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For my parents and sister






Prologue


6 September 1944

[to Greet Brinkhuis]

Dear Gretchen,

I’m in a cattle wagon with twelve people, in Vught. Probably headed for Sachsenhausen or Ravensbrück. You keep your spirits up. I’ll do the same, although I do wish the end was in sight. I’ll throw this note out of the train through a crack in the wall. Bye, my darling.

Kisses,

Marga



We were ordered to pack up our toothbrushes and other belongings and wait outside. It was clear we were to be taken somewhere else, but where? We didn’t know. I thought it would be safer to stay at Camp Vught than to go off into the unknown, so I decided to hide under a mattress. I let the other women go ahead and stayed behind in the barracks, but I wasn’t quick enough. The female SS guard—the Aufseherin—turned up while I was still only half-hidden. She ordered me to hurry up, dragged me outside by my arm, and pushed me into the final wagon. This slight delay worked to my advantage: there weren’t many women inside that one yet. The others were packed, and the poor women inside—including my friends from the camp—spent the next three days traveling in terrible conditions.

There were only twelve or so women in my wagon. I didn’t know any of them. Some of them were younger—in their twenties, like me. They weren’t political prisoners, as I was, but “asocials,” who’d done something the Germans didn’t like. They realized I was different—educated, and so on. Most of them turned out to be prostitutes who had been rounded up to be treated for sexually transmitted diseases.

In the camp they’d worked in the kitchen, and they had managed to sneak a big box of bread and sausage on board, as well as a barrel of soup. This was a huge stroke of luck; I knew the other wagons wouldn’t have any such supplies. But as they began to bicker over the food—some of them wanted to start on it straightaway—I realized these women clearly didn’t appreciate their good fortune.

We assumed we were on our way to somewhere in Germany, but seeing as we didn’t know how long the journey would take, I thought it would be sensible to ration the provisions. I put this to the other women cautiously, and luckily they listened. They asked me to hand out the food, and I was honored to do so. I ladled the soup into portions and sliced the bread and sausage—they could see I was doing my best to give everyone an equal share.

There was sufficient space for all of us to sit down on the floor of the wagon, and some of us had a bit of wall to lean against as well. There wasn’t much conversation among us. The kitchen girls talked together a bit—they knew one another already. As time passed they became a little friendlier toward me—they shared some supplies of toilet paper, for instance. And on that paper I hastily scribbled a note to my good friend in Amsterdam, Greet Brinkhuis.

I told her I was on a train that was probably heading for Germany. When we stopped at the first station—the last town in the Netherlands before we did indeed pass into Germany—I pushed the note through a gap between the wooden planks of the wagon’s wall. Even though it was very unlikely that the message would ever reach her, I thought it was worth a try.

The journey seemed interminable, even for those of us in that privileged final wagon. I was feeling anxious, but there was also a sense that the war wouldn’t last much longer. We knew that the Allies were already at the border. I knew that I couldn’t do anything to change what was happening, so I tried not to worry about it too much. There was simply no point.

We slept on the bare wooden floor of the wagon. It was uncomfortable, but it must have been far worse for my friends in the other wagons—with fifty or sixty people packed inside they wouldn’t even have been able to sit down. And they wouldn’t have had any food. Although I didn’t realize it at the time, I was lucky.

After three days and two nights locked up in the wagons, we reached our destination on September 8. The sliding doors of the cattle wagon opened and we caught our first glimpse of what we later found out was Ravensbrück, in northern Germany. Ironically, this grim and terrible place is located by a large lake—the Schwedtsee—in beautiful surroundings, but we couldn’t see anything of that. The SS officers waiting for us on the platform had large dogs with them and were brandishing whips. The dogs were barking and the men, as well as the female guards—the Aufseherinnen—were yelling at us to get out of the wagon.

“Schnell, schnell, schnell! Heraus, heraus, heraus!”

Quick, quick, quick! Out, out, out!

We were terrified.






