


[image: image]



LONG WAY BACK TO THE

RIVER KWAI


LONG WAY BACK TO THE

RIVER KWAI

A Harrowing True Story
of Survival in
World War II

LOET VELMANS

[image: image]


For Edith

Copyright © 2003, 2011 by Loet Velmans

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

ISBN: 978-1-61145-185-6

Printed in the United States of America



Contents

Maps

Reflections

Prologue

1  Boyhood

2  Escape

3  Refuge

4  Prison

5  Death Camp

6  Recovery

7  Renascence

Epilogue

Acknowledgments


[image: image]

[image: image]


LONG WAY BACK TO THE

RIVER KWAI



Reflections

Japan has often abundantly deserved the world's empathy and compassion for its endurance of earthquakes and other natural disasters. The country's first recorded major earthquake dates back to the year 684 AD. Since then, more than forty major quakes have decimated cities, villages, and countryside. In our modern time, with its instant worldwide coverage, we have witnessed the great Kobe earthquake of 1995 and its successor, 2011’s earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear disaster. The devastating television images from Japan have inspired universal respect and admiration for the way the Japanese people respond to adversity. What is it in the Japanese character that gives rise to such a disciplined reaction to a succession of disasters? Japan experts and legions of pundits are called on to spout their views about the heroic and stoic Japanese. Even in wary China and Korea, traditional competitors who have always been suspicious of Japan, the Japanese Empire's reaction to catastrophe is admired and held up as a model.

For me, the repercussions of such disasters pose a dilemma. How do I reconcile Japan's sterling character with the utterly ruthless and cruel behavior that I experienced during my three-and-a-half-year stint as a starved and beaten prisoner of war during World War II? Now, it seems, the grandchildren of the Japanese soldiers who brought so much pain and grief to their prisoners have become the world's models of self-sacrificing behavior. Should I now feel different? I never did manage to engage with any Japanese persons of my generation to discuss what happened in the war from our opposing perspectives. So I have always remained suspicious of their dealings and motives. Has the time arrived for me to become more tolerant, especially of the post-war generations? Can I finally bring myself to forgive the brutal beating, the starvation, the disease, and the deaths of my friends?

My preoccupation with Japan started over half a century ago, a month or two before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. The white minority in the Dutch East Indies, among whom I had landed early in the war, had lived a sheltered life for generations. Now, as tensions between Japan and the West increased, the Dutch colonial community—a homogeneous group of expatriates—became nervous about its future. Internal tensions, fueled by apprehension, intensified when the Pacific War erupted. As a seventeen-year-old, living in Java, I wasn't aware of the strengths and weaknesses of our army, but I did not share the colonials’ complacent (and racist) conviction that the Japanese would easily be defeated. Once I was drafted, I grew increasingly skeptical of our army's chances to withstand the inevitable invasion.

The war years were filled with hatred.

Even after the war, I continued to have Japan on my mind. My old fury flared up again when I read about the Tokyo War Crimes trials where, I felt, so many leading Japanese officials and military brass escaped harsh punishment. For many years I was haunted by two questions: Who are these people? And what drives them?

It is nearly impossible to define a culture, whether foreign or one's own. The subject is too complicated. The only supposition I can advance, tired as it may be, is that the Japanese have a greater sense of cohesion than any Western nation. This may be stating the obvious, especially since it concerns such a homogeneous population, where immigrants represent just 2 percent of the population. Yet we cannot help but make comparisons between the Japanese and ourselves. This has led to a pattern of questionable conclusions. Japanese stoicism under stress shouldn't be considered a miracle: in Japan, self-discipline is derived from a common conviction that the goals of the nation precede the well-being of the individual. Japanese unity equals fealty to the tribe, a striving toward a common goal, and, when the historical occasion demands, the sharing of sacrifice. This comes out strongly in times of natural disaster and nuclear catastrophe. It also applies, with a vengeance, to the political enemy as well as the foreign business competitor. It explains the treatment of the dishonored and dishonorable prisoners of war, and the barely tolerated minorities such as the Korean immigrants. The hopes and the ambitions of the Japanese individual play a secondary role.

