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  Les souvenirs sont cors de chasse Dont meurt le bruit parmi le vent.

  Guillaume Apollinaire
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  PREFACE

  As a child, walking to school, I used to chant names to myself, counting them like prayer beads: Samarkand, Zanzibar, Timbuktu, Kyoto and Surabaya. I had only a very vague idea where these places were or what they stood for, but I knew that one day I would go there. They were all still to come, the years of travel and discovery, of living and loving, the wonder and the sorrow of it. Seeing the golden stupa in Boudhanath, the white egrets in the flooded forests of the Amazon, or looking up at a star-filled Saharan sky, I would recognize the images of my childhood dreams.

  More than forty years as a photographer have left me with a sizable archive. The pictures show me people of the deserts or of the misty rains, bringing back sights and sounds, smells and colors. The articles were written for publication and often screen my private emotions. The notes, scribbled in haste as an aide-mémoire to myself—I should, I have, I must—carry a sense of urgency tied to a specific moment. If together they form the texture of my life, they also remind me that memory is selective, biased and manipulative.

  Memories, wrote Apollinaire, are the “call of horns, their echo silenced by the wind.” Even fantasy finds equilibrium between memory and lie. When I consciously search for images I become one with what emerges. I am there again, at that point in time, and find that all has remained unchanged. The child, the girl, the woman that was I is still within reach.


  ECHOES

  In my dreams, I often have a husband. Not a new one, but a comfortable amalgam of the old ones. Perfectly nice, he seems to be au courant with my current life and I never have to say, “Oh, of course, that was not with you!” Sometimes he lingers a little after I wake up, but by the time I carry my coffee cup through the garden, down to the water’s edge, I am alone to enjoy the clowning cormorant and the squabbling gulls. Actually, during the day I hardly think of any husbands and definitely not of the first one. He happened so long ago, long before Mallorca, Paris or Long Island and I seem to have left him behind somewhere. Except for unbidden snippets of memory recalled by such odd things as the sound of Swiss church bells on a Sunday morning, or a dead kitten in a trash can.

  I was born in Holland, where although some of my ancestors built the massive windmills that dot the lowlands, most of them chose the sea. There was a fishing fleet that followed the herring; others built ships and repaired them. My grandfather built ship’s cabins of deep red mahogany, my father was one of the youngest officers in the merchant marine, my brother chose the navy before he decided to make his money elsewhere and a grandson recently graduated from the Marine Academy in New York, thus continuing the albeit thin line. I was told a great-grandmother used to sail with her husband across the Channel to deliver fresh vegetables to England. Sailors of the small fleet would grumble, as that was “not done,” but she was the captain’s wife and she did. I like to think of her standing beside her husband, skirts billowing, watching the daybreak over England’s coast, young, happy and alive.

  I grew up in the noisy seaport of Rotterdam. Our house stood in a quiet tree-lined street with neatly trimmed hedges. Just behind our garden gate a narrow path lead to a dike beyond which stretched the empty polders, flat and windswept, the meadows furrowed by weed-covered ditches, where silver herons stood silent sentinel. A Dutch landscape scrawled in thin chalk. My brother and I gathered clumps of pearly frog’s spawn in an old casserole and emptied them into the small pond in our garden; by early summer, they grew into a mighty chorus, invading the rest of the neighborhood. We jumped the sloten with long poles, fell in, disappeared under the jade-colored lichen into the mud and came up black and smelly. These ditches and the canal a block away from our house, where we skated in winter, were the nearest my everyday life then came to promises of oceans, deserts and jungles. But already my memory nudges at other images.

  My grandfather used to visit an old sea captain of whom I was secretly very scared because he would take out his false teeth with horrible pink gums, thinking it amused me. He also had a blue and yellow parrot that sang Italian arias and swore in Spanish, or so I was told. It slept in a large round cage on a faded green velvet pillow but flapped around freely during the day, talking to itself in the mirror and screeching for sweets. Perched on the back of a chair it moved in small sideways steps, nibbling its clawed foot and quickly turning its head to give me a jaundiced look. It twice bit my finger. My sister said I would get rabies and die foaming at the mouth, but I always went back. Not for the bird, I realized later, but for what I thought it had seen.

  I remember crossing silver bridges in the city, swift water rushing with the tide, forests of slender cranes swinging their loads into holds and white clouds that were always moving. I remember as a small girl spending a day on a tugboat of my father’s shipyard guiding a cruise ship into port, about twenty miles along the shifting sands of the river Meuse. All that afternoon boats hooted and bells clanged, men were calling to each other, there was the smell of brine, the sun was on the water, a long leash tied me to some metal railing and I had never felt so free. It was almost dark when we returned and the pilot climbed down from the cruise ship. Its lights reflected in the sky, I heard music, voices, and the hull above us loomed as high as a mountain. I looked up and wondered, “Where has it been? What strange places did it see?”


  GROWING UP
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  My parents

  Until the war—World War II, that is—changed it all, life was simple and rather predictable. We were a large family with six children, siblings who quarreled and made up, parents who despaired and were proud of us. We went to school, celebrated birthdays and waited with all the other Dutch children for Saint Nicolas (rather than Father Christmas) to bring us presents. We must have seemed a rather typical, somewhat noisy but closely knit family. I have a different memory.

  As far back as I can remember I had a sense of not quite belonging, of being not quite like the others, of being slightly in the wrong. I had an older sister and brother. After our mother died at my birth, my father married again, a pleasant-looking woman with bright red hair, called Susanna. The three younger children from the new marriage formed a little clan of their own, closely protected by their mother. My stepmother did not have any problems with my older siblings, but could never bring herself to accept me. She had known my mother well and knew how deeply her death had affected my father. Was I a constant reminder of how happy they had been? To everyone else, I was a child among others and she was my mother. I always knew that I had none.