1 The Artist and the Milliner: My Family


I’m sitting here in my quiet house in London and looking at a photo taken in 1940. It’s of my mother, younger sister, and me. We’re relaxing in Aunt Sara’s garden in Amsterdam, which, at that moment, was still a peaceful spot. My mother, whom we fondly called Mams, was fifty-one at the time; my sister, Clara, twelve; and I was eighteen. It’s an everyday snapshot of an ordinary family; we were having a pleasant afternoon, enjoying the garden and one another’s company. A model image of family time: loving, secure, comfortable, predictable. There’s no hint in our faces of what was to come in the following three years: the deaths of my father, mother, and Clara; my grandma; Aunt Sara, her husband, Arie, and their two sons; and so many other family members.

None of these deaths were due to natural causes or accidents. They were the result of the atrocities that were already spreading across Europe when the photo was taken, and which would soon infiltrate the Netherlands. Before those catastrophic events, we hadn’t comprehended what a privilege it was to lead an anonymous life. I can still hardly believe that people who should have remained unremarkable ended up memorialized on lists and monuments—because they had fallen victim to the most systematic mass murder the world has ever known.

Like most people, I was born into an ordinary family whose experiences were noteworthy only to those involved. My grandpa on my father’s side, Levi Velleman, was an antiques dealer in Schagen. He ran a shop there and another in Haarlem, but he was never a wealthy man. My grandma on my father’s side, Saartje Velleman (née Slagter), was a housewife, like most women in her day—although she didn’t quite conform to the stereotype as she wasn’t all that good at it. She was a hopeless cook and cleaner, and her eldest daughter, my aunt Greta, told me that the house was always a mess, with clothes thrown haphazardly into drawers, so that no one could find anything. There was a live-in maid who did all the heavy work, but as Aunt Greta grew up she took on more and more responsibility for the general household tasks and cared for her younger brothers and sisters.

My father, Barend Levi Velleman, first child of Levi and Saartje, was born on April 10, 1889. His successful birth was likely a relief to my grandpa, whose first wife—Betje—had died in childbirth, followed four days later by their baby boy, also named Barend. The Vellemans named the firstborn son of each generation Barend Levi and Levi Barend by turns, because they were descended from the biblical tribe of Levi.

Grandpa Velleman must have been very keen to start a family, because on June 20, 1888, just four months after the death of his first wife, he married Grandma. Saartje, five and a half years his senior, was thirty when my father was born—in those days that was considered old to be having a first child. But Saartje was a strong woman: she bore ten children in total, the last when she was forty-three. She survived my grandpa, who died in 1923 at the age of fifty-eight, by many years. Who knows what great age she might have reached had she not been murdered in Auschwitz, aged eighty-three, on September 28, 1942, just a couple of weeks before my father, her son, was also killed.

The arrival of a healthy son was cause for celebration. But even completely normal families experience trauma, and for my father the feeling of being cherished soon disappeared. On April 16, 1892, when he was three years old, his sister Greta was born. One day, when Saartje was changing Greta’s diaper, there was a knock on the door. Saartje went to answer it, leaving little Barend behind with the baby. When she returned, Greta was on the floor crying. Saartje blamed my father and assumed he’d pushed his little sister off the table in a fit of jealousy. Aunt Greta later said she’d probably just rolled off, but perhaps Grandma was right. As with so many family tales, we’ll never know the truth. In any case, my father was sent to stay with his paternal grandparents. He spent the rest of his childhood living with them in Alkmaar, where he grew up more or less as their son.

It’s hard to comprehend how Grandma was able to give up her firstborn, but within three months of Greta’s birth she was pregnant again, so perhaps caring for a toddler as well as a baby while carrying another was too much for her. Organizing a household wasn’t her forte in the first place, and it must have been a relief to have a few of her responsibilities taken over. My father’s grandparents were, in any case, very pleased to have him live with them.

As the family continued to grow, my father remained in Alkmaar while his parents and seven surviving younger brothers and sisters stayed together. Being the only one excluded from the family made him feel terribly rejected. His early exile dogged him for the rest of his life; he never forgave his mother for not taking him back. Although he did have contact with her during his childhood, as an adult he refused to talk to her for years.