In my slowly dawning understanding of the Japanese, I have begun to comprehend how the nation religiously, even fanatically, came to believe that it was the West that had started World War II. The Emperor and his leadership had so ordained. Japanese society was an edifice in which all decisions made from the top were slavishly obeyed. There was no tolerance for the idea that initiatives could germinate at the bottom and work their way to the top. As a result, for many generations, the homeland had become a sacred shrine, which in war needed to be defended to the last man, woman, and child. In the Japanese concept of honor, no soldier could contemplate surrender: from the kamikaze pilot to the Japanese soldier fighting in the battle of Okinawa and other islands, suicide was the only option. It also explained to me that the 1945 surrender, ordered by the Emperor, resulted in the complete acceptance of the American occupation. Obedience meant not only cooperation with the occupying American forces, but also no reexamination of one's own conduct during the war, resulting in the (mystifying to Westerners) attitude that no apology for wartime misdeeds was required.

To believe that Japan's unique character will ever change is an illusion. For me, an ex-POW writing this almost seventy years after my imprisonment, Japan still fascinates. At times it will seem admirable; at others it will be frightening, possibly hateful. It remains on my mind, with all its strengths, weaknesses, and ambiguities.

Loet Velmans
Sheffield, Massachusetts
May 2011



Prologue

I WANTED TO FIND SPRING CAMP, where, fifty-seven years ago, I nearly died. I wanted to revisit the jungle where my friend George's bones lay buried.

George was not the last of my friends to die, but the memory of his death was the one that settled itself into the inside of one of my brain cells over fifty years ago and has remained there ever since. I buried George hastily, yanking and pushing his arms and legs unceremoniously in order to stuff him into the burlap sack that served as his coffin. It was 1943. George and I had been bunkmates, working side by side on the Thailand-Burma railroad, the “Railway of Death,” as slave laborers and prisoners of war of the Japanese. We were famished, beaten, emaciated, and diseased.

George was twenty-seven years old and had been a plantation manager in the Dutch East Indies before the war. His health had been failing for several months, and he had given up the will to live. Despite his weakened state, the Japanese guards would drive him out of our hut every morning to his labor detail. “They won't let me go,” he had said to me over and over before the malaria-induced dementia set in. But it was his last hour that made his death unforgettable: his babbling gibberish; his pale, bloated stomach horribly swollen with beriberi; his mottled limbs gouged to the bone by gangrenous ulcers; and, finally, those piercing shrieks and deep moans of anger, pain, and despair.

I was seventeen years old when the Germans invaded my native Holland. I became a fugitive, an escape artist, always one step ahead of the enemy, until he caught up with me on the island of Java. Even though I started off fleeing from the Nazis, the enemy I came to know intimately had a Japanese face: impassive, masklike. I spent my POW years trying to figure out what lay behind that brutal mask: what made this enemy tick. It has only been in recent years, when I started thinking about writing this book, that I realized that much of my life since the war has been spent trying to understand the Japanese.

For years I thought about going back to Thailand. But each time that I planned a trip there with my wife Edith, some more urgent event in our lives resulted in the sort of postponement that lasts from year to year, decade to decade. I suppose I was suffering from a lingering reluctance to face memories of the blackest time of my life. Finally, in February 2000, I could put it off no longer. Edith and I were on our way from New York to Kanchanaburi, about ninety miles west of Bangkok, to meet up with a fellow POW survivor and good friend, Lex Noyon. Lex, a retired professor in the social sciences, had flown in from his home in Amsterdam. It was Lex who had whetted my appetite for this trip, for he had visited the river Kwai several times. On his last visit, some ten years earlier, he had bicycled off the main road and found a spot in the bush that he recognized and identified as Spring Camp, one of the forty-odd encampments along the Thailand-Burma railroad, where over 20,000 British, Australian, Dutch, and American POWs and an estimated 200,000 Asian slave laborers were worked to death.

I wasn't expecting much: I knew that all traces of our camp had been swallowed up by the jungle. After the war, the Thais themselves had destroyed most of the railway—trade with Burma had not been important enough to justify a rail link with a nation that was historically prone to invade its neighbor. I knew that in recent years Thailand's rapid economic development had further changed the landscape—large stretches of jungle had been cleared into lush farmland, suburbs, soccer fields, and vast golf courses.

We had arranged for a car and driver, but we soon discovered that our “guide” neither spoke nor understood any Western language. We were well provided with maps, but these were of little help in pinpointing the exact location of our camp. We started out driving north from Kanchanaburi, on a modern two-lane highway. Two and a half hours later, we were becoming increasingly frustrated, for any attempt at communication with our driver—we thought an earlier turnoff would have brought us nearer to our destination—was met with no response. He was determined to take us to the place he had decided we must visit: a picturesque waterfall, visited by tour buses and groups of Thai families who had spread out blankets and picnics among the trees.