  It was my paternal grandmother and my young aunt Adry—just a dozen years older than I was and tending to treat me like her favorite doll—who gave me affection, guidance and protection. Their house was near ours. I had lived the first years of my life in their care and now spent much of my free time with them. Looking back, I know my stepmother was not a mean or evil person. She was a good mother to the others and later, as a grown-up woman, I would understand better how difficult it must have been to marry a young widower with three children. Still, she made my childhood miserable with endless small hurts. The small offhand remarks, the ever-present suspicion and slight exasperation in the voice—what did she do now?—the head turned toward me as a reflex when anything had been broken, gone wrong or been lost. The putting down of those qualities I did have and the rejection of gestures of goodwill on my part. Where, then, was my father in all this? He was kind to us, but we saw him only at the evening meals or on weekends, when last week’s warmed-up quibbles between a wife and an unruly child must have seem trivial.

  I loved school. It was a place where I could be myself, where I was judged by my curiosity, my willingness to learn and by my grades. I spent most of my free time reading and early on learned to lose myself in the world and company of those who peopled the pages. I had found a corner in the living room, behind an armchair, where I would sit on the floor with my book. My father walked by and let me be; my mother would find me and tell me to clean up my room or help do the dishes. When I graduated from junior high as youngest and first of my class, speaking four languages and showing no interest in domestic matters, she registered me in a girl’s school where I would learn how to hem napkins and set a nice table. My grandmother did not allow me to whine, but this was a matter of my education. My parents were summoned and I changed schools.

  My grandmother was my example and my conscience. I muddled through many small ordeals on my own, because I knew she would be there come real need. She spoke little and at times could seem somewhat distant. Once, having taken a close friend to visit her, the girl asked me, “Your grandmother does not like you either?” I stared at her and she said, “Well, she just calls you child! That is like saying cat or chicken!” I really had no answer. I only knew that my grandmother called no one else child and I firmly believed that to her I was the only child in the world.

  One beautiful morning in May, war broke out. My father and I climbed to the attic and watched the German parachutes floating down, white specks glinting in the early sunlight. They looked like puppets dangling from an umbrella, and years later, I could never see Mary Poppins without thinking of them. Planes roared overhead, one burning Junker passing straight over our house, almost touching the rooftops. I heard the eerie wail, saw the black crosses painted on the wings, the red flames engulfing the plane, the pilot in the cockpit. I knew something terrible was happening, but had no idea what. I was eleven years old. During the next few days, the radio repeated information and instructions. The German army had invaded Holland; the Queen said that the royal family was leaving for England. An announcer told us in a very serious tone of voice to tear up bed sheets and prepare bandages for the wounded, pack an emergency suitcase, and no standing around in groups in the streets. The Queen was leaving? What emergency? What wounded? The following days brought the thunder of continuous cannon fire, explosions and air raid sirens. Searchlights scanned the night skies, three slender waving fingers of bright light reaching up to trap the silhouette of a silver plane. I saw dogfights between Dutch and German planes without ever knowing who was friend or foe, which went down and died.

  In an effort to keep the German tanks from advancing, fertile polders were flooded with seawater, something incomprehensible to Dutch people. There was fierce fighting on several fronts, and the Germans set an ultimatum for surrender. The time had not expired when pilots received their orders and the bombs fell on our city. We did not live in the center and our house was spared, but the explosions echoed through our quiet street and huge columns of black smoke uncurled like gigantic thunderclouds against a red sky. Clouds that brought no rain, but greasy black ashes and thousands of small scraps of paper fluttering down like a ticker parade. I remember saving some half-burnt pages bearing the letterhead of the Statendam, proud flagship of the Holland American Line, anchored in its homeport. The heart of the city went up in flames, thirty thousand houses lining wide boulevards and narrow medieval streets, the wharfs with their warehouses and dockside bars and cabarets, dozens of churches, schools, theaters, factories, banks and hospitals. A thousand people died and more than eighty thousand were homeless. It was a scene of total war and destruction. There was the smell of charred and burning things and the very air tasted bitter on the tongue. We children looked to the grown-ups to make sense of it all, but they turned to each other, the same disbelieving horror showing in their faces.

  With Rotterdam burning and the German threat of other cities facing the same fate, Holland capitulated. The war had lasted five days and our lives were forever changed. We saw our first refugees, followed by armored cars and columns of young Germans on their heavy motorcycles fanning out through the streets, soldiers putting up official announcements in German and Dutch. The beginning of the occupation. The gray-clad soldiers with guns and bayonets, wearing black boots with iron nails and belts with shiny buckles pronouncing “Gott mit uns.” (God with us.) The anonymous faces under square gray helmets, within days to become such a familiar sight.

  Several bombs had hit the zoo, and escaped animals added their own phantasmagorical note to the ruined and smoldering city. Lions roared in residential areas, an elephant stood looking forlorn at a bus stop, after having stripped all the trees in the little square. Wolves were hunting in the parks, while in our own gardens smaller wild creatures slipped through the evening shadows. In one absurd instance, a confused ostrich flapped hissing down the aisle in a nearby crowded church and attacked an unsuspecting priest, pecking furiously at his embroidered robe and chasing him around the altar. The zookeepers struggled to lure their charges back into improvised shelters, whereas the Germans shot the animals at sight. It did not make much difference; in the end, most animals starved to death or fell prey to survivors, whether men or beast.

  We learned to live with coupons and identification cards, curfews, the wailing of air raid sirens and the BBC news heard on hidden radios. The strange thing was that many people pretended nothing had changed and continued to live as they had always done. But things had changed, even for us, the children. With schools destroyed or used as German barracks, we shared buildings in different parts of town, walking past smoking ruins, skirting still standing walls, their empty windows staring like hollow eyes. We rarely had a full day of school and established values or old rules were no longer valid. A boy would tell of family arrested during the night as an excuse for homework not done. He lived next door to me; we had heard nothing and no one had been disturbed at all. People did disappear; teachers present one day might not return the next.