I never met his family until I was in my late teens, with the exception of Uncle Harry, one of Pa’s younger brothers with whom he kept in touch. I assume he occasionally heard word from his other siblings, although he never mentioned it. I was curious about them, but the estrangement was such a part of our family life that I took it all for granted and barely gave it a second thought.

In 1941, when I was nineteen, this situation came to an end. One day the doorbell rang and I answered. On the doorstep stood an elegant woman dressed in black, her hair piled up high on her head.

“Is your father at home?” she asked.

I fetched Pa.

“Mother!” he cried.

I looked on in astonishment.

I was really glad to meet new family members and to get to know Aunt Greta especially, since everyone had always said I resembled her, in both appearance and behavior. At first I had taken the comparison as an insult, knowing that my father held a grudge against her, but she turned out to be a lovely woman. She ended up surviving the war because she was married to a Christian, and it was a pleasure to visit her after the liberation.

Grandma asked Pa if I could go with her to visit one of her other granddaughters, my cousin Sarah, who, after her mother (my father’s sister) died, had been placed by the family in a well-known Jewish children’s home outside Amsterdam to prevent her being raised by her Catholic father. We made the journey together by train, and Sarah and I became great friends. It was really lovely to have more family around me. The opportunity to restore the relationship with my father’s family was very important to us. Love makes life worth living, and I believe Grandma was trying to make amends before it was too late.

Tragically, the small steps we’d made toward healing the rift came to an abrupt end before we’d achieved much more than a rapprochement. In 1942, Grandma—who still lived independently in Haarlem—was forced to move to a Jewish nursing home in Amsterdam. Mams, Clara, and I went to visit her every week, but later that year all residents of the home were sent to Westerbork transit camp. From there, they were transported to Auschwitz and murdered.

The nursing home was simply stripped bare. At the time we didn’t know that it had happened, and weren’t able to say goodbye to her. Grandma had disappeared. I don’t know exactly when she was transported, but it was probably only shortly before she died. At that point there was so much confusion among the Jewish community that it was difficult to keep track of where everyone was, even close family members. Only after the war did I discover her fate. One of Pa’s younger brothers had said she’d died in Westerbork, but when I consulted the lists I saw that she had been murdered at Auschwitz on September 28, 1942.

My great-grandfather had a factory where the rag-and-bone men brought their rags to be made into paper. Business was going well and Pa was reaping the benefits of his grandfather’s relative prosperity. He was a clever boy who had skipped a number of years in school, and the family had high expectations of him. He attended a state secondary school until, at the age of seventeen, he was sent to a yeshiva (a Talmudical school) in Amsterdam. His grandparents were devout people and had set their hearts on a religious career for him. He had a good tenor voice and they wanted him to become a cantor or a rabbi.

But Pa had very different ideas—it had long been his ambition to go into theater. In his teens he had directed plays that were performed by friends and relatives—not just at parties to entertain the family but also at community events. I remember a review in the local newspaper, which contained phrases such as “outstanding job by the young Barend Velleman.” He was utterly passionate about it and showed real talent.

Always a rebellious boy, he renounced the faith that played such a major role in his grandparents’ life. At the yeshiva he questioned his teachers repeatedly on religious issues. They despaired of him because he wasn’t sufficiently obedient to Jewish doctrine. He clearly wasn’t cut out to be a rabbi. Twice he was sent home, and on both occasions his grandfather beat him but took him back to the school.

Then Pa took matters into his own hands and used his pocket money to buy a ferry ticket to England. My great-grandfather went to the police and asked them to bring his grandson, who was still a minor, back home. Whether or not they actually got involved, one way or another Pa was indeed compelled to return home. After that, my great-grandparents realized that they were wasting their time and money by expecting Pa to pursue a religious vocation.

Pa immediately entered the theater, working under the name Ben Velmon, and from then on he earned his keep in the entertainment industry. He performed as an actor, singer, and variety show presenter.