No, no, we indicated, this was not it. Off we drove again, at breakneck speed. Our pleas to go a little slower met with stone-faced incomprehension. Then, unexpectedly, our driver veered off the main road and screeched to a stop in front of a modern building on a green, densely wooded hillside in the middle of the tropical wilderness.

“Welcome to Hellfire Pass Memorial.” A strong handshake accompanied the hearty booming Australian voice. He was tall, heavily built, khaki clad, and introduced himself as Terry Beaton, the manager of the memorial, a museum funded by the Australian government, corporations, and private individuals that had been completed in 1998. When Beaton, a retired lieutenant colonel in the Australian army, heard about our quest, he was delighted. “Most of our visitors have been the children or grandchildren of POWs, but you two are the genuine article. You are the first Dutch POWs I have met. Welcome indeed.”

Beaton took us down the mountain on a newly constructed concrete walkway to a clearing in the jungle where the railway had been restored to its original state, using fifty-year-old railroad ties, which are commonly known as sleepers. We walked for about an hour in the hot and humid midday sun through Hellfire Pass, a narrow, seventy-five-foot-deep gorge that had been carved out of the rock by slave labor. We remembered how we had been teamed up to hammer long spikes into the rock by hand, to make holes deep enough for blasting. Beaton, a railroad engineer by profession, greatly admired the scope of the enterprise. “You have to give the Japanese credit,” he said. “They built a three-hundred-mile-long railroad without the benefit of proper equipment, in fifteen months, through this kind of mountainous jungle terrain. And in the rainy season, this is one of the worst climate zones in the whole world. It's a feat equal to the construction of the Egyptian pyramids.”

“And like the pharaohs,” observed Lex dryly, “they didn't give a fig what it cost in human lives.”

Our new friend began speculating what had made Lex and me survivors. “You aren't very big fellows,” he said. “Every prisoner received the same miserable rations. If you were tall and heavy, with a bigger body to feed, you'd be the first to run out of gas.”

At Hellfire Pass, he told us, the natural animosity between the Brits and their Aussie cousins had given rise to a fierce contest: which side could drill the most holes. The lackadaisical Dutch, working at the slowest pace they could, despite the beatings they brought on themselves for not working fast enough, stayed out of the competition, saved their strength, and enjoyed a higher survival rate.

At a spot near the end of the clearing, work was in progress on the reconstruction of a wooden bridge across a ravine, where dozens of POWs had fallen to their deaths. Sixty-nine others were believed to have been beaten to death there by their guards.

Armed with refreshed memories and new directions—in Thai, for our driver—Lex and I were more determined than ever to find our own camp. And finally we did achieve our goal. At the end of a dirt road riddled with deep potholes, we came to a small clearing. Our driver jumped out of the car and took off in a hurry, leaving us to scratch our heads. We were relieved to see him return a short while later, gesturing to us to follow him on a narrow trail. After a few minutes we arrived at another picturesque clearing beside a pond. A large handwritten sign read NATURAL SPRING. There was no sign of human habitation, but within a few minutes we were surrounded by little children, who seemed to spring out of nowhere. The children were enthralled when my wife offered to let them look at themselves on the screen of her digital video camera.

Lex doubted that we were in the right spot. Although it was true that Spring Camp had been named after a nearby spring, the other markers had disappeared. The last time he had visited the spot, there had been a small bridge. Muttering to himself, Lex walked off, leaving Edith and me to admire the beautiful children, who were making faces and laughing at themselves in the mirror of Edith's camera. After about ten minutes, I grew apprehensive. Lex, the intrepid seventy-six-year-old traveler, suffered from glaucoma and a bad heart. I went after him and was relieved when I heard a distant response to my repeated calls. I reached him standing on the edge of a large open field with a clear view of a low mountain range not too far away.

“This is it,” he said. “It's the same spot where I stood eight years ago, even though the small bridge that was here before has disappeared. Look at those two stone formations on the mountain, which we could only see in those mornings when the rain stopped.” I had no recollection of the bridge, nor of the stone formations, but I did remember that I had been too sick and weak to admire any scenery. Standing in that pristine spot in the middle of nowhere, calm and lovely and empty. I felt no emotion. So this is it, I thought. And that's all there is to it. I looked around perfunctorily to see if I could see any artifact, any sign of human habitation. But there was nothing. Spring Camp had been swallowed up by time. “Come on, Lex, let's go,” I said impatiently.