  If books and other school materials were scarce, the lack of food became ever more serious. From the first year of occupation, the Germans began shipping the harvests and manufactured goods of the Netherlands to the Fatherland, leaving the local population to survive on a minimum. Soon reserves ran low and people scrounging for food did things they could not have imagined doing only months ago. I saw one of my teachers, a respectable middle-aged family man, searching through the garbage bins outside the German barracks. My mother exchanged jewelry or embroidered sheets for a pound of butter or a loaf of bread and soon we would be grateful for plain boiled potatoes. My youngest brother used to infuriate me by pushing his one thin slice of cheese further and further back on his one thin slice of bread, leaving the cheese for last and saying, “I still have some and you don’t!” Once we received a bag of oatmeal from friends in the country, which was a real treat. My mother was a very mediocre cook and tended to burn our porridge as well as leave lumps in it. I worried about it all night. Coming down the stairs that morning and looking forward to a rare, real breakfast, I was met by the smell of burned milk and I could have cried for anger. I was hungry, but I could not finish my plate. She punished me for wasting food.

  As time passed, there were odd things one barely noticed anymore, such as the brown packing tape or cut up newspaper strips glued to the windows to limit bomb damage. At first, they were just there to keep the glass from splintering, but slowly the strips began to show designs and patterns and I remember the absurd pride people took in comparing the windows, as if it were a flower contest in a Swiss mountain village. As there was not always enough light to study by, my older brother Cees rigged up a bicycle on a stand, its dynamo-lit lamp pointed at a table. We children took turns on the bike, which made for great blackmail possibilities: you help me with my homework or I might just be too tired to make the bulb do more than glow a little. He also put together a carbide lantern with a tin can, a wick and some smelly paste, such as miners have used of old. (Many years later, with a small shock of recognition, I would see these very same lanterns used by fishermen along the coast of Java.) It produced a dismal little flame, smoked, stank and—to my secret glee at my mother’s predictable hysteria—tended to blow its lid midway through the evening meal.

  This brother, Cees, two years my senior, had always been closest to me. As long as I could remember we had shared our secrets and he could wipe out my hurts with his funny crooked smile and a little nudge, saying, “Hey, let it go.” Then, one evening, he did not return home and we waited, as did all families to whom that happened. A friend brought news: Cees had insulted a Dutch Nazi on the tramway, the argument turned into a fistfight and he had been arrested. Several weeks later a short note came from a work camp called Kraft Durch Freude, (Strength through Joy), saying he was well and that we were allowed to write. I did, almost every day, through months that saw some of the loneliest times of my childhood. None of my letters ever reached him. Eventually released, he went underground until the end of the war. Later, living very different lives in different parts of the world, we lost our close touch, but he lived a full and happy life. When he died, ill and almost blind, I was there in time to say goodbye and grateful for it.

  During the first few years of the war, some simple pleasures remained. When the canals and lakes froze over, we brought out our sleighs and skates. Iceboats sped, horse sleighs jingled and on Saturday the city’s canals became a festive place. The light of lanterns tinseled the sparkling ice, neighbors gathered at stands that sold hot milk spiced with anis and popular sticky sweets, called polka bits for no reason I ever discovered. The youngest children pushed small wooden chairs to keep their balance, the older ones formed long lines, laughing, swerving at high speed with irons screeching in the turn. My grandfather carved me pair of wooden skates that looked like small boats curving upward in front, which were my great pride. It was a timeless pleasure, a Dutch painting come alive, happy little figures, wooden skates, red woolen hats and mittens, barking dogs and all.

  One early morning in spring, a young teacher took us to see the tulip fields. Silvery light turned grasses and slim church spires into Rembrandt etchings of our flat, pencil-stroke land. Pollard willows lined the creeks, the wind caressed clouds and water, gently moving. The veils of mist drifted away toward the sea, leaving behind a vast expanse of color. Deep purple next to shimmering white, bright red flowing into pink, brassy orange fading into pale yellow: the flower fields of Holland. Touched by the new sun, the colors blazed, and it seemed to me then that this small corner of my world laughed for joy.

  I remember the small bookstore on the street corner, which continued to double as a lending library until the very end of the war. It was an important part of our lives. In our family some could sing, some made music, but everybody read. On Saturday morning, some of us would stagger home with stacks of books chosen from the family list. I see my father crossing the room, glancing at the books on the table and finding him two hours later, one knee on a chair, totally engrossed in what might as easily be a novel, the latest science magazine, or a history of the Children’s Crusade.

  For a while, there was still music in our house. My mother played the violin, my father the organ and the piano. He sang in a choir and friends performed together in each other’s homes. I have a memory of sitting on our kitchen doorstep while in the living room piano and violin joined with the soprano of a well-known Dutch concert singer, Jo Vincent. A small group of neighbors gathered at our garden gate while her voice, for which the Lieder seemed to have been written, floated through the trees, leaving an illusion of beauty and peace.

  As time went by, most of these small joys slipped away and the younger children hardly remembered an earlier way of life. A world with oranges and bananas, hot water and fresh-smelling soap, a world where one played with toys and wore new clothes. Needles and thread or shoelaces became luxuries. I remember dying a piece of string with black ink and proudly using it to tie a pair of brown boy’s shoes, the only pair I possessed. I could tell a Spitfire from a Messerschmitt by the drone of their engines, I had the best shrapnel collection in my class, and no, I did not play with dolls. Growing up fast, we watched the adults, who seemed mainly occupied with survival. There was no indication that this would end. Children live day by day, a year is a lifetime, and soon we did not really imagine a time when there would not be a war. More and more families were trying to leave the starving, bombed-out city, its people’s faces reduced to bristle and bone, marked by hunger, scabies and dysentery. A place where children knew not to ask any questions about a prostrate form on the sidewalk, so prettily covered with a blanket of last night’s snow. A city where Jewish friends wore yellow stars sewn to their clothes, where neighbors disappeared and German army trucks rumbled through the streets at night, whether loaded with soldiers or prisoners was anyone’s guess. The trees in our street had long been cut down for firewood, as were garden shacks, wooden fences and sometimes doors or window frames. There was not always gas or electricity to cook or heat. My mother would partially cook a stew of turnips and frozen potatoes in an iron pot and place it in a box filled with straw, where it continued to simmer. The tramways lacked the electricity to run and were for the greater part dismantled, the cars sent to Germany, the copper wiring used to make bullets. Trains had mostly stopped running when part of the personnel went on strike to protest the persecution of the Jews and never really functioned again.

