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PROLOGUE A Letter from Belgium



This project did not begin as an investigation into the darkest corners of the Secret Annex. It began with a letter sent to me in 2009 by a fifteen-year-old boy in Antwerp named Jeroen De Bruyn. Like millions of other children, Jeroen had been touched by Anne Frank’s diary, which his mother first read to him when he was just six years old.


By any measure, Jeroen had been a curious and unusually mature child. As soon as he was able to understand that the world had once been at war, he asked his mother for details. She told him the stories that she had heard growing up—about neighbors forced to wear yellow stars and V2 rockets exploding on the streets of Antwerp. The next question was something that children always ask and adults often forget to: Why?


His mother had no real answer, so she turned to one of the most famous documents from that time, Het Achterhuis (The Annex), known in English as The Diary of a Young Girl. Some people will probably think that Jeroen was too young to be exposed to such a difficult text, but I believe we tend to underestimate what children are capable of understanding or expressing—as Anne’s diary demonstrates so powerfully. Besides, Jeroen’s mother didn’t read him the whole diary, just excerpts, carefully avoiding the most upsetting passages.


Jeroen was fascinated. He spent hours staring at the black-and-white pictures of the swinging bookcase and the tiny, cramped confines of the Secret Annex. He could not wrap his little mind around why whole families, even young children, needed to hide like mice to avoid being killed. He started asking his mother more questions about the war, and in time she brought him other children’s books on the subject. When Jeroen got a little older, he began checking out books on the Holocaust from the library himself. His parents thought his budding interest was a bit strange, yet they were open-minded liberal Europeans, more inclined to explain the harsh reality of the world than to hide it from view.


In time, the children’s books and animated movies were replaced with thick histories and grainy documentaries. The stories and pictures became more explicit, more terrible. By age twelve, Jeroen had seen every available film about the Holocaust—Claude Lanzmann’s nine-hour documentary Shoah made the greatest impression on him—and he had read every book he could find about Anne Frank. The more Jeroen learned, the less he understood. How could it have happened on the same placid, tree-lined streets that he walked down every day? How was it that his grandmother, the same woman who sent him silly text messages, could have seen it all with her own eyes? Neighbors rounded up. Swastikas on the streets. The city in flames.


Jeroen’s grandmother was also named Anne. She was born the same year as Anne Frank—1929—and during World War II lived for a time with her grandparents only half a mile from the Frank family apartment in Amsterdam South. In the early days of the Occupation, she fell in love with a Jewish boy named Louis. Though he managed to slip out of the Nazis’ grasp by hiding in the Dutch countryside, most of his family was murdered at the Sobibor death camp in eastern Poland, where a staggering thirty-four thousand Dutch Jews were killed in approximately five months between March and July 1943. Was it that grandmother, Anne—the same age, same city, same name—who kindled Jeroen’s obsession with Anne Frank? Because that was what it turned into: an obsession, a need to know everything that had happened inside the Secret Annex.


Jeroen printed out hundreds of articles, made scrapbooks, spent his school vacations in Amsterdam at the Anne Frank House. He bought a scholarly edition of the diary and pored over the footnotes. His teacher thought his “research,” the expanding set of files he created on every aspect of the case, was just the idle hobby of a schoolboy with too much time on his hands; it wouldn’t amount to anything. Yet Jeroen was enterprising, even as a teenager, and he could read between the lines. He was interested not only in what was known about the case but also what was unknown or misunderstood. He began to focus on the people who had guarded the Secret Annex, those who had risked their lives to keep Anne and her family safe for 761 days—until, not long before the Liberation, they were all mysteriously betrayed.


From his reading, Jeroen realized that three of the “helpers,” as they are known in Dutch, had already been studied extensively: they had given copious interviews, written their own memoirs, or had been the subjects of books and documentaries. Yet there was another helper, who happened to be the youngest, about whom next to nothing was known. The usual explanation for why there was such scant information about this helper was that she was shy and self-effacing by nature and had played only a minor role in the drama of the Secret Annex. But Jeroen could see, based on the evidence, that none of that was true.


In fact, he was beginning to suspect that the youngest helper may have been the most important to Anne. She was her best friend and closest confidante. In the face of great danger, she had acted heroically. Yet for some reason that Jeroen could not figure out, she had spent her entire life after the war hiding from what she had done.


That person was my mother, Bep Voskuijl.


From the moment the Secret Annex was raided by the Gestapo on August 4, 1944, until her death on May 6, 1983, my mother actively avoided the subject of Anne Frank. She declined public recognition for her involvement in the case and refrained from talking about the role she had played with her closest family, even though she privately grieved the loss of her young friend, and would name her only daughter, Anne, in her memory. The reason for her avoidance had nothing to do with Bep’s unassuming nature, as had earlier been thought. Rather, Bep had been traumatized by what she had lived through, and she avoided attention because she had secrets she wanted to keep, secrets she intended to take with her to the grave.


Jeroen knew he had a story. The only problem: he was just fourteen. He could get only so far on a biography without the participation of Bep’s surviving family, the people who knew her and had access to whatever documents she had left behind. Yet he feared, correctly, that we would dismiss him because of his age and inexperience.


In 2008, Jeroen turned fifteen, the same age that Anne was when she died of typhus in the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. Shortly after his birthday, he finally decided to approach my family. He couldn’t find a way to get in touch with us directly, so he wrote to Miep Gies, then the only surviving helper from the Secret Annex. Her son, Paul, fielded the request and sent it along to two of my siblings. They said they were not interested in talking about our mother and that, anyway, they had little to share about her. In his note, Jeroen had not mentioned his age and background, but after his first attempt failed, he decided to write us a longer letter, straight from the heart.


In five pages, he described his intentions, the documents he had found, and new facts he had put together, and then he asked for permission to interview us. He still could not bring himself to disclose his actual age, so he tacked on a few months and made himself sixteen. Then he mailed the letter to the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam, which forwarded it to me.