During the First World War, a million Belgians had fled to the Netherlands in just four years, where they stayed in camps. After the conflict they returned to their villages and towns, which had been largely destroyed, but while the Belgian refugees were in the Dutch camps, Pa organized entertainment for them. A number of young singers and comedians whom he’d employed and encouraged went on to become famous. To show their gratitude, the Belgian refugees melted down some of their gold and had a beautiful signet ring made and inscribed with my father’s initials, which he wore every day. Regrettably, the ring disappeared during the Second World War.

It was an exciting life, but very insecure, entailing a nomadic existence for our family. We moved house frequently because of fluctuations in his income—sometimes living in abject poverty and sometimes in relative prosperity—but Pa did the thing he loved and I was very proud of him.



My mother’s full name was Femmetje, but no one in the family called her that. She was always known as Fem. She was born on August 10, 1889, in Alkmaar, the daughter of David and Clara Spier. The middle child of seven, she had three sisters and three brothers. Grandpa had a large clothing and haberdashery shop in Alkmaar, and later he opened one in Den Helder as well.

My mother’s parents met up regularly with Pa’s grandparents in Alkmaar to play cards. Pa was a good card player and often joined in, while my mother poured the tea. That’s how they got to know each other. When Pa was sent to the yeshiva in Amsterdam, Mams was determined to follow him and came up with a clever ruse.

She asked her parents if she could train to become a milliner. Friends of her parents had a shop in Amsterdam where they made magnificent fashionable hats, and Mams became their apprentice. With a background in fashion and haberdashery it’s not surprising she opted for hat making, although women in the Spier family were never permitted to pursue a real commercial career; they only made hats and clothes for the family, alongside carrying out their day-to-day household tasks. Of course, the real reason for her departure to Amsterdam was my father. He visited her regularly in the house where she stayed, and when he left the yeshiva they married in Alkmaar, on March 21, 1911.

On December 29, 1911, their first child was born: my eldest brother, Louis. His official name was Levi Barend—like my father’s father—but we always called him Louis. Two years later, on December 26, 1913, my brother David arrived. My father had become successful in the meantime, performing in many of the biggest theaters in the Netherlands, and he, Mams, and my brothers lived in an elegant house at 445 Prinsengracht. Into this family and these prosperous conditions, on June 7, 1922, a little girl was born at the Wilhelmina Gasthuis hospital. That was me: Selma Velleman.






2 Jumping over Ditches: My Childhood


When I was born, Pa was on tour in Europe and decided to move the family to Zandvoort in the north of the Netherlands, to be near the sea, where the air was cleaner than in Amsterdam, mainly for the sake of the children. It was already one of the foremost spa resorts in the country.

We moved there when I was two weeks old and stayed until I was four years old. Of course, I don’t remember much of that time, but I do know my brother David would often drag me over the sand in a handcart when I was about a year old, as the family had photos of this. Sadly, like so many other things, those pictures disappeared during the war.

In 1926 we moved to Alkmaar. My father’s European tour was over by then and he was probably out of work. It might seem like an uncertain existence for a young family, but I benefited from it when the war put an end to any form of stability. I wasn’t ever someone who became attached to a specific place or who struggled to adjust to change, and I’m sure that helped me deal with the terrifying, unpredictable events that were to unfold.

Our house in Alkmaar was a magnificent end terrace, surrounded by meadows and a ditch. Several other children lived in the street and we all enjoyed playing outside. One day the older children were jumping the ditch, and although I was only four I wanted to try it too; I was always a daring child. Of course I was too small to bridge the gap and fell into the water. The other children made such a racket that the barber on the corner came rushing over and fished me out with a long pole. In those innocent, peaceful times a minor incident such as that caused a great stir. People were talking and laughing about it for days. I also remember the joy I felt as a little girl when my friends and I would run to the cheese market after school, and we would see the dealers with their large, round wheels of cheese. With a long, pointed cheese trier, they would draw out a sample and break off small pieces for us to taste.