  There came a time when neither rationing cards nor money could coax any food off the empty shelves. As children often had a better chance to convince a farmer or shopkeeper, we roamed the suburbs and nearby villages in twos and threes, hoping to bring home a head of frozen cabbage, a few onions or a loaf of bread. My older sister Adry was a very sweet but not at all an aggressive person; my brother was still in a prison camp, so it fell mostly to me, with my younger brother, to scrounge for food. One dark evening after curfew, we ran into a German patrol outside the city limits. They looked us over, two children with a small sack of flour, and told us to climb into the back of their truck. I fell on top of some people already lying there, people who seemed to be tied together, people who moaned. I tried to sit up and look, but a soldier pushed me down with the barrel of his gun. Every movement I made seemed to hurt someone else and I had no idea what was to happen to us. The truck drove back to the outskirts of the city, where we were told, “GET DOWN, NOW!” Standing in the empty street, I watched the truck with its wretched load of human torment, despair and death drive off and tried to understand what had just happened. Why would they let us be witness to that and allow us to go free? Had they picked us up and then did not know what to do with us? Did they simply not care what children saw? They hardly could have meant to give us a friendly ride. In that truck? My brother—all of ten years old—just asked what happened to our bag of flour and did I know how to get home. We huddled in a store entrance until morning and walked. On September 5, 1944, after the invasion of Normandy, the Allied forces actually came so close that people in Rotterdam lined the streets and climbed on rooftops to welcome them. Waving flags, they jeered and threw stones at the German soldiers and the local Nazis who tried to leave the city by any means, cars, bicycles, horses or on foot. The Allied advance slowed down and the next day saw all those enemies return to be with us for many more months and taking revenge for the humiliation.

  It was during those few chaotic days of promise that life became at times surrealistic, although I would not have known to call it that. My stepmother’s mother died. She had been living in a nursing home for several years, and her death was not really a surprise. The family was getting ready to attend the funeral when, at the last minute, no more than one vehicle was allowed to accompany the hearse to the cemetery. My father and uncle joined the minister in the carriage. On the way back, a police officer warned them that the main bridge they had to cross might be blown up any minute. The panicked drivers whipped the horse-driven carriages in a crazy Wild West chase through the streets, when my uncle suddenly noticed that there was a coffin bouncing around in the back of the hearse. Rattling along on the cobblestones, the driver shouted back angrily that he knew nothing about it; coffins were expensive and hard to come by so the gravediggers sometimes simply slipped the body into the grave and resold the coffin. I overheard my father discussing it with my uncle, wondering whether it could possibly have been my grandmother’s coffin. I do not think anyone ever told my mother, but it was a rather strange funeral.

  My father was a kind man and I loved him, but I did not really know him well. Not until we set out together on the desperate and near-fatal journey in that last bitter winter of the war, a voyage still referred to by my family as the “hunger-journey.” The idea may have originated on Christmas Day. Earlier that year my aunt Adry had been arrested as a member of the resistance and taken to the infamous Oranje Hotel, the name given by the Dutch to a Nazi jail, hidden in the dunes of Scheveningen near The Hague. We later learned that she had been warned to leave town: her group was betrayed and her fiancé shot. She did not flee, knowing only too well what would happen to her parents if she did. Neither did she dare to warn them, afraid that they might react as if they had known of her involvement, which they did not. She stayed home and waited for the Gestapo to arrive. I have often tried to imagine what it must have been like for that young woman, waiting through the night for the knock on the door. Adry opened to uniformed men, snarling orders, accusations, and the first beating. Hurt and bleeding, she was taken away. Years later, she remembered odd details: one of the men grabbed her bicycle from the hallway and an old fur coat hanging in a closet. She said that even at that terrifying moment, it had struck her as absurd. Liberated at the end of the war, she had spent more than a year in prison, mostly in solitary confinement, with all the horrors that implies. Through time, we grew close far beyond the family ties, and all my life I would measure decisions by her courage and faith.

  My grandparents were heartbroken and blamed themselves for not having been more aware. My grandfather was a tall, dignified- looking man, white-haired with bushy black eyebrows and a voice that carried. In his grief, he took to walking back and forth in front of the German headquarters, harrowing the guards, airing his rage and his hatred to anyone who would listen. It took all the persuasion power of my grandmother and the rest of the family to convince him that his demonstrations were no help to his daughter and could only lead to his own arrest or worse.

  On Christmas of 1944, we still had no news of Adry and my grandparents agreed to come and spend the day with us. Not that there was to be any kind of celebration. Most days now we fetched our meal in the public soup kitchen, established in our old school gym. Standing in line, clutching my casserole and ration card, I listened to people speculating on the contents of the big containers: pureed tulip bulbs, the ubiquitous beets and grass. They were mostly right, but I once saw my mother crying out in shock and bursting into tears, when the ladle brought up a scrap of well-boiled piece of grayish fur with something like a tail. We did not eat that day.

  On this Christmas Day, the metal bins actually proffered a mash of sauerkraut, potatoes and tiny shreds of meat Weihnachten bringing out the sentimental side of our occupiers, I imagine, but we accepted the miracle and were shamefully, hungrily grateful. My grandmother was a formidable matriarch who always managed to restore a sense of normality whenever my small world started to tilt and slide. Rustling long black silk skirts, she now sat at the head of the table; watching the plates with their wretched portions. She ate nothing and said nothing. My father watched his family, ate nothing and said nothing. Soon after that memorable meal, a decision was made.

  Thousands of people were already fleeing our city, hoping to find some distance or shelter from hunger, sickness, air raids and fear with family or friends. The plan was for my father to take my two younger brothers, Gerrit and Dick, to friends in the country, hoping to leave them there until better times. Moreover, I was to go along for the ride, or rather, the walk. I have never really understood why. Did he initially mean to leave me there as well and things turned out differently? Did he need me, at the age of fifteen, as an older sister for the boys? Someone in case something happened to him? Someone to be there on the way back? I cannot remember asking then or later. As we set out on that bleak morning in early January, not one of us, not even my father, could really have known what was lying ahead of us. It was one of the coldest winters on record and would later be known as the hungerwinter, the Dutch famine of 1944–45, in which over twenty thousand people starved or froze to death.