“I am a 16-year-old boy from Antwerp,” Jeroen’s letter began. “For a long time, I’ve been very interested in the story of Anne Frank.” Jeroen told of his fascination with the Secret Annex, how by degrees his focus had shifted from Anne to the helpers and then to my mother. He was amazed that “so little was known” about her. He said that he had “assembled a file” in which he was trying to “put the pieces of the puzzle together.” Each new fact he uncovered on a dusty reel-to-reel tape or in a newspaper archive made him feel “euphoric.” He felt that Anne had had a kind of double in my mother, a young guardian on the other side of the bookcase who had been a close friend, who had also fallen in love during the war, who had had her own fights with parents and siblings, who had spent the Occupation living in fear of being found out. Bep was still just a sketchy outline, but “bit by bit,” he said, “I am getting to know her better.”


I was skeptical of Jeroen’s youth, but I was immediately struck by his sincere desire to understand my mother. In a sense, I had spent my whole life wanting the same thing. Before I received that letter, no one had ever asked me about her role in the Anne Frank story. The outside world wasn’t aware of her past, and within the family we had an unspoken rule never to discuss what happened during the war.


Yet over the years my mother told me things that she kept from everyone else, even my father and my siblings. For a time, I was to my mother a bit like what she had been to Anne: a confidant and protector. But the twists of life had complicated our relationship; as close as I got to her, I never understood why, exactly, her experience tortured and haunted her the way it did.


I wrote Jeroen back and said that we should meet and that I would be happy to visit him at home in Antwerp to learn what he had discovered and discuss his proposed project. I traveled with my wife, Ingrid, from our home in the eastern Netherlands. Jeroen struck me as earnest, sweet, and intensely focused. He had covered his parents’ kitchen table with books, all heavily annotated with yellow Post-it notes, and he created a detailed outline for our conversation. He had just found a rare recording of an interview Bep had given on a visit to Canada in the late 1970s. He played the tape for me, and it was the first time I had heard my mother’s voice in more than three decades.


I couldn’t escape the feeling that that meeting with Jeroen was almost preordained. I had carried around my mother’s secrets for years, and only now did I realize that I was waiting for an opportunity to share them, to make sense of them, or—as Jeroen put it—to put the pieces of the puzzle together. We did not know that day that the process would take us more than a decade. I’m still not sure why I trusted that teenager with my family’s secrets or why I told him things that had been buried long before. Perhaps there was something about his youth that disarmed me.


In any case, I told him that I would help him however I could. I didn’t expect my other family members to follow suit, but when I contacted each of them, none was opposed to my participation. Of course they could not imagine then some of the uncomfortable conclusions the evidence would point us toward, the trail of betrayal we would uncover. Contrary to the illusions we had grown up with, the Voskuijls were not all that different from other families in wartime Amsterdam, in which resisters and collaborators often lived under the same roof.


In the beginning, I did not intend to be Jeroen’s coauthor but simply his guide: to share what I knew and open whatever doors I could. Yet it became clear as the story changed, expanded, and cut closer to the bone that Jeroen could not write it alone. We eventually decided, despite the differences in our ages and backgrounds, to become partners in the project. For the sake of clarity, and to better convey my firsthand experience of growing up in the shadow of the Secret Annex, we would write the book in my voice. But it is just as much Jeroen’s story as mine. Having watched him grow up from a precocious teenager into an accomplished journalist, I look back on our work together feeling a bit like a proud father. And this gets to the heart of what our book is ultimately about: though we talk about war and the Holocaust, about collaboration and betrayal, there is no other way of describing this book than as a family story. And as my mother knew well, there are two kinds of family bonds: one forged by birth, the other by circumstance.


Joop van Wijk-Voskuijl


Heemstede, the Netherlands


March 2023










PART I ANNE





Never have they uttered a single word about the burden we must be, never have they complained that we’re too much trouble.


—Anne Frank about her helpers, January 28, 1944













CHAPTER 1 The Bookcase Swings Open



In a typical year, around 1 million people walk along the tidy banks of Amsterdam’s Prinsengracht Canal and make their way to the nondescript warehouse at number 263. Once inside, they climb a steep staircase, step into a narrow office corridor, and come face-to-face with a well-worn wooden bookcase that is also a portal into a secret world.


Swinging open on hinges, the bookcase reveals a doorway. The visitors step through into a tight maze of rooms, where they try to imagine what it was like to be Anne Frank: the unrelenting fear, the slivers of daylight, the chestnut tree outside the window, the boy upstairs, the stifled laughter, the boredom, the arguments, the dogged hope. And the decision to write it all down, to record that voice, at once ingenuous and mature and often very funny. A voice that still speaks to us today.


Most years, I make my own pilgrimage to the Anne Frank House. I become one of those million visitors to the Secret Annex. When I go, I think about Anne, of course, and her family and the four other Jews who hid there, as well as the twenty-eight thousand Jews who were in hiding at the same time elsewhere in the Netherlands. But I also think about Johan Voskuijl, my maternal grandfather, the man who built the revolving bookcase and installed it in the greatest secrecy in the summer of 1942. What, I wonder, made that perfectly ordinary Dutchman do something so extraordinarily dangerous? What made him risk his life to hide Jews when so many of his countrymen were reporting them to the Gestapo?


The numbers never get any easier to look at. Seventy-five percent of Dutch Jews were murdered in the Holocaust, giving the Netherlands the highest death rate among all Western European countries occupied by the Nazis. Only five thousand of the 107,000 Dutch Jews sent to the camps made it back alive. One of these “lucky” few was Anne’s father, Otto Frank. He stood six feet tall—I remember him towering over me when I was a boy—but weighed less than 115 pounds when he left Auschwitz.