It wasn't until we were seated in the car, driving back to our hotel after a long and tiring day, that I felt something—some of the old fear and the old anger stirring. Startled, I recalled our first day in Kananchaburi, when we had visited the famous “Bridge over the River Kwai,” one of the area's major tourist attractions. Dozens of hotels and rooming houses had sprung up together with souvenir stands; craft exhibits; street merchants hawking clothing, scarves, hats, and postcards; food stalls; restaurants; and all the other paraphernalia of the tourist trade. That restored railway bridge—the only survivor of the railway's three steel and sixty-six wooden bridges—was apparently a popular destination for Japanese tourists, who, we were told, visited this area in large numbers, attracted by the easily accessible and inexpensive golf courses. The bridge rose high above the water, its rails perched on a narrow track on which it was wise to move forward no more than two abreast, slowly and cautiously. As we walked across, groups of Japanese passed us from the opposite side. They seemed impervious to any risk to themselves or anyone else in their path. Small square platforms had been built every few yards to give pedestrians room to let each other pass, but the Japanese did not avail themselves of these. They would not step out of their way to let us through, but barreled onward in groups of twenty or more, leaving us quaking on the sidelines. Edith and I would wait until we saw an opportunity to make a quick dash to the next platform; Lex, who could hardly see two steps ahead, blithely walked on, forcing the Japanese to stop in their tracks for a second, even though they would not yield. Edith grabbed my hand and said she was a little scared; I felt more irritated than anything else. We didn't see the Japanese paying any attention to the memorials along the bank of the river. They were too busy filming and photographing each other with the river as background. But now, in the car, my irritation swelled to anger—at myself as much as at the Japanese. How long would I continue to let these people walk all over me? Had nothing changed?

That same night we had dinner in a charming restaurant that also floated on a deck in the river. The light of a full moon was reflected in the water. The whole scene was calm and peaceful and could not be less reminiscent of the way the banks along the river had looked half a century ago. Japan's domination was far away and long ago.

A quiet hush hung over the restaurant. Occasionally a tourist barge with glittering lights would glide by; its thin sounds, in various tones and different languages, evaporated into the starlit night. Suddenly a commotion right next to our restaurant disturbed our tranquillity. A poorly lit vessel docked next to us and was quickly populated by a large group of Japanese. A voice started to blare through a shrill sound system, and then the music started. After about ten minutes of deafening noise, the floating disco cast off from its landing and clucked away. The sound of Japanese rock music and the harsh commands of the disc jockey drifted away. In the taxi on the way back, Lex managed to calm my anger. “This is my twelfth visit to Thailand,” he said. “I have met many young Japanese. The new generation. They want to know what happened. They don't say it openly, but they don't seem to trust what their elders tell them about the war.” Who was I to say what the Japanese made of their visit to the bridge? They too had lost thousands of men on the railway and tens of thousands in Burma. Were they here to honor the fallen? To communicate with the souls of their dead fathers and grandfathers? On the bridge, when they moved massively toward us, was it a rekindling of their anger and disdain for the Westerners they held responsible for a war that, they believed, had been forced upon them? For the unforgivable act of the atomic destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki?

For some reason, I found myself thinking about a bathtub I had once been in on one of my visits to Tokyo. It was in 1980: from the 1950s through the mid-1980s, I traveled to Tokyo frequently on business. On this occasion, the Dutch ambassador and his wife, Johan and Nan Kauf-mann, who were old friends, had invited me to stay with them in the Netherlands’ embassy. The building was designed in the 1920s in an orientalized Anglo-Western style, a modest but elegant villa in the heart of Japan's capital.

The bathtub was the longest one I had ever been in. Fully stretched, I could practically paddle back and forth. My kimono lay neatly folded on a wooden stool near the door; I had tried to hang it up but hadn't been able to reach the metal hook. The unusual size of the tub and the lofty placement of the hook seemed designed for giants. The Japanese builder who built it, years before the postwar influx of Westerners into Tokyo, must have estimated the average Dutchman to be twice as tall as the average Japanese. I had seen Japanese prints depicting the sixteenth-century Dutch explorers who set up a trading post in Nagasaki: they looked like alien Goliaths. Four hundred years later, it seemed to me, we were still about as clueless about each other as we had been then. Two other images came to me as I lay there in that bathtub: an illustration of my boyhood copy of Gulliver's Travels, showing a giant Gulliver trussed up by dozens of scurrying ant-sized figures; and the famous 1945 photograph of victor and vanquished—a tall General MacArthur towering over a diminutive Emperor Hirohito.