  We must have said goodbye, but I do not see us wave or the door close. First setback: our means of transportation, a rickety car with a few gallons of gas, paid for as the treasure it represented, did not appear to pick us up the meeting point, a few miles out of town. We soon realized there was no sense in waiting. We had some luggage we would not be able to carry very far and a small tin of cold boiled red beans as our only provision, but my father and I knew that at this point we could not turn back. It was sleeting, freezing, the water already soaking through our surrogate leather and cardboard shoes. In short, a situation so totally absurd, hopeless and miserable that for the first time I began to realize how desperate my parents must have been to consider such a plan.

  We started walking, the first steps on a journey that would take us hundreds of miles through a war-torn countryside. Trudging day after day along nameless roads, along with other families loaded with their most cherished possession. People pushing baby carriages, the stronger encouraging the very old and very young, the children’s frightened faces. All are familiar images today, where we see the fugitives of wars, earthquakes or floods, whenever we turn on the news. Back then, for us, living in a small, well-organized and recently prosperous country, it was a first time, firsthand. And what crushed us with calculated and deadly contempt was neither nature nor warring factions, but Nazi insanity.

  We begged rides with trucks that ran on potbelly stoves burning firewood, slept in barns and empty classrooms, received shelter or continued our search. We were stopped by men in the black uniforms of the Organization TODD, hunting for foreign labor needed in German factories. My father had escaped the large November raid in Rotterdam, as he was over forty years old—the official limit being any fit male between sixteen and forty—but would that rule mean anything here, out developed a pitiful limp whenever anyone in uniform appeared in the vicinity. As we moved away from the larger towns and deeper into countryside less touched by war and occupation, we sometimes managed to buy some food, but the ever-hungry boys often suffered stomach cramps. The famous beans had long gone, mostly eaten by Gerrit during a miserable night spent in a schoolroom. A group of exhausted people sleeping on benches, head on folded arms or sitting on hard chairs against the wall, neck askew, mouth agape. It smelled of wet dog, of woolen socks drying near the only stove. My father told me later that he had seen the small hand repeatedly opening the bean tin, but he could not bring himself to stop the hungry child. I just felt a sort of wry acceptance. While scrounging for food I had already learned what hungry people do. Young Dick complained, loudly.

  We traveled on through peaceful countryside, villages and forests with sudden stretches of purple heather and farms with low-slung thatched roofs. Scenery I had always associated with summer and holidays. The air smelled different and strangely familiar until I remembered that here fireplaces and stoves burned peat, neatly stacked blocks cut from the nearby bogs, the smoke spreading like a delicate veil over fields salt-white with frost. I also recognized the pungent smell of sugar beets boiling in bubbling cauldrons to make molasses, which had become a valuable barter item. It reminded me of rare Saturday treats when my father, who was an excellent cook, produced high stacks of the thinnest pancakes for us children.

  Odd things happened. A small gray military car passed and stopped about a hundred yards ahead of us. A hand waved us on from an open window. I looked at my father, but it made no sense to run from a car on the open road, so we shuffled and stood. A uniformed arm reached out, opened the back door and a voice said in German, “Get in.” Warily, the four of us squeezed into the back seats, not knowing what to expect. A big man of about fifty, gray-haired, the heavy silver chains of the German MP (Feld Gendarmerie) glinting on his chest, turned to look at us. “You looked as if you could use a ride. Where are you going?” Surprised and confused, I looked at my father, who nodded. I realized that he did not want to let on he understood perfectly, so I gave the name of a village in the direction of our travels, but not our real destination. The officer was delighted that I spoke German, and I will never forget that strange ride. It was as if we were traveling in a cocoon. No one mentioned war and hunger; no one asked why we were tramping down this winter road, obviously far from home. There was only this friendly, superficial conversation between two uniformed enemies and a young girl, about daughters, schools, snow and Christmas. And very long silences that made me think of thin ice over black running water. We passed through “restricted zones” that housed bases for the V1 rockets the German were firing at London and Antwerp at the end of the war. No one said as much, the officer just told us to slide down in our seats. Having taken us well over thirty miles, they let us off outside the village, as if they understood that stepping out of a German car would not endear us to the local population. We walked on in confused silence, as there was really nothing to say. We later realized that they actually had made a detour, leaving the main road to bring us closer to our destination.

  The last part of the seemingly endless journey we spent in the back of an open milk truck.

  Huddling together against the freezing wind we saw roads, farms and meadows go by, measuring every mile by what it would have meant to walk them. At a bridge, German soldiers stopped our car and ordered Gerrit, the taller one of my brothers, to get down. He fairly fell off the truck, too frozen to move a limb. My father, jumping down with him, immediately explained that the boy was not required to carry identification and too young to be taken for labor, but it took a lot of “Schnell” and “Ausweis” and “Schweigen” (yes, they did say things like that, just like in B movies) before we were allowed to continue on our way. After that encounter, the truck driver had no wish to get involved with any more authorities, so we walked the rest of the way. Our unsuspecting friends, who had received none of our letters accepting their offer of shelter, were all and more we could have hoped. Once the boys were settled in, however, and we had recovered for a few days with decent food and sleep, my father saw we could not impose any further. Other refugees hidden in this and neighboring farms had a far greater need for protection and our presence could only put them at risk.

  We set off together, facing the same road once again, this time walking several hundred miles not away from the war, but back to it. The strange thing is that on that desperate return journey I remember often being happy. I remember walking through forests magic with sunlight on snow-laden branches and singing birds. With some food in our bags, wearing old newspapers inside my layers of clothes, my wool cap topped by my father’s fedora, I actually had a sense of well-being. There were moments I felt as if we were on some sort of a dreamlike adventure totally removed in time, with no connection to the real world, as if we could just keep on walking and surviving without ever having to reach a specific place. Alone, my father and I talked religion, history, dreams, music and family. He told me about joining up as a young officer, choosing to ship out to Indonesia mainly because men in our family always had. (A great-grandfather brought back an Indonesian wife, who bore him several children and died very young. I always thought it must have been the cold climate and all those big Dutch people.)