By the time he made it back to Amsterdam, Otto knew that his wife was already dead. “All my hope is the children,” he wrote in 1945 to his mother, who lived in Switzerland. “I cling to the conviction that they are alive and that we will be together again.” While he waited for news about Anne and his older daughter, Margot, he visited my grandfather’s bedside. Johan was then sick with stomach cancer; he had just months to live.


My thoughts often return to that moment, the meeting of two fathers on the edge of an abyss. I think about the helplessness they must have felt and wonder what comfort, if any, they could have derived from each other. Did they shake hands? Did they embrace? What was said? Did they talk about who could have betrayed them? Did Otto tell Johan that he was worried about Bep and that he intended to do what he ended up doing: watching over my mother after Johan was gone, becoming a kind of surrogate father?


When I enter the Annex, such questions come flooding back. I have spent my whole life asking these questions only of myself, and now, at the age of seventy-three, I want the answers, I want to get as close to the truth as I can, even if it becomes… uncomfortable. Now I am finally ready to understand Anne Frank’s story alongside my family’s, ready to see the Secret Annex from both sides of the bookcase. My goal is to solve a mystery that has united us, a mystery that haunted my mother’s life and tore a hole in our family that to this day has never been repaired.



A GHOST IN THE CANDY STORE


My mother had been a surprise—or, you might say, an accident.


When my grandmother Christina Sodenkamp discovered that she was pregnant in the winter of 1918, she felt too young, at nineteen, to have a child. She had been dating her boyfriend, twenty-six-year-old Johan Voskuijl, for only a few months. They had never broached the subject of marriage. They were not in love, and they had a combative relationship that would curdle with time. Yet what could be done about it? In those years, in polite society, you had no choice. So Johan and Christina became husband and wife, exchanging vows in their native city of Amsterdam in February 1919. My mother, Elisabeth Voskuijl, was born a few months later, on July 5.


A moonfaced, pudgy baby with cute crinkled lips, she was sometimes called “Bep” for short and sometimes “Elli.” After a while, the name “Bep” won out, and it stuck for the rest of my mother’s life. So when Anne, imagining a future published edition of her diary, gave my mother the pseudonym “Elli,” it was almost as though she activated an alter ego that had been lying dormant from the beginning of Bep’s life.


My mother’s first few years were relatively idyllic, compared to what would follow. Though her father, Johan, had no formal education, he was an autodidact, good with numbers, and extraordinarily hardworking. He taught himself accounting through textbooks and correspondence courses. And around 1920, he landed a steady job as a bookkeeper that allowed him to raise his growing family in relative comfort. A second daughter, Annie, arrived in 1920, followed by three more girls: Willy in 1922, Nelly in 1923, and Corrie in 1924.


Despite all those mouths to feed, by 1926, when Bep was seven, the family was financially secure enough to leave their dreary working-class neighborhood and move into a spacious second-floor apartment in a corner house on Fraunhoferstraat in Watergraafsmeer, a leafy residential neighborhood in the east of Amsterdam.


For a few years, my mother had a storybook Dutch childhood: Nice clothes to wear to school. Wholesome food on the table. Church on Sunday. Summer vacations at the beach with friends. Yet life at the Voskuijls’ was never exactly warm and cozy. Johan was a strict father. A product of the Dutch Reformed Church, he demanded that his children be silent during mealtimes, as food was seen as a gift from God. His acts of kindness came not in words but in deeds. A gifted woodworker, crafty and patient, he loved building intricate wooden airplanes and other toys for his children’s birthdays. “What Papa’s eyes saw,” my aunt Willy used to say, “his hands could build.”


My mother did well in school, particularly in math and Dutch. She had inherited Johan’s photographic memory and his gift with numbers, skills that would come in handy much later. She studied hard, did her weekly chores, and loved to play outside with the children from the neighborhood.


Among those children was a boy named Jacob. He was around Bep’s age, and he lived two floors below the Voskuijls in an apartment behind his family’s drugstore and candy store, Nabarro, which occupied the ground floor of the building. Years after the war, my mother and I walked past her old home on Fraunhoferstraat. She told me that the window of the store—which was then occupied by a paint shop—had once been filled with trays of candy and she would play hide-and-seek beneath the trays. I still remember the strange, glassy look that flashed in her eyes when she told me that story.


After the Nazis invaded the Netherlands in 1940, the Amsterdam police compiled at their request a list of every Jewish-owned business in the city. They did not forget to include the Nabarro shop. First non-Jews were made to boycott the store. Then it was shut down. In 1942, Jacob, his younger sister, Selma, and both his parents were put on a train to the transit camp of Westerbork, and from there they were deported to Auschwitz, where all four of them were murdered. Jacob’s immediate family was not the only branch on the tree to be cut down. His grandfather and two of his aunts were gassed in Sobibor; three of his uncles and another aunt died in Auschwitz. Thirteen of his cousins were also killed in the camps.


I am not sure whether my mother knew exactly what had happened to Jacob’s family or whether she was thinking about them when she told me how she’d used to play under the trays of candy. But I mention this story because I want to say up front that if all you know about Dutch Holocaust history is Anne Frank, you might have a false idea of what happened here.


As one of the Dutch survivors of the Holocaust explained years after the war, Anne Frank’s diary actually served as a tremendous “public relations exercise” for the Netherlands, giving people the mistaken impression that “the Jews were all in hiding here, and that the entire Dutch population was in the Resistance”—doing essentially what my mother did, risking their necks to save their Jewish neighbors under the noses of the Nazi persecutors, the real “bad guys.” In fact, the truth, which had been hidden for so long behind our “clean facades and flowerpots,” as the Dutch historian Geert Mak put it, is a lot messier.