Every Sunday we would visit my great-grandmother in the house where my father had lived until he got married. I was very young, so can hardly remember anything about her, but I can still see her sitting at the end of a long table with a big coffeepot over a little candle. Her clothes were always black and she wore a lace cap tied under her chin. My parents would talk to her while the housekeeper, Roos Meyboom, whom we called Aunt Roos, took me to the kitchen for a piece of cake or some sweets.

Aunt Roos was a loyal housekeeper and always took very good care of my great-grandparents. She was particularly fond of Pa, whom she had more or less raised herself. When my great-grandmother died on December 12, 1926, Aunt Roos came to live with us as my nanny. Her bedroom was next to mine, and every morning I would creep into bed with her and she would tell me stories while the rest of the house was sleeping.

One morning I went to Aunt Roos’s room as usual and saw that a chair had been placed in front of her door. It seemed strange, but I simply pushed it out of the way and climbed into bed with her as usual. As soon as I crept under the covers I was overcome with confusion; the bed that was normally so lovely and warm was now cold, as was Aunt Roos. I couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t talk to me, however much I begged for a story.

When my mother came to fetch me and I told her Aunt Roos was cold, she explained that Roos had died in the night. They had placed the chair in front of the door to try to stop me from going in. I’m not sure exactly what year this happened, but it was probably around 1927, when I was five. It was my first encounter with death.

That same year we left our magnificent house in Alkmaar and moved to an apartment above a large café in the center of the town. It was clearly a step down, so there can’t have been much money coming in at that point.

One day my mother’s younger sister Aunt Suze came to visit. As we were strolling around the town, we passed a shop with a beautiful children’s chair in the window. It was round and made of wicker. It was love at first sight. I wanted it so much, but my mother said that would be impossible. My aunt replied that she would buy it for me and my mother protested. Aunt Suze took no notice, walked into the shop, and bought it. I was overjoyed. It was quite a gift for a child whose parents could no longer afford much. I loved to sit in that little chair and cherished it for a long time.

Although we had no contact with Pa’s family, we saw Mams’s brothers and sisters frequently and I was very close to them. Of course, Aunt Suze was my favorite after her gift of the chair! Tragically, she died only two years later of peritonitis that had been misdiagnosed as period pain. She was married to Jacques Limburg, a friend and theater colleague of my father’s, and she left behind a son, Loutje, who was just six years old.

After Suze’s death, Uncle Jacques was persuaded to move Loutje to Leiden, to live with my mother’s brother Joop and his wife, Jet. They would be able to offer him a better life than a widower could, it was felt, and they were very keen to care for him.

In the end, for some reason or other, Uncle Joop and Aunt Jet didn’t keep Loutje with them, and he was placed in a children’s home where they were governors. I’m not sure why: perhaps he wasn’t able to settle down with them, having lost his mother and been taken away from his father, or perhaps they thought he would be better off around other children. I couldn’t imagine being separated from my parents.

In 1928, just after New Year’s, it was time for us to move again—back to Amsterdam. This time we lived in real poverty. We weren’t eligible for benefits because you could only file for them if you had lived in Amsterdam for a year, and we had been away. We weren’t able to make use of the help offered by the synagogue either, because we weren’t religious.

Our first apartment in the city was on Ambonstraat in the east of the city, but we couldn’t keep up with the rent and had to leave. Mams was heavily pregnant at the time, so an artist friend took us in. He had children himself, which meant there was no space for my father and brothers, who stayed nearby with another friend from the theater.

On April 3, 1928, while we were staying with our friends, my little sister, Clara, was born in the hospital. Fortunately, Pa soon managed to find an apartment in a Jewish neighborhood, so we ended up living with them for only a week. Mams told me Pa had said we were a family and should live together whatever happened, which showed his longing for a loving family life after his own experiences.

Every Monday at my primary school the children were supposed to pay tuition fees, but we weren’t able to because we were so poor. Each week I would go in and say I’d forgotten the money. Each week I would have to stand in the corner as a punishment. I’ll never forget the injustice. The teachers must have known what was really going on; it happened week after week. Although I admit it must have been hard for others to understand how poor we really were, as I was always very well dressed. My aunt from Leiden would send us clothes when her daughter Klaartje, who was five or six years older than I was, grew out of them. Mams did a wonderful job of altering them and I even remember a teacher saying to me, “What, another new coat already?”