  I told my father about school and friends, about my studies and my dislike of the church. “The promise of being reunited with those you have lost is a powerful thing,” he answered. When I asked him if he believed in an afterlife, he said, “No, it is not something I count on. I have learnt to deal with my blessings and my losses here.” I remembered then that, when a minister advised him after my mother’s death to find comfort and consolation in prayer, my father supposedly answered: “Comfort is a warm bowl of soup on a cold winter night. Thank you for your visit.”

  On this, our only journey together, he was patient and sometimes very funny, and I loved him. For the first time in my life, we spoke about my mother. He told me small stories, details about the way she looked, that she spoke several languages and had a good singing voice. How she took my sister for a walk in the stroller and finding a set of keys on the street, duly took them to the police station only to find out when she arrived back home, that they were her own. Small and unimportant stories, but they made her come alive to me, who knew hardly anything about her. What surprised me was that she sounded so very young, which of course she was. I asked about the why of death and he gave me the classic answer: it gives meaning to life.

  He told me about my maternal grandparents, whom I only vaguely remembered. “Your grandparents died several years ago. They were wonderful people; you should have been closer to them and I regret it. In the beginning it seemed that there would be room for all of us, but we grew apart.” I understood, but even then, I did not touch on my relationship with my stepmother. Should I have accused my father? Brought up the petty injustices and the nagging unhappiness that made me feel more at home, more loved in my grandmother’s house than in my own? Did he not know? How, coming home with my pocket money’s ten cents bunch of flowers to apologize for talking back, or whatever the quarrel had been, I could still see her dump them in the trash can, hear the lid clanking and her voice, “Did you think it would be that easy?” My books and school papers thrown out onto the balcony the very day it rained, for not having cleaned up my room. Making me wear a horrid green dress, a re-made hand-me-down from an old spinster cousin, for weeks on end, every day again, until I refused to go to school in it. Had I really expected him to explain it all away? Why could I not tell him even then? Did it all seem pathetic, petty, once away from home and told aloud? Did I remember my own rebellious attitude? Was I afraid to break the spell?

  We trudged on. At one point, my father bought two old bicycles, which should have been a great boon, but with the snow, the icy roads, and the freezing wind they soon became something we mostly pushed. Days were short and traffic almost nonexistent now. The war was intensifying and coming closer every day. Cut roads and blown-up bridges made for long detours in unfamiliar countryside. Thus came the inevitable evening when, having lost all sense of direction, we made a wrong turn and fell into a deep snow-covered ditch. I woke to see my father lying close by, his face covered with blood, his bicycle partly covering him. I clawed and crawled my way over to him, shouting and shaking his arm. When at last he opened his eyes, he told me to leave him there, to find the next village where I would be safe. I realized I could not possibly move him by myself. I do not want to remember the panic and desperation that made me climb out of the ditch and start walking. My pitiful little flashlight hardly helped, and I just stumbled along and called for help. Who or what sent the only farmer likely to be on the road in the entire region that evening? The clop-clop of the horse’s hoofs seemed like a hallucination at first, but the cart came closer, its dangling lantern more miraculous than any star, the man a savior. We dragged my father and his bicycle into the cart, tied mine with a rope to the back, and I rode along, wobbling, tottering, pulled by the horse. Arrived at the farm we were fed bowls of soup, given blankets and a place to sleep in the barn. My father was hurt, but mostly he was totally exhausted. Lying buried in the hay next to the cows, their moving and chewing seemed the most reassuring sounds I had ever heard.

  We continued our homeward journey, on foot, floating down a river in a leaky barge and riding a freight train that sat on a siding for hours to make room for troop trains. Allied planes duly strafed it and we jumped to safety. Huddled in the frozen grass we watched our train turn into an inferno of soaring flames and looked up at the endless flow of Allied planes on their way to bomb Germany. Caught in long streamers of light, in an assault of golden bubbles, they passed through the vault of the searchlights, trailing colored strings of flak. Every so often one would fall without a sound, streaking earthward like a flaming meteor. A bright, moonlit winter night, filled with horror and terrifying beauty. Saint-Exupery would write, “Each burst of a machinegun or rapid-cannon fire shot forth hundreds of these phosphorescent bullets that followed one another like beads on a rosary. The bullets were transformed into lightning. And I flew drowned in a crop of trajectories as golden as stalks of wheat. I flew at the center of a thicket of lance strokes. ( . . . ) Each square hit by a fragment of shell sank into the hull of the plane like a claw into living flesh. ( . . . ) What’s that! The plane has been hit, rammed hard; I thought. It has burst, been ground to bits . . . but it hasn’t; it hasn’t . . .”

  We arrived home, absurdly clutching a package of dry sausages and a small bag of cornmeal.

  Looking back, it seems incomprehensible that my parents could have allowed it, but a few weeks later, I actually set out a second time on that very same journey. Our friends in the country sent a message that neighbors had offered to shelter my elder sister (also called Adry) and me. We were to return home, together with our brothers, once things got better.

  It was a completely insane venture, but we both believed we could do it. The situation in the city continued to deteriorate day by day. We were young, two sisters together and I supposedly knew the way. This time, the two of us set out on one bicycle. A small suitcase was tied on the luggage rack of the back wheel, so whoever sat on it towered ridiculously high above the one who was peddling. The rear tire burst the very first day and an ingenious boy in a garage replaced it with a piece of bright green garden hose. Although two girls found shelter somewhat easier than a family of four, we were never sure of finding a place to sleep. Remembering a good, old-fashioned hotel from pre-war days, we found it closed, although the restaurant proudly offered a thin broth and a slice of bread, served comme-il-faut with small linen napkins and crystal glasses, for which they charged us most of our small fortune.