The Germans orchestrated the Holocaust in the Netherlands, but it was the Dutch who carried it out—and carried it out “like clockwork,” in the words of Adolf Eichmann. Historians have revealed the full scope of our collaboration, which involved by one estimate a half-million citizens. By contrast, there were never more than sixty German officers in Amsterdam at any time during the Occupation (although the large number of enlisted troops made the Germans a visible presence). That means that, by and large, it was the Dutch who rounded up the Jews, Dutch bureaucrats who created the maps and lists that pinpointed their locations, Dutch clerks who impounded their possessions and stamped J’s on identity papers. On nights when there were raids, the Municipal Transport Office in Amsterdam organized special trams to ferry Jews from the assembly points to the central station, and Dutch Railways ran night trains to Westerbork and the German border. If any civil servant or conductor refused to work those shifts, it was not mentioned in the official records.


Excepting a few heroic cases, Dutch law enforcement officials embraced their new jobs as Jew catchers with alacrity. “Concerning the Jewish Question,” the Austrian-born Johann Rauter, the head of the SS in Amsterdam, told his boss, Heinrich Himmler, in 1942, “the Dutch police behave outstandingly and catch hundreds of Jews, day and night.” Another SS officer, Willy Lages, a name that will become significant in our story, estimated after the war that “we would not have been able to arrest ten percent of the Jews” without assistance from the Dutch police.


HARD TIMES


And so I return to the question that Jeroen had as a little boy, the question of why. There may never be an entirely satisfactory answer, but to begin to cobble together one and to begin to understand what happened to the Franks, Jacob’s family, and my own family, we must travel back to the years before the war, to the 1930s, when normal life began to tear at the seams.


Anne Frank was born on June 12, 1929. Four months later, the stock market in New York crashed, plunging the whole world into an economic crisis. By the early 1930s, nearly one in five people in Amsterdam was unemployed. Social services were cut, causing riots, brick throwing, strikes. Bep’s family wasn’t spared: Johan lost his steady job. With her father out of work, Bep had to quit school when she was just twelve to help care for her siblings. Her only brother, Joop, whom I am named for, had been born in 1928. And the last of her sisters, the twin girls Diny and Gerda, were born in July 1932.


Bep spent most of her teenage years looking after the children, and in her spare time she worked as a chambermaid, a waitress in a cafeteria, and the counter girl at a bakery—anything to contribute a few guilders to the family expenses. I grew up hearing stories about the grim poverty of those years, made all the worse by the memory of how things used to be. The family had to leave the charming apartment above the candy store and move to a four-room flat on Lumeijstraat, in a drab working-class quarter in Amsterdam West. The place would’ve been small for a family of five, but for a family of ten it was absurd.


Every week, Johan took his ride of shame to the Poor Relief, with the twins strapped to each end of his bicycle. There he would receive a box with bread, butter, sugar, and fruit sprinkles (vruchtenhagel in Dutch), commonly used as sandwich toppings so you weren’t eating bread alone. As the depression wore on, government benefits were slashed. Inflation increased. The Voskuijls tried to tighten their belts further. Now there was no money for new clothes, towels, or dishcloths. There was never enough soap in the house and only one rough sponge for washing. The twins slept together in a single bed; when it was very cold, they used their father’s jacket as a blanket. To save on electricity, candles were used to light the house at night.


Whatever money the family had was spent on food. Christina scrimped and saved in the kitchen and made frugal dishes, such as potato stews flavored with bits of sausage. Johan got half the pot, and the rest was divided equally among his wife and children. Christina’s daughters later remembered that even in the darkest days of the depression the meals she cooked were always tasty, even if there was never quite enough to go around. As the 1930s ground on, it seemed that all they had was less and less. And Johan had little to offer in the way of hope. He would just grit his teeth and tell his children, “We need to carry on.”





It wasn’t just in the Netherlands that people were being pushed to the edge. In early-1930s Germany, Otto Frank witnessed the dissolution of everything that had once meant home. His family, which owned a small bank, was deeply entrenched in the upper class of Frankfurt’s Jewish community. Otto, a liberal, secularized Jew, had grown up without a religious education and felt like a German citizen first and foremost. He was proud of his service as an infantry officer in World War I, and he believed that he had earned his place in the country and his family had a future there.


He was not clannish by nature. Rather than raise his two girls in Frankfurt’s privileged Jewish enclave, he and his wife, Edith, decided to move to the more rural, more thoroughly German middle-class neighborhood of Marbachweg, where very few Jews lived. They were happy there at first. Yet the family’s fortunes declined precipitously in the early 1930s. After the stock market crash, the Frank family bank lost 90 percent of its revenues. Economic conditions worsened throughout Germany—there were tax hikes, unemployment, cuts in the social safety net. All of it made people angry, and Adolf Hitler exploited their anger. The National Socialists’ share of the German vote grew from just 3 percent the year before the stock market crash to 37 percent by the summer of 1932.


Otto was unfailingly polite and didn’t like to complain even when life in Germany got difficult. He would be the last one to attribute a dirty look or an unkind word to anti-Semitism. He maintained that in the early 1930s, his family had not been discriminated against by their neighbors in Marbachweg. Yet the Franks’ landlord was a member of the Nazi Party, and their own friends in the neighborhood later recalled that the family had felt threatened there and that the girls had been spooked by storm troopers marching by, singing Nazi anthems. They fled the neighborhood in the early 1930s and eventually moved in with Otto’s mother in the center of Frankfurt. But their problems did not stop.


In January 1933, Hitler became chancellor of Germany. Almost immediately, there were indications of what was to come. That spring, the first concentration camp opened in Dachau. The government instituted a nationwide boycott of Jewish businesses. Students in Berlin burned thousands of books by Jewish authors. Otto could see that in small ways, Hitler’s anti-Jewish policies were already affecting his family. His older daughter, Margot, was segregated from the Aryan students in her school and told she had to sit in the corner of the classroom with her Jewish classmates. His younger girl, Anne, was about to start kindergarten. What kind of childhood could she expect in Nazi Germany?