So, from afar, people probably thought we were relatively well-off. Our neighbor knew how poor we were, though, because one day she very kindly gave us a banana, which my mother mashed up for Clara. I looked at it longingly and was given a teaspoonful. What a treat!

Living in such poverty took a toll on my health, and the following year, when I was seven, I woke one day with a high fever. I began to scream, then collapsed. My parents called the doctor, who diagnosed pneumonia and pleurisy—inflammation of the membranes of the chest cavity—which was causing fluid to build up in and around my lungs. Dr. Antonie Menco—I’ll never forget his name—decided to operate immediately and remove the pus from my chest. He appointed my father as his assistant. Pa had to stand close by and spray liquid from a syringe onto my back while the doctor inserted a needle to withdraw the fluid. The spray felt like ice-cold water, but now I understand that it must have been a local anesthetic. Mams was instructed to hold me firmly to prevent me from moving.

While the doctor was carrying out the procedure, my eldest brother, Louis, came home singing and whistling as usual. “Close the door and stop that racket,” Dr. Menco shouted out. “Do you want your sister to die?”

Poor Louis had no idea what was happening, but he obeyed.

My father always said that Dr. Menco saved my life. He sent him a large box of cigars to thank him. I ended up going to the same secondary school as Dr. Menco’s daughter, and it was a great pleasure to tell her the story of her father’s skillful treatment.

I was ill for a long time after that. Our apartment was chilly and damp, which of course didn’t help. When I had rallied somewhat, I was sent to a sanatorium in Laren in ’t Gooi, southeast of Amsterdam, where the air was better than in the center of the city. They thought I might have tuberculosis. My cousin David Roet was there for the same reason, in the men’s wing. Every day the patients were wheeled out onto the veranda, bed and all—even in winter when it was freezing and snowy. The veranda ran the length of the sanatorium, and the children’s beds were placed on the left, the adults’ on the right.

One day, my father brought six magnificent strawberries for me, packaged in a padded box. Strawberries were rarely imported in winter, so if you could find them at all then they cost a fortune. I knew they were a very special treat and they looked absolutely delicious. Clearly Pa was earning good money again, and this was his way of demonstrating his love and cheering me up.

On his next visit, he asked me if I’d enjoyed them, and I had to admit I hadn’t been allowed to eat them. Pa was furious and went to the matron to demand an explanation. She told him patients weren’t allowed to keep their own fruit or sweets—the sanatorium’s policy was to collect everything that was brought in and to share it out. Of course, six strawberries couldn’t be properly shared out, so I suspect a member of the staff ate them.

Another time, Pa brought a large bunch of beautiful bananas, one of which I hid before the rest were collected. I took it to the toilet to eat. Sadly, one of the nurses walked past and caught me. She pressed her big, heavy knuckles into my shoulder, precisely in the spot where I’d been treated for pleurisy. Even now, more than ninety years later, it still hurts when I catch a cold or accidentally knock myself there.

Although I was very young, I understood that such gifts were pointless. I told my family not to bring any more fruit, but still they kept on doing it. I don’t think they could bring themselves to turn up empty-handed. One of my uncles brought me a really lovely paint set, but I wasn’t allowed to use it. The staff were probably afraid the bedsheets and covers would get dirty.

It was a terribly strict regime, and when I look back on how children were treated in those days it strikes me as horrifying. Once, a girl got out of bed without permission. From then on, all the children were forced to wear a jacket with long strings that were tied under the bed. We could hardly move. I was so restricted in my movements that if anyone came to visit, I could barely even kiss them. I felt completely humiliated. You could call this my first experience of imprisonment, and perhaps it toughened me up and helped to prepare me for what my future held.