  In a nearby town, a minister and his wife took us in for the night. They also served us a plate of stew and country bread, which was a wonderful treat but my stomach was no longer used to “real” food. It gave me terrible diarrhea. We slept on the third floor and the only toilet in the house was all the way downstairs. I have hardly ever felt as ashamed and humiliated as when my sister helped me crawl down the unlit, steep staircase, wiping them with an old newspaper. There were also small, ridiculous adventures, such as the time that we could not stop the bicycle and literally scooped up a German officer standing straddle-legged in a square. He was very young and the whole thing so obviously an accident that it had no further consequences. We were lucky and it could have been very different. Once, given shelter in a barn and sound asleep in the hay, the farmer walked in reeling drunk, thinking us an easy prey. All we could do was run away, shoes in hand and pushing the bicycle down the road.

  We never reached the village of our friends. Arrested by soldiers at a roadblock for lacking any valid travel permits we were held in a schoolhouse with other people, some of whom had been caught with black market provisions. We had done nothing wrong and thought we would be let go the next day. But no, an army truck took four of us—two older women and ourselves—to a military field hospital, hidden in the forest near the German border, where we were set to work. During that time, I became familiar with fear and death, with hatred and compassion on a level far beyond my age and understanding. I was carrying buckets of bloody waste in makeshift operation rooms or following an elderly nurse on her night watch, walking through dark, barely lit rooms where the very air seemed to be sated with the terror, the nightmares and dreamscapes of feverish patients. I watched burned and mutilated young men—German soldiers and a few captive Allied pilots alike—hold on to life through long nights, only to let go toward morning. Heard them cry out in horror when the stump of an amputated leg moved by itself or the fact that they were blind suddenly struck home. Held a burn victim, wrapped in bandages like a mummy, who came stumbling out of his room into the lightless corridor, the only sounds his muffled moans and the crash of the inevitable fall. In this place, young men died agonizing deaths for the monstrous delusions of a mustached dictator in a brown shirt, a band with swastika around his arm. Our small world became a theater of human suffering where all in our closely shared nightmare simply lived from day to day, hoping to survive, and accepting that many would not. Between rounds, I would sit in the dark corridor, hands folded in my lap, trying to remember other places, and the voices of people who loved me. Dealing with these traumatized young men, I realized early on that my own fear was contagious and learned to control it. I did faint once, falling down a flight of stairs with a bucket of waste and landing on top of two corpses waiting for burial. I was so young; it simply made for coarse jokes and friendly ridicule by the rest of the staff.

  There was a young German soldier, a wounded and shell-shocked patient, who often disappeared and roamed the woods. He would come in for food at odd hours, wearing parts of his uniform mixed with pieces of civilian clothing. During the night shifts, I had sometimes seen him sitting at a patient’s bedside, singing softly, or just wandering through the halls, talking to himself. Some called him a deserter while others just shrugged their shoulders, but no one really paid much attention to him. One early evening, walking to our sleeping quarters along the narrow path that skirted the forest, something hit me very hard in the back and slammed me to the ground. When I came to, the boy was tearing at my clothes and raping me. He was very strong, his blue eyes crazed, saliva and sweat were dripping on my face, and his gun was squashed on my chest between us. It was over in minutes. Standing above me, he fastened his belt and reached down to help me up. The gesture was made in a totally matter-of-fact way, neither friendly nor threatening. He gave me a little push with his gun into the direction I had come from, turned his back on me and walked away. I remember looking down and seeing my underpants caught around my ankle. Shaking them off, I left them lying in the road, but after a few steps I actually went back and, in some crazy sense of propriety, stuffed them in my pocket. Hurt, dazed and frightened, my face and hands scraped and bleeding from my fall on the gravel, I stumbled back to the hospital, found an empty room, an empty bed, and huddled under the covers until morning. I did not tell anyone. I had no one to tell. My sister Adry was a kind-hearted girl who panicked easily and although she was the older, I had more often been the one to comfort her. I did not quite take in what had happened to me and I had no way of putting all this into perspective. Against the fabric of our daily lives, woven from suffering, fear, mutilation and death, it must have seemed of little importance. I said I had tripped on the path in the dark and did not tell anyone. I did not know how. Not then. Not until I realized I was pregnant. A German doctor performed the abortion on a table in a small outbuilding and I had no idea what he did, nor did I allow myself to think about it afterwards. It seemed to me I was watching from a distance, from somewhere outside the room, like something that did not really concern me. I was back at work the next day. My sister was in shock and cried for days and the few people who knew sympathized with me, but in a place where doctors and nurses lacked the most basic supplies to save limbs and lives, a simple interrupted pregnancy did not make great waves. A minor event, and dealt with. Most people knew about the deranged boy; we sometimes heard him empty his gun at his private demons alone in the woods at night. Now, because of me, they would be a little more careful when walking the short distance to the other buildings.

  I never saw him again, and I, too, believed I had put that experience behind me, safely wrapped, sealed and buried. I had washed off the stickiness and a little blood, I had an abortion and the issue was closed. I was convinced of that until, many years later, on a peaceful Sunday morning at the Gare d’Austerlitz in Paris, an ambling drunk stumbled into me, pushing me hard from behind. The next thing I knew, the man was lying on the floor, while I kept hitting him over and over with my umbrella, cursing him in German. Bystanders took me away, shaking, retching. I realized that I had not really come to terms with that part of my past after all.

  The months went by, carrying the rumors of Allied victories. We knew the war was truly over when most of the German staff fled overnight, taking those patients that could be moved, to make their way across the nearby border. The next day Canadian tanks and soldiers on heavy motorcycles—the young men on the motorcycles again—entered the courtyard of the hospital. Adry and I were asked to stay on as translators while waiting for some organization to help us get home. This time we did not have the courage to face the chaos that was waiting out there. When I caught a cold that developed into pneumonia, the Canadian army doctor gave me a thorough checkup. A young, compassionate woman, she asked questions, and I told her my story. She assured me that the abortion had left no permanent damage. She also said I had gonorrhea. Two days later, she handed my sister the signed and stamped approval forms for our repatriation through Red Cross channels. To me, as behooved a true fairy, she gave me a small glass tube filled with a newly discovered magic potion, called penicillin.