It was time, Otto finally decided, to start over. A new life in a new city. The family had good reasons for choosing Amsterdam. Otto had spent part of the 1920s there working for his family’s bank. His Dutch was serviceable, and he still had business contacts there. Was it safe? Well, the Netherlands did share a border with Germany, but to Europeans in that period the country seemed as politically neutral and above the fray as Switzerland. The Dutch had not fought in World War I and had managed to stay on the sidelines during every continental conflict in recent memory. On top of all that, Jews had always been a visible and accepted presence in Amsterdam, where they lived in relative peace.


Otto had other choices, in theory. He had family and connections in France, Great Britain, Switzerland, and the United States, but he would need a residency permit to immigrate to any of those countries. And for that, he would need a way of making money. In Amsterdam, he thought he had found one. Otto’s brother-in-law, Erich Elias, had a relationship with a factory in Frankfurt that produced pectin, a food additive used to thicken jellies and jams, which it sold to consumers under the brand name Opekta. Elias had recently opened an Opekta branch in Switzerland, and he thought that Otto might be able to replicate his success in the Low Countries. That would require Otto to teach Dutch housewives, who had been making their own jam for generations, a new and improved way of doing things. Sure, it was a tough business, but it would be his. And the important thing was that it would get his family out of Germany.


LUNCH ON THE MERRY


By her sixteenth birthday, my mother already looked less like a little girl and more like the modest, sturdy young woman pictured in the exhibits at the Anne Frank House. She had a shy little smile, an owlish face, and lovely blue-green eyes that were partly obscured by her spectacles. She wore ribbons in her curled hair and rouged her cheeks. She may not have been a great beauty, but she had a good mind—and enough sense to know that it was being wasted changing diapers on Lumeijstraat. As she sat in the dark, windowless hallway, helping her young sisters study Dutch verb conjugations by candlelight, she couldn’t help but feel that she could do so much more with her life.


She decided to follow her father’s example and teach herself a trade. In 1937, she enrolled in the Instituut Schoevers, an evening school for girls and women who wanted to learn secretarial work. By the time she was eighteen, she had earned certificates in shorthand, bookkeeping, and German. There was no twist of fate that led to her job at Opekta; the vacancy was advertised in the newspaper. Sometime in the spring of 1937, she was called into Opekta’s office on Singel Canal, where the company was located before it set up shop on Prinsengracht, for an interview. Otto liked her immediately and hired her as a shorthand typist, although her responsibilities would soon expand greatly.


Bep was happy just to have found a job, but Opekta quickly turned into something more. The office was made up of a tight-knit group of people bound together as much by affection as by their professional duties, a group she would soon call the Opekta Circle. She took her lunch every day with her coworker Miep Gies, a small Austrian-born woman in her late twenties who managed the payroll and fielded product questions from customers. Miep and Bep talked about everything: the cute warehouse boy downstairs, Henk; Bep’s exhausting sisters; her slim romantic prospects; and, of course, their boss.


Bep had never met anyone with Otto’s mix of courtliness and kindness. His thick German accent and imperfect attempts at speaking Dutch only added to his charm. When Otto invited Bep to his family’s apartment for lunch a few months after she started her job, she didn’t quite know what to think. Miep, a regular lunch guest of the Franks, told her not to worry, that it wasn’t some kind of test—it was just Mr. Frank’s way of welcoming her into the fold.


The Frank family lived in a new housing development, the Merwedeplein, in the Rivers District of Amsterdam, where many families fleeing Germany had recently settled. About a third of the neighborhood’s population was Jewish. The brown-brick apartments, with small balconies and white wooden shutters, were arrayed along a grassy triangular plaza where children played in nice weather.


Life on “the Merry,” as Anne called it, was comfortable. Most of the apartments had been built in the past decade, and everything seemed new and clean, making it an ideal spot for uprooted people, a blank slate. Bep was dazzled by the Franks’ apartment: the expensive furniture they had brought from Germany, the ancient grandfather clock, Otto’s library with books in several languages. Yet none of it felt stuffy or overly grand, and there were dolls, crayons, and children’s toys everywhere. Life at the Franks’ seemed to revolve around the children: Margot, age twelve, and Anne, nine.


Otto’s two girls couldn’t have been more different. Margot had been a preternaturally quiet baby who had slept through the night almost from birth. Infant Anne, on the other hand, had been a handful—colicky, she often needed Otto to rub her belly for hours before she would fall back asleep. Margot had grown into a bookish and introspective girl, a bit of a perfectionist who weighed her words carefully and as a consequence didn’t say much.


Anne, once she got over her initial shyness, never seemed to stop speaking. The nine-year-old was a jumble of contradictions: her eyes and smile expressed such vitality, yet she was actually a rather sickly child. Her mother called her Zärtlein (fragile one). She was too frail for gym class, and she suffered a string of ailments—from whooping cough to chicken pox to a touch of heart trouble—that left her bedridden for weeks at a time. Cautious around strangers, she also could be direct and feisty. When she was just four years old, she hopped onto a packed tram car with her grandmother and was offended that no one stood up. So she barked at the other passengers, “Won’t someone offer a seat to this old lady?”


Anne had green eyes, long eyelashes, and an adorable bucktoothed grin. She held her dark hair back with a barrette. Her idiosyncratic (some would say difficult) nature explained why her parents decided to send her to a Montessori school in Amsterdam, where each pupil was allowed to express his or her individual personality and the curriculum was tailored to their interests.


Bep was amazed that an institution even existed where math could be taught as a game. Yet so much about life in the Frank family had the aspect of a game, of fun. The girls called their father “Pim” for some reason, and he wrote them funny poems for their birthdays and told them sweet made-up stories about invisible fairies—the Good Paula and the Bad Paula—whose hiding place you could discover if you stayed absolutely quiet and still.