I was supposed to spend a year in that dreadful place, but in the end I was permitted to return home after about eight months. While I was there Pa had indeed prospered and we were able to afford a nurse, making it safe for me to go home. When I left the sanatorium, Pa, in one of his trademark gestures of generosity, treated all the patients to jodenkoeken—traditional Jewish shortbread cookies—which were sold in tins with a yellow label. He made sure to send lots of tins so that every patient would receive a cookie.

While I was away our family had moved to a lovely house in Diemen, which had a bathroom and a garden, and it wasn’t as damp as the old apartment. It was magnificent. Pa was doing well financially because he was managing one of the first Luna Parks in the Netherlands, which had opened in Diemen in the summer of 1931. The original Luna Park had opened in 1903 on Coney Island, in Brooklyn, New York, offering funfair-style attractions and shows, and this was followed by outposts in America and Europe. The park in Diemen was a great success; newspaper photos show hordes of people lining up to enter.

There was a permanent circus at the park as well as a riding school where I learned to ride. I loved it. A group of dwarfs we called the “Lilliputian family” also performed there; I remember their father coming round to apply for a job. There were concerts and plays, dozens of game stalls, and an ice rink. The owner of the Italian ice-cream stall said we could drop by anytime for free ice cream. We were all partial to a sweet treat, so after dinner Pa often sent me there to fetch a large bowlful.

For a while life was wonderful, but our prosperity was short-lived. The American stock market crash in October 1929 threw countries across the globe into a deep crisis, including the Netherlands. Business went downhill. People no longer spent money on frivolities such as ice rinks and fairs when they could skate for free on the canals and rivers, and they no longer had money for leisure activities such as horse riding. Luna Park was forced to shut its doors.

My father tried to get work in artistic circles and on stage again, but that had more or less dried up too. He began to drink heavily and regularly came home drunk. It’s still a mystery to me how he always got back safely from Amsterdam to Diemen. “God must have special guardian angels watching over him,” my mother always said.

He hoped there would be more employment opportunities in the city, so we moved back to Amsterdam, into a maisonette occupying the third and fourth floors of a property on Tweede Jan van der Heijdenstraat. The day we moved in, the girl who lived opposite at number 44 looked through her window on the third floor and saw me in the street below, trying to play alone. She came down and said, “Would you like to play with my ball?”

And that was that. Greet Brinkhuis and I became the best of friends. I was skinny, dark-haired, and from a large Jewish family. She was a big blond Dutch girl, the only child of strict Catholic parents. Her father was a bookbinder and helped at the church around the corner. The family went to church every morning and prayed before and after every meal. Greet loved coming round to our house to join in with family life. She was one of the most loyal friends you could wish for and we’ve remained close all our lives.

All the bedrooms in our new home had their own sink, which was unusual at the time, and there was even a bathroom on the fourth floor where the children’s bedrooms were. There were also gymnastic rings and a swing attached to the top story ceiling for the children, so my friends loved coming round to play. The house had a flat roof, and Louis and I would climb out of a spare room window to sunbathe on it. I remember we saw a zeppelin fly overhead one day, and we watched from our spot on the rooftop, breathless.

Life was good. We loved the apartment. I remember the spacious sitting room with three windows and a large folding table in particular. I had been given a Ping-Pong set and we used the table to play on. It was unusual to have space for such games, and our cousins and friends were always excited to visit. Louis tried to exclude me—I think he found it irritating having a younger sister who couldn’t play as well as he did—but Pa would stand up for me. “It’s her game,” he would say. “Let her join in!”

No wonder I adored him so; he was always a wonderful father to me.

We lived on Tweede Jan van der Heijdenstraat for several years, but the stairs were so steep that my parents grew tired of it. In 1936 we moved to an apartment in Jan Lievenstraat, also in the neighborhood of De Pijp. One of my father’s cousins owned a huge furniture shop, Dick & Co., and Pa bought all our furniture new from him when we moved, so we must have been reasonably well-off at that time. Before that we had only ever had antique furniture, so it was an exciting change. Pa also dropped in on one of his brothers, who ran two antiques shops in Haarlem, and came back with a desk for me and a beautiful oil painting for the house.