Throughout my life I have lived in many countries and traveled in many environments. I quickly feel at home everywhere. But in Japan it was different. I was acutely aware of the differences. I always sensed that the Japanese businessmen and government officials I met did not feel comfortable around me either, nor around other Westerners. And it makes no difference, I thought, that they have no inkling that I was their prisoner, working in Thailand, on the Burma railway, in World War II.

On our last day in Thailand, we visited the Allied war graves in Kanchanaburi. In a large field surrounded by trees, thousands of simple crosses identified the graves of prisoners buried here. We wandered up and down the rows of graves, trying to find the names of our comrades. Most of those buried here were between the ages of twenty and twenty-three. In the Dutch section Lex discovered the name of a boy he had gone to school with almost seventy years ago. I was hoping to find my friend George's name, for I knew that many of those interred here had been moved from the individual camp graveyards shortly after the war. But there were just too many graves, too many names. It was impossible to find anyone I knew.

Meanwhile Edith had walked to the far side of the cemetery, where a group of workmen were digging up a row of beautiful trees. She was curious to know why. One of the men, dressed like the others, lifted his conical hat and explained, in unvarnished Australian, that the trees were dying and needed to be replaced. They started to chat, and Edith mentioned that those two men at the other side of the graveyard were her husband and his friend, and that they had both been in the area as POWs.

The man was Rod Beattie, supervisor of Allied war graves in Thailand. Beattie had lived and worked in the area for twelve years and was among the original builders of the memorial at Hellfire Pass. Like Terry Beaton, he was a railroad engineer, and he was equally passionate about the history of “his” railway. He had walked the entire three-hundred-mile trail several times and talked like an archaeologist: on frequent expeditions alongside and on the overgrown railway bed, he would still dig up spikes, tools, and the occasional human bone. He too was excited to meet two Dutch ex-POWs, and he took us back to his office to inspect his collection of artifacts and examine old World War II aerial reconnaissance photographs of the area. When we pointed to the location of Spring Camp on our map, Beattie assured us that we had been in the right place: “I've been there several times,” he told us. “That's where I found some human bones.”

George, I thought. Now we can go home. 
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Boyhood

I WAS TEN YEARS OLD IN 1933, the year Hitler came to power. During my teens, as Hitler's grand plan to expand the Third Reich began to be realized, my parents and their friends were confident that, whatever else might happen in Europe, the Germans would leave the Netherlands alone, as they had done in World War I.

My parents, like their parents before them, had been born and bred in Amsterdam's Jewish community. Amsterdam had been home to a significant and often influential Jewish population since the sixteenth century. Jews fleeing the Spanish Inquisition, although not necessarily welcomed with open arms, were allowed to practice their religion by the Dutch, who have always had an innate tolerance for people of different religious and political persuasions.

By the time Iwas born, families like ours—descendants of a second wave of Jewish immigrants who had arrived from Germany and Eastern Europe in the late eighteenth century—had been totally assimilated into Dutch society. For us, Yom Kippur was the only day of the Jewish calendar on which we acknowledged our faith and stayed home from work or school. Even then my parents and I did not attend services, and we fasted only until we felt hungry. We were linked to our Jewish forefathers primarily through the four great rituals of life: circumcision, bar mitzvah, marriage, and burial. On our birth certificates, however, we were identified as Jews, and thereby inexorably classified as members unto death of the Nederlandsch Israelitische Gemeenschap (the Dutch Jewish Religious Community). In the Netherlands the religious affiliation of all citizens was officially listed. Each head of a Dutch household who belonged to a church or synagogue found on his annual income tax form an obligatory small assessment for the government-imposed “church” tax, the proceeds of which supported one's assigned denomination. Holland is a neat country, and the Dutch are a precise people who file each subject in its proper place. In a precomputer era, all pertinent personal information about each and every citizen and resident—name, address, sex, age, and religion—was recorded on endless lists and efficiently stored in file cabinets and boxes. The Nazis got the lot.