Bep loved the atmosphere and freedom in the Frank family. She had been taught by Johan to be modest—the children in his house were “to be seen, not heard”—but at the Merwedeplein, she learned to join in the conversation. Plus, everything there was so nice. Mrs. Frank brought out tasty rolls with cream cheese and sprinkles. There was lemonade and milk that came out of a bottle instead of the rickety cans that Bep was used to at home. Each dish on the table seemed to her more luxurious than the next, and they were all served on a lazy Susan, so you could spin the platter and take whatever you wished.


Bep had rarely seen food of such quality. Nor had she encountered parents who actually listened to their daughters almost as if they were interested in what they had to say. “It was obvious,” my mother admitted to me, “that we came from different worlds.”


Anne always loved it when Bep visited. Maybe it was because Bep had grown up caring for so many younger sisters, but she knew just the right questions to ask to get the gears in Anne’s mind going. Sometimes Anne would drop by Opekta’s office and fool around on Bep’s typewriter. One day, Anne said, she would make her living on one of those machines. She dreamed of becoming a journalist, but she said with great seriousness that she would not let her career ambitions stand in the way of having a family. She hoped she would marry “the man of my dreams” and have lots of children. I could imagine my mother’s smile hearing such a statement from that precocious child, the openhearted expression on Bep’s face that said tell me more.


A decade separated Anne and Bep in age, but their bond was instant, and soon it would become essential to each other’s survival.










CHAPTER 2 Yellow Stars



In the early morning of May 10, 1940, Germany invaded France, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. After months of false alarms and empty threats, the Dutch were caught off guard. My mother said the Nazis had appeared like “a bolt out of the blue.” They claimed that they had only good intentions, that they had come to protect us—their Aryan cousins and “close relatives.” But really what they were doing by invading the Netherlands was blasting their way around France’s Maginot Line and preventing the Allies from building a North Sea beachhead from which they could eventually attack the Reich. There was no way Hitler could win the Battle of Europe, he calculated, without taking the Low Countries.


On the day of the invasion, Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands—whom Anne Frank idolized and whose picture she would soon paste above her bed in the Secret Annex—went on the radio to urge calm and order. But who could be calm and orderly with the constant blaring of air raid sirens, with swarms of Stuka dive bombers and Heinkels raining hell from above? There were explosions at Schiphol Airport, reports of German paratroopers disguised as Dutch Army officers or common farmers landing in tulip fields and village squares. The Nazis seemed to be everywhere, all at once. Tanks and artillery moved swiftly across the border in a race to the sea. Soon the Luftwaffe would turn the old town of Rotterdam into a fiery ruin.


After just five days of Blitzkrieg, it was all over. Despite a few valiant scenes of resistance, the Germans had broken the Dutch Army’s back by applying overwhelming force at high speed. The surrender meant occupation. The Dutch people tried to deny the victor some of the spoils. They set fire to the oil stockpiles around the port of Amsterdam, creating a huge column of black smoke that reached high into the sky. And they made sure to hide their treasure: the best Rembrandts in the Rijksmuseum were evacuated, the most precious stones in Amsterdam’s diamond district were secreted away. Yet the 140,000 Jewish residents of the Netherlands were left to their fate.


In announcing the surrender, the commander in chief of the Dutch armed forces told his countrymen that he had no choice, that accepting defeat would not merely “prevent further bloodshed” but stave off “annihilation.”


Yet what of the annihilation that such a decision would facilitate?


“All I can say,” he added, “is, trust in the future.”


The queen, at least, had the decency to tell her subjects to “think of our Jewish compatriots” before fleeing the Netherlands on May 13 on a British destroyer. Thousands of Jews, hearing that there were ships bound for England at the Port of IJmuiden, tried to follow the queen’s lead and escape. But the ships were all full, and the port had been secured against rioters. There was nowhere else to go but home.


All around Amsterdam, in the balmy spring air, smoke billowed out of chimneys as people hurriedly tossed their anti-fascist magazines and books by Jewish authors into the fireplace. Most Dutch Jews had thought that this day would never come. Most of them had actually believed that Hitler would respect Dutch neutrality, and they had laughed off the local offshoot of the Nazi Party, the NSB, which for all its loudmouthed provocations had received only 4 percent of the national vote in the most recent election. Right up until the invasion, most Dutch Jews regarded those who chose to flee the country as alarmist and, worse, unpatriotic. One Dutch survivor of the Holocaust recalled that in 1938, when a Jewish lawyer in Amsterdam named Mr. Gans decided to immigrate with his family to the United States because of the political climate in Europe, his friends thought that the man was “both mad and a coward.”


“We are Dutch,” they said. “And we will stay in the Netherlands.”


Now many of those same Jews bitterly regretted their decision to stay. For some, the sense of imminent doom proved too much to bear. An estimated 150 people in Amsterdam, most of them Jewish, died of suicide in the immediate aftermath of the surrender rather than waiting to see what the Nazis would bring. In a few cases, entire families poisoned themselves or shut their windows and turned on the gas. On May 15, at 10:00 a.m., Jacob van Gelderen, a Jewish economist and the vice chairman of the Dutch Social Democratic Party, was found in his home in The Hague, lying on his bed with his wife and two adult children. None of them was breathing.


Otto Frank would never have contemplated doing something so rash. He believed he would find a way out for his family, and he tried to conceal the most frightening possibilities of what could happen from his two little girls. Yet unlike many Jewish residents of the Netherlands, he knew full well what the Nazis were capable of. After all, that was why he had fled Germany in 1933 to come to neutral Holland. Now that his new home was occupied, he began to wonder whether he could pull off the same trick again. He tried to get visas for the United States and Cuba. But all the exits were blocked off. Even money and connections didn’t seem to help this time. Otto’s relatives in Great Britain had earlier begged him to send the girls to live with them. Yet now German bombs were wreaking havoc in London and other English cities on a nightly basis, and Otto couldn’t bear the thought of scattering his family. He believed that, come what might, they would be safer if they all stuck together.