“They owe me that after everything they did to me,” Pa said, meaning that his family hadn’t given him any share of the inheritance when my grandpa died in 1923. His brother was already working in their father’s shop at the time and took it over after his death. But perhaps Pa was also referring to his exile from the family when he was little. I don’t know if he got the items for free or at a discounted price; in those days, parents didn’t discuss such things with their children.

Our new interior marked a fresh, optimistic start and we stayed in Jan Lievenstraat until we were compelled to leave everything behind in 1942.



Despite our family’s fluctuating fortunes and the periods of poverty we experienced, I was a very happy child. Pa was a devoted father, determined to cherish and protect his children, and the love of our parents was all that mattered. Not only was I loved, I was also encouraged to develop my talents.

In contrast to most men of his generation, Pa was very liberal. I was lucky to be his daughter and I benefited greatly from his progressive ideas. I remember sitting at the table when one of my brothers told me to fetch him a glass of water. “No, she won’t,” Pa said. “She’s not your maid. Fetch it yourself.”

There was no sense that I was expected to do the housework because I was a girl either. I wasn’t permitted to do the washing-up or other household tasks—Pa would always say, “Selma has to study.” He wanted me to go into science, but the war eventually put an end to my education.

Besides being progressive, Pa was also very well organized. When he wasn’t working, he did all the shopping and marked the date on everything he bought—something I still do now. We were very similar and I recognize his influence on me, something I find very comforting. It’s been my way of keeping him with me all my life.

That doesn’t mean I didn’t feel ashamed, though, when I had friends round. Pa wasn’t generally all that drunk, but he was often far from sober. I would go to my friend Mary Rudolphus’s house regularly, since she lived near school. Her mother invited me to their house for lunch during the school week, when all the children went home to eat, because otherwise I’d have had to walk half an hour home and then back again. I would also help Mary with her homework because I was very good at math, and Mary wasn’t. I was keen to invite Mary to our place, but on the occasion I did my father came home tipsy. I was deeply embarrassed and wished the ground would swallow me up.

My mother really struggled with Pa’s drinking too. A couple of years before war broke out, she decided enough was enough and left. She went to a friend who lived nearby, Jo Nijland. Jo and her husband were what my father called “artists’ fleas”—they weren’t artists themselves, but always hung around with them. He disapproved of this, so I think he was furious that Mams went to them of all people. She came back the following day and never left again, but it goes some way toward showing how fed up she was. She almost never made decisions herself, so it was exceptional for her to do such a thing. She must have reached the depths of despair.

I forgave Pa a great deal because I loved him so much. He loved my mother very much too. When he came home drunk he sometimes cried out, “But I never go with other women. You’re the only one I love, Fem!”

My mother was a friendly, mild-mannered woman; her sisters called her “darling Fem” and she was the sweetest woman in the world. She was very attractive, petite, with dark hair and eyes, and a pale complexion. She had a beautiful figure when she was young. When we arrived home from school she was always there, milk and cookies at the ready. She would make our clothes or alter items given to us by others, and whenever there was money, she would take us shopping for new clothes. I enjoyed those outings so much.

My little sister, Clara, was born a couple of months before my sixth birthday. She was a beautiful baby and a sweet child, with a character as mild as that of our mother, whom she resembled. My brother David also shared Mams’s features, whereas Louis and I took after our father, in personality as well.

Since we were the youngest and extremely close, Clara and I always shared a bedroom. One of our favorite games was to play school. I made little cardboard benches and small cardboard girls to sit at them. I was the teacher and Clara was one of my pupils. Because I was six years older, I think she saw me as a grown-up.

When she was old enough we would walk to school together, and I’d drop her off in the morning and collect her again in the afternoon. The older she grew, the clearer it became that she wasn’t academic; she was more interested in household affairs. In 1941, when Jews were prohibited from attending non-Jewish schools, she had to give up her state education and was sent to a Jewish housekeeping school. It suited her well, as she learned sewing and other household skills. She loved to swim too and earned her first certificate for it when she was only three.
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