Both of my parents had left school at age twelve or thirteen. My mother (a woman ahead of her time) was a buyer and department head at the Bijenkorf (the beehive), Holland's largest department store. Her job frequently took her to Europe's fashion capitals, leaving me in the care of our live-in housekeeper. I was used to the fact that Mother came home late and left early, but comparing myself to my friends whose mothers were there for them all the time made me feel a little distant and apart. On her return from abroad, Mother overcompensated for her absences by smothering me with love and concern—and the latest fashions for boys. I tried to get out of wearing the Parisian sailor suits and the cashmere vests she brought back for me. I did not want to be the best-dressed kid on the block. I couldn't stand being decked out in my Sunday best and would change my clothes as soon as my parents were out of the house. My father was in the fur trade. I was always excited when he took me to his office which was located in the “House of the Seven Heads,” a historic building on one of Amsterdam's canals.

Every evening would find me sprawled full length on the living room floor, the pages of the newspaper spread out in front of me, brooding over the state of the world. I was obsessed with the political turbulence in Europe. Another victory for Hitler: the Saarland, the Rhineland, Austria, Czechoslovakia. Meanwhile Italy was overrunning Abyssinia, and Franco was winning the Spanish Civil War. On the other side of the world, the Japanese were carving off ever larger chunks of China; banner headlines reported on the Rape of Nanking. But Asia was too far for me to worry about. It was what was going on in Germany, our country's next-door neighbor, that really mattered. Reading about the imprisonment of those who opposed the Nazis in concentration camps and the persecution of the German Jews made my blood boil.

I went to the cinema at least once a week. There, before the main feature, Fox MovieTone would show footage of Hitler and his awesome hordes of brown-shirted SS men. The sight of Hitler's followers roaring in unison and raising their right arms sent a chill down my spine. How can they let him get away with it? I'd think—“they” being an amorphous entity composed of France, Britain, and the United States. In other words, our friends, the good guys, who in my youthful fantasy were certainly already on their way to kidnap Hitler and lock him up and out of harm's way for the remainder of his life.

I was not consciously patriotic. My schoolmates and I sang the national anthem on appropriate occasions. We cheered loudly when the Dutch national soccer team scored a goal against Belgium, its archrival; we rejoiced in our queen's birthday because it meant a school holiday and a festive parade downtown. But I did not wholeheartedly share in the nation's joy at the wedding of Crown Princess Juliana and Bernhard, a German prince. Being German, he did not get my blessing.

At school, our geography lessons consisted of memorizing the names of the towns, rivers, and lakes of the Netherlands as well as of the islands, cities, and volcanoes of the Dutch colonies in the East and West Indies. In history class, we learned how the Dutch had pluckily fought off the invaders from mighty Spain, England, and France, and how the colonies had been won. Yet none of these events—neither the beginnings, the progress, nor the endings of our wars—was presented in a particularly stirring way. We were not aroused to feel any great passion for our homeland. We simply took for granted the cozy, nest-like atmosphere in which we lived.

Nor did I feel particularly Jewish. We were “Yom Kippur” Jews. My vague awareness of being a Jew came about through a special ritual, which had nothing to do with religion, to which I was treated on the first Sunday of each month. While other Jewish preteen boys attended Hebrew school, Father would take me on a tram ride to the Jewish quarter. On these Sunday mornings with Father, I was exempted from dressing up to please Mother. Wearing old plus fours, we would first stop at a bakery in the Jodenbreestraat, the main thoroughfare of Amsterdam's traditional Jewish neighborhood, for challah and ginger bolus, a traditional, strongly spiced Jewish cake. Then we would walk to visit Opoe and Omoe, Father's parents, who lived in a walk-up cold-water flat on the Rechtboomsloot, a canal in the old Jewish quarter. Besides the bread and ginger bolus, we also dropped off half a dozen oranges, a large piece of crumbling aged Gouda, and a bag of freshly roasted peanuts in the shell.

I liked to climb into Omoe's built-in bedstead on the far wall of my grandparents’ living room, close its shutters, and peek through its wooden slats at Father seated between his parents. Opoe was a shy and taciturn man who became eloquent when Father was his sole audience. At birthday celebrations, surrounded by his daughters with their husbands and children—and Father, Mother, and me—he would hardly utter a word.

Opoe was a diamond polisher by profession and a devoted member of his union. On our Sunday-morning visits he would report on the latest labor meeting or the May Day parade in which he had taken part: these were momentous occasions in his life. May Day was the most important day of the year, and he would repeat to us the rousing speeches he had heard, word by word. His union, he believed, would remedy the many grievances he and his coworkers held against the owners of the diamond factories.
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