And at the beginning of the Occupation, he had reason to be optimistic. As disquieting as it was to see the occasional SS officer lazing on the canals and Wehrmacht troops marching across Dam Square, most people in the Netherlands were pleasantly surprised by how “normal” everything felt during that first summer of 1940. Businesses reopened, life resumed, the Germans mostly behaved themselves. They even left the Jews alone at first, except for issuing new requirements for kosher butchers that affected only religious Jews. Some people began to suspect that the Occupation might be less of a catastrophe than had initially been feared.


But as the summer ended, so did the reprieve. In August, all German Jews who had arrived in Holland after 1933 had to submit their names to the Nazis. Otto Frank dutifully followed the order, which by January was extended to every Jew in the Netherlands.


Before the Jews were rounded up, they were restricted. They couldn’t sit on park benches. They couldn’t use public transportation. They couldn’t teach in universities or hold public office. They couldn’t keep more than a thousand guilders in cash. They couldn’t go to cinemas, hotels, the beach, swimming pools. “We’re not likely to get sunburned,” Anne wrote, trying to look on the bright side. Before long, she would be forced to leave her Montessori school along with eighty-six other Jewish children—only twenty of whom would survive the coming storm.


The first large-scale arrests occurred on February 22 and 23, 1941, in the old Jewish quarter of Amsterdam. In the midst of a pogrom in which NSB thugs and Nazis pulled Jews off bicycles, ransacked Jewish-owned businesses, and savagely beat people, 389 Jewish men were taken into German custody. They would eventually be sent to Buchenwald and Mauthausen; only two would survive the war.


The Dutch didn’t just sit idly by and watch that crime happen. They were outraged. The Communists called for a national strike to protest the treatment of Dutch Jews. And remarkably, on February 25, 300,000 Dutch people answered the call. They stopped working. Restaurants, shipyards, train stations—everything shut down. Life in Amsterdam ground to a halt. It remains the biggest strike in Dutch history. And though it was brutally suppressed by the Nazis a few days later, it seemed that for a moment the Dutch had followed through on their queen’s request, that they had not forgotten their Jewish compatriots.


There were also smaller acts of courage. In the spring of 1942, one of the most infamous anti-Jewish decrees took effect: the requirement to wear the yellow Jewish star. A few Dutch non-Jews pinned the star on their clothes in protest and solidarity. They also used humor as a defense. The Dutch word for Jew, Jood, which was written in stylized Hebrew letters on the star, was turned into an acronym for the phrase Joden overleven de ondergang van Duitsland: “Jews survive the downfall of Germany.”


And who could doubt that? After all, the joke went, “It was written in the stars.”


THE HOME FRONT


Bep remembered feeling helpless in the early months of the Occupation, but she couldn’t reveal the extent of her fear and anxiety without alarming her younger siblings. She was the eldest of eight children, their caretaker and role model. “Bep told us difficult times were ahead but that we would make it through,” remembered my aunt Diny. “She didn’t want to cause a panic.”


Yet Bep’s mother, Christina, was panicked. She had barely been able to support her family even before the Occupation, and she feared that the war would make their lives even harder. It didn’t take long for her fears to come true. That same spring, Johan lost a poorly paying job he had found working at a furniture shop, plunging the family into more dire straits.


While Bep and the older girls struggled to feed the family, Johan stayed at home, tinkering with his wooden toys and impatiently following the progress of the war in the newspaper. He was desperate for something to do. After every air raid, he climbed up to the roof to pick up shell splinters and other debris that had landed on the building. The man was a scavenger, my grandmother told me, a person who could find a use for things that other people threw away.


Johan felt that whatever ability he had was being wasted. He wasn’t working, he wasn’t fighting, he was just watching—and worrying. He tried to stay positive. He told his family that they would make it through, that better days would come, but it was hard for him to say the same thing to his many Jewish friends. He hated seeing what the Jews of Amsterdam were going through, how they were made to wear those stupid yellow stars and stripped, bit by bit, of every little freedom and dignity that made life bearable.


Johan used to say he liked Jews because of their humor and wit, but I think he just saw his Jewish friends as ordinary people, and if he liked them, it was for who they were as individuals. Whenever he had a Jewish friend over for drinks or a game of chess, he insisted on walking him home afterward, explaining to his wife, “I need to help with something.” That something was pointing out the best route to take to avoid Kraut patrols.


Of the half-dozen or so Jews whom Johan counted as good friends, he was closest to a man named Jonas Bed, a textile merchant around his own age. They loved watching the soccer games together at the home stadium of the Amsterdam soccer club, Ajax. After every game, they would go back to Lumeijstraat and talk and drink and laugh late into the night. In 1942, when German raids began to sweep through the city, Johan told Mr. Bed to stop going to the stadium. But Mr. Bed thought he was overreacting; soccer was one of the few outlets he had left. He continued to watch his beloved Ajax until one day he was arrested at the stadium. The Nazis sent him to Bergen-Belsen, where he died in early 1945, in roughly the same time and place as Anne and Margot Frank.


“I warned him not to do it!” Johan told his wife helplessly.


Johan did not have a bigoted bone in his body, yet as much as he thought that anti-Semitism was a scourge, he knew it was not some alien concept imported from Germany. It existed in the Netherlands, of course, even under his own roof. His wife, Christina, was not fond of the Jews. And his tempestuous teenage daughter Nelly, who was seventeen at the start of the Occupation, believed all the things the NSB said about them: that Jews were Untermenschen, subhuman creatures, who smuggled disruptive political ideas such as communism into the Netherlands and defiled its racial purity.


