Amsterdam alone must pay 15 million guilders – and Mayor Willem de Vlugt is replaced by a pro-German: Edward Voûte. And, finally, the recently installed Jewish Council has to urge all employees to resume their work.

			When Janny and Lien learn about the bloody end of the strike from their communist friends, they disagree on the effect of recent developments. For the first time since the raids, Lien is confident about their chances again; the two-day strike in Amsterdam has shown that you can resist even the worst terror. But Janny, as always, will not have any of this; she predicts the actions will backfire for the Jews. ‘The Jewish Council is now trying to calm the Jews down,’ she tells her sister, ‘and that is exactly what the Krauts like to see.’

			Immediately after the war, a commemoration of the strikes is organized and on the first occasion, in 1946, Queen Wilhelmina announces that, inspired by the February strikes, the motto ‘Valiant, Resolute, Merciful’ will be added to the coat of arms of Amsterdam. Despite, or perhaps thanks to, the non-recurrent nature of this organized protest against the persecution of the Jews, the legitimate credit for starting it will be disputed for decades to follow. The leading part of the CPN is either denied or kept quiet; in the first years after the war, the myth is peddled that people spontaneously took to the streets, infuriated by Nazi policy. During the Cold War, party members were, for many years, excluded from the official commemoration of the strike.

			To this day, the connection between the CPN and the famous action is not widely known. A symbol of justice has, strangely enough, itself become a symbol of injustice.

			On Jonas Daniël Meijerplein in Amsterdam, the place where the victims of the first raid were lined up and squatted in the cold for hours, a sculpture commemorates the strike: De Dokwerker, the dockworker – a heavy, indomitable man with rolled-up sleeves, his chin up but his hands helplessly empty.
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			Children of the War

			As the February strike takes place, Janny is literally on top of the enemy. The flat on Bazarlaan is above the printer where a Dutch Nazi magazine is made and as fast as the fascist propaganda rolls off the press downstairs, she and Bob stencil illegal resistance papers on a monstrously large machine one floor up. Like an accomplished printer, Janny copies her first underground newspaper, Het Signaal, The Signal – a nod to the Wehrmacht propaganda magazine Signal appearing fortnightly in twenty languages with a circulation of 2.5 million copies. Janny is not quite there yet, but she bravely prints on, Robbie sleeping by her side.

			To expand her activities, Janny rents a space about half a mile away in The Hague, where she sets up a proper underground press. Fear and mutual distrust are growing day by day: after the February strike, all intermediaries and contacts with Amsterdam were arrested, and more and more often, Janny has to deal with perfect strangers. It makes her nervous. Every eye contact, note without a sender, meeting on the corner of a street to exchange information – she never knows who she’s facing. Are they moles, naive adventurers who can put her at risk? Or people like her who have devoted themselves to the good cause after very careful consideration? With each new face suspiciously peering up from beneath a hat, she wonders if that person can be trusted. Thankfully, both parties receive code words to quickly make clear what purpose their encounter has.

			There is a good reason for the increasing paranoia: the stories about labour camps at home and abroad, where arrested Jewish men are taken to, become more and more persistent. But the rumours of people dying there are blamed on the harsh conditions: the cold, disease or hard work. Jews are now banned from visiting cinemas, cafés or markets, and in Amsterdam they have to state exactly how many houses and shops they own, where their children attend school, which tram or bus routes they take and which cultural organisations they visit. Travelling is almost impossible for them.

			The next goal of the occupying forces is to round up as many Jews as possible, first from Amsterdam, then from all over the Netherlands, at one central location. The Jewish Quarter, cut off from the rest of the city, seems ideal, but the blockade doesn’t last; there are too many Jews in Amsterdam to fit in that small area and at least 6,000 non-Jewish Amsterdammers live behind the drawbridges. Forcing them to leave is not that easy. Also, they want to keep receiving guests and go to work elsewhere in the city. The barriers are removed, but the signs stay: JUDENVIERTEL/JOODSCHE WIJK.

			Jews are not allowed to move house any more. With everyone stuck in their place, mapping out the entire community can begin.

			One night in December 1941, Lien has given a dance performance. As she packs her bags she discusses the current situation with her close friend Ida Rosenheimer, who played the piano during the show. Lien is optimistic and she cannot imagine the occupied countries will allow Hitler to press further ahead with his plans – the logistics of transporting tens of thousands of people alone seem almost impossible to her – but Ida is far more downcast. Her family told her that Jews in Poland and Czechoslovakia are rounded up in ghettos and that anyone offering the least resistance is moved to newly built concentration camps. Ida finds her friend naive and tries to warn her: for twenty years Hitler has been saying he wants to destroy the Jews. He has already started in the east and there is no doubt they shall see the same thing happening in the Netherlands.

			Lien’s younger sister does not need this warning; Janny is rapidly expanding her underground activities. Bob works at the Central Food Supply, which will prove to be of great value later, and Janny, in addition to printing and distributing underground resistance newspapers, is also involved in other ways to save people’s lives. If necessary, their little home provides shelter for people in danger – political refugees and members of the resistance who have already caught the attention of the Germans.

			Soon, the first communists knock on their door. Among them is Kees Schalker, former member of the Lower House. He is one of the leaders of the illegal CPN and is on a German list. Dressed as an old man, with a hat and a grey beard, he tries to transform himself, but like Alexander de Leeuw, who hid with them previously, Schalker will not live to see the end of the war.

			All Robbie knows is that sometimes there are friends who stay for a while, and when Lien visits her sister and yet another stranger is reading the newspaper in the tiny kitchen, she no longer asks any questions.

			Forging and stealing identity cards has become a matter of urgency too. False documents are of vital importance for those who seek shelter – when they are stopped on the street, during a raid or when they travel, they must be able to identify themselves as not Jewish, or prove they are officially resident at the hiding address they pretend is theirs. The call earlier that year for Jews to report for additional registration has been very successful: over 160,000 Jews in the country have registered – people with a large J stamped on the left page of their identity card, next to their passport photo. Only a few – like Janny – have no J there.

			The identity cards have thus become a powerful instrument, a small piece of paper which, in crucial moments, can make the difference between life and death. A forged card could help a Jewish man, woman or child get through inspection, travel to family and friends, find safety at a hiding place. The personal details on the right page of the identity card are often forged too; from a distinctly Jewish name to a Dutch-sounding one, from Simon Wallach to Hendrik Akkerman.
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