  Entered in the system for displaced persons, we were shuttled from camp to camp, sleeping on straw in churches and schools, sharing food with people newly freed from labor camps, from forced work in German arms factories or coming out of hiding after months or years of underground existence. Until finally, one early evening, we descended from yet another truck in our damaged and liberated city. Typically, at one point I had leaned out of the back to look where we were going and hit my head at a gatepost. I therefore arrived home with a tremendous black eye, just turning purple and yellow.

  In those early post-war years, life went on or started anew. Most people managed to fit in, their past nicely dealt with or not. My brother Cees came home and joined the navy. My sister’s fiancé had returned from forced labor in Germany and they were getting married. They seemed happy and full of hope for the future. For me, life at home had not become easier, my stepmother no more able to accept me now than she did before. People around me did not seem to realize that I was no longer a child. I had seen things many adults never imagined and sometimes felt as if I did not really have the right to be still alive. There were now two kinds of people: those who had gone through too much and others whom the war had more or less passed by. As for me, of all the things I lived through few had marked me as deeply as having seen my father give in, if even for a moment, to despair. What made it so hard, his despair had also been mine.


  SWITZERLAND

  [image: image]

  Ivan Doggwiler

  I continued to live at home, but did not have a close relationship with my younger half siblings. Actually, we would not really get to know each other until we were all adults, married with children and living very different lives. At the time, I stayed apart. I was growing a shell of self-discipline over a barely controlled chaos. Until one evening at dinner, my brother asked me to pass a plate and I burst into tears, lost in such wretchedness, I could not stop crying. My parents could not understand: the war was over and life was getting back to normal, so why was she crying now? I went to stay with my grandparents, who might not understand either, but at least did not patronize me as a hysterical schoolgirl.

  Not long after, friends introduced me to a young man from Switzerland, a young man different from any I had met. Clean-cut, handsome, well dressed and intelligent, Ivan talked ideas, books and travel, a world I had only dreamt about. He asked questions, but had no real relationship to our everyday life, to the things we lived with or still did without. He was quite simply Swiss. He was doing research for a story on the occupation, and I showed him what war and the Germans had done to my city. For a week, we saw each other every day and I tried to explain what I could. We went for walks and talked for hours, fell in love and wrote long letters after he left. Soon, ready for a new life, I traveled to Switzerland on an au pair student visa.

  The young couple I worked as an au pair for owned a bookstore and had two small children. They were kind and tried to make me feel at home. The woman taught me how to prepare Swiss dishes, took me on excursions and to local theater performances. It was an odd, but pleasant experience to live in a small Swiss village, where nothing much happened. I had never seen real mountains before. Now I learned to ski. As was the custom with au pair girls, I went to school part time and had time free on weekends to spend with Ivan. I had never known young girl’s romance and my only experience with sex had been anything but romantic. I had dated, danced and dined, but shied away from any closer contact. Leaving my country made it easier to cross more than one border. We were young, he was my first lover, and we were happy. Still, I never told him or anyone else about the rape.

  I met his parents, who were not thrilled with the idea of a foreign daughter-in-law. From them I learned that his name was really Johann and that he changed it to press home his pro-communist leanings. Just recently, attending a youth forum in Prague and speaking at a conference, Ivan had made unflattering remarks about Switzerland. The newspapers back home had picked it up and blasted his disloyalty to his country, which did not go over well with the family. To me, he shrugged it off as unimportant and as I never saw him take any strong political stand after that, I believe the whole thing was a passing phase, meant to épater les bourgeois. He did not turn back into a Johann, however.

  We married in a simple ceremony and moved to a small town called Solothurn. I learned to speak Swiss German, traveled the country and made new friends. It was a very different life from what I left behind. Ivan worked at the local newspaper, and I found a job at the library. I also volunteered as an extra in the opera, singing in the choir, bustling about on stage, feeling important and very pleased with myself. I was nineteen years old. Leaving a war-torn country for Switzerland was both a dream come true and a real culture shock. Everything here was whole and beautiful. I walked wide boulevards with luxurious shops, the parks were full of flowers and the lakeshores housed clean, happy ducks. I saw an unscarred world filled with well-behaved, well-dressed and well-fed people, who were at times somewhat self-satisfied and even a little smug. I was not uncomfortable with them. The discrepancy was between having lived with death on intimate terms and worrying about the niceties within Swiss society. I was truly grateful to be here, but the experiences I could not accommodate into my new life sometimes bred a feeling of impatience, a slight disdain even, toward the smooth and polished environment. People told me with great sincerity how difficult the war had been, living with rationed coffee and only a few eggs a week. Young and curious, I soon discovered there were many things that were “not done” and at my age found it difficult to conform to any rules when I had seen all my childhood principles ignored, broken or betrayed for the most conflicting reasons. Life had taught me different values from those considered acceptable in Switzerland at the time. Without an established, conventional framework, I was left to rebuild what had gone or search for one of my own making.

  Ivan had visited my ruined hometown. He had written an article on how the Germans, realizing the war was lost, systematically mined Rotterdam’s harbors, intending to eliminate the long-standing rival of Hamburg and Bremen. Could I therefore expect him to understand what it was like to live one’s childhood in an occupied country? How could I explain memories I lived with but could not share? Ivan and I went to see a movie about children growing up in London during the war. A girl stood in a ruined street amidst piles of rubble; balconies were hanging by a beam and collapsed walls showed rooms with furniture like a look-through dollhouse. I watched the screen and the stench of what burned in those houses stung my throat. I remembered the touch of cold wet ashes and felt again my own desolation, standing under a drizzling rain from such a grey sky. Could anyone who had not been there feel that way? It made for loneliness at times.

  I had left my country willingly, even gladly, but in doing so I had stepped out of the charmed circle, the we, the us and the ours. I did not realize at the time that from here on I would always be a foreigner. I never again lived in a country of “my own.” I think my roots started to spread sideways rather than reaching down, more like a strawberry plant than a carrot. Close friends became as important as family. Colors, sounds and smells replaced the flag. Even today, I find it easier to ask friends who live a thousand miles away for a favor than to knock at a neighbor’s door. At the inevitable Where are you from?” I tend to feel a small, silent shudder. I feel as if people are really asking “Who are you?” and to that I have no simple answer.
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