Unlike my mother, who was mild-mannered and respectful, who always got along with her strident father, Nelly and Johan fought constantly. They shared some traits: They both had analytical minds and strong wills. They were good at math and liked solving puzzles. They even looked alike, with the same hooded eyes and pursed lips frozen in a perpetual frown. But whereas Johan was modest, Nelly was ostentatious. She liked putting on makeup; she liked talking up her budding schoolyard romances. She was even something of an exhibitionist. When Johan wasn’t around, she sometimes slunk around the house wearing nothing but a brassiere and panties—scandalous behavior in those days—until Christina told her to put something decent on.


During the Occupation, she was seduced by everything German, especially the language, which she practiced until she could speak it almost flawlessly. She added a combustible element to the crowded hovel of the Voskuijl home. She was bitterly dissatisfied with life there—the meager food, the biting cold, the perpetual lack of money and new clothes. And she made her dissatisfaction known and spread it among her younger sisters, always muttering under her breath, always picking fights. Teenage nonsense, my mother thought. She’ll grow out of it—sooner or later.


But at times Nelly could make my mother feel more “under siege” sitting inside the crowded house on Lumeijstraat than if she were walking around occupied Amsterdam to a soundtrack of air raid sirens and anti-aircraft guns.


OFFICE POLITICS


Luckily, there was the office, which became a kind of sanctuary, a home away from home for my mother. Despite all the setbacks and complications of the Occupation, business at Opekta was good—so good, in fact, that Otto was expanding. He now traded not only in pectin but also in spices. And for the first time since arriving in the Netherlands in 1933, he had begun to turn a profit. The Occupation had, ironically, opened new markets. Otto may not have realized it at the time, but one of his clients was now the Wehrmacht, which bought pepper and nutmeg from him through an intermediary. By the end of 1940, his business had grown to such an extent that he needed a larger office.


He rented a narrow four-story brick building on the Prinsengracht dating from the eighteenth century that was just a stone’s throw from the famous Westerkerk church. Included in the lease were a warehouse space on the ground floor, office space on the first floor, storage rooms on the second and third floors—and a warren of rooms in the achterhuis, the “house behind,” that could be accessed through a narrow corridor. Anne loved visiting the new office. When she wasn’t having girl talk with Bep or Miep, she was usually pulling little pranks, such as pouring glasses of water out the second-floor window, frightening passersby on the canal.


When Bep learned that the new, larger warehouse space needed to be staffed, she saw an opportunity for her father, who was restless at home. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, she thought before suggesting Johan for the job.


Otto Frank was enthusiastic about the idea, and he hired Johan in a temporary capacity, but my grandfather quickly proved himself indispensable and was given a full-time role. Before long, he was supervising the whole warehouse: grinding and mixing the spices, packing them into containers, overseeing the shipping process, and making sure the workers stayed in line. Bep was glad she had something to share with her father. She told me it added “another dimension” to their relationship, a closeness, a confidence, that was unique in the family.


With Johan’s arrival, the cast of characters at Opekta was being rounded out. In addition to Miep, the small staff included Otto’s second in command, Victor Kugler, a German-speaking man from Bohemia with a little mustache and nervous, darting eyes. He was a spiffy dresser, handsome in a reedy, emaciated way, like a figure in an Egon Schiele painting. My mother couldn’t take her eyes off him, but she tried to look away when he spoke to her to keep from blushing.


Another employee was Johannes “Jo” Kleiman, a good friend of Otto whom he had met while working for his family’s bank in Amsterdam in the 1920s. Kleiman joined Opekta in 1938 and looked after the books. He was pale, beak-nosed, with round glasses and a pleasant face. “He was a quiet person,” Miep Gies once said, “whose personality immediately inspired feelings of trust.”


Miep, Jo, Victor, Johan, Bep: those five people would in short time become the helpers of the Secret Annex. Yet their first act of conspiracy was bureaucratic in nature. In October 1940, five months after the Occupation began, the Germans decreed that “all industrial and commercial firms in the possession of Jews or with Jewish partners must be registered. Failure to do so will be penalized with a prison sentence of a maximum of five years and [payment of] one hundred thousand guilders.” Otto and his employees had no illusions: they knew that once the Germans learned that Opekta was Jewish owned, the company would immediately be seized.


So the more senior members of the staff—Miep, Jo, and Victor—put their heads together and came up with a solution that cunningly circumvented the Nazis’ intent. In November 1940, the ownership of Opekta would be transferred to Jo Kleiman. Meanwhile, Otto’s side business trading in spices, called Pectacon, was liquidated and a new company, Gies & Co., was founded. Kugler was appointed the managing director, and Miep’s husband, Jan Gies, whom the business was named after, became the chairman. That created the illusion that both firms were in “Aryan” hands. Otto would remain in charge—just not on paper.


The plan was risky. Jews were already being denounced, and Otto was the subject of at least one blackmail attempt during that period.I Bep played along without asking many questions; she immediately understood the stakes. Johan knew that his eldest daughter could be trusted, yet what about the rest of his family? It was not exactly a secret on Lumeijstraat that Otto was Jewish.


“I don’t want any more talk of our boss,” Johan warned his children one night. “That could not only be dangerous to him, but to us as well.”


Otto’s business was safe, at least for the moment. But his family was very much in danger. On July 5, 1942, Edith Frank received a summons from the Central Office for Jewish Emigration. She thought the nightmare of a letter was meant for Otto. Then she looked again at the envelope to discover that it was addressed to her sixteen-year-old daughter, Margot. “You are hereby ordered to participate in the police-supervised expansion of work in Germany.”


The Franks understood what that message really meant, and they were ready for it.




	
I. In April 1941, Otto Frank paid the Dutch Nazi Tonny Ahlers a certain amount of money in return for a letter Ahlers had intercepted. In the letter, written by Frank’s former employee Joseph Jansen and addressed to the NSB, Jansen described a conversation he had had with Frank in which Frank had questioned Germany’s eventual victory.
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