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I come from a people who gave the Ten Commandments to the world. Time has come to strengthen them by three additional ones, which we ought to adopt and commit ourselves to: Thou shall not be a perpetrator; thou shall not be a victim; and thou shall never, but never, be a bystander.

–Yehuda Bauer, professor of Holocaust Studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, in a speech to the German Bundestag
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INTRODUCTION




The short life of an ordinary schoolgirl may seem to be an unlikely subject for a biography. Yet when we read about Anne Frank, we defy what Nazi Germany hoped to achieve. The Holocaust was meant to be nameless—the Nazis tattooed numbers on most of their victims instead. Some of the world’s first large computers, sold to the Nazis by the American company IBM, literally reduced the victims to old-style computer punch cards. So the personal story of every Holocaust victim is an act of defiance simply because it’s personal.

It’s easy to quote statistics: six million Jews murdered—90 percent of the Jewish population of Poland, Germany, and other European countries. More than three million Poles, Slavs, Communists, Socialists, pacifist Christians, Gypsies (Roma), homosexuals, disabled, and people of African descent bring the total murdered to perhaps eleven million.

However, those statistics, shocking as they are, say nothing about the experience. You can only memorize numbers like those; you can’t feel them. The story of a single life can tell you more about the Holocaust than any statistic, no matter how large. Without stories like Anne’s, the Holocaust would be too vast to comprehend.

Anne’s life began just as the Nazis rose to power and ended just as the Nazis were defeated. She knew almost every part of the experience: what it felt like to have Nazi soldiers invade her neighborhood, to be branded as less than human, to live in hiding, to have a family separated into different death camps, and to be a prisoner of people who took a bizarre pleasure in cruelty. Like millions of others, she knew what it felt like to be murdered, slowly, by Nazi Germany.

Yet she also knew what it felt like to laugh during those horrible times. She watched movies with friends. She had crushes. She tried to get out of schoolwork. She had all the usual arguments with her mother that any girl her age might have. Anne understood that even any normal day under Nazi rule, even a dull day, was a victory for her and her family.

Anne lived approximately 5,748 days. (Because of conditions in her concentration camp, her exact date of death remains unknown.) Still, because of the events of the ten days that follow, she left her mark. These days changed her world—and yours.
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SURRENDER




Amsterdam, Netherlands.

In less than a month, Anne will be eleven years old. She wishes she were older, like her sister, Margot, who’s already fourteen. Margot’s the quiet one. Anne has the big personality: talkative, happy, dramatic, and usually the center of attention. I’m older than her in a lot of ways, Anne thinks.

For the last few days, however, Anne’s been quiet. Her parents have been whispering to each other nervously. They listen to the radio for news reports, but wait until Anne and Margot are out of the room before talking about the broadcast. Her father, Otto, with whom she usually has fun, is distant. Today Anne’s parents have barely spoken to each other. When Anne tried to talk to Margot about plans for a birthday party, Margot ignored her.

A few minutes ago Mr. Frank peeled back a piece of the blackout paper that he taped against the windows several months ago, when citizens of the Netherlands were told to keep their cities dark at night so warplanes couldn’t find them. Now he’s staring out the window, not speaking with anyone. For the last half hour, a humming sound from outside has been steadily growing louder. Is that music? Anne wonders.

She has never seen her father nervous like this. She adores him—unlike her feelings for her mother, Edith, with whom she often argues. He’s usually calm and strong, qualities she admires and wishes she had in herself. Now he almost seems afraid. Seeing him like this is making her nervous too.
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Europe’s borders in 1939. The arrow shows the Netherlands.

She knows why he’s worried. The Netherlands has surrendered to the German army, and troops are now marching into Amsterdam. Still, to Anne, Nazis are just villains in radio news stories. She never expected to see one. She knows her family left Germany when the Nazis took over the country in 1933, but she was just four years old then. The Netherlands is what she knows. Although it’s a neighbor of Germany, it’s a very different place. In the Netherlands, Anne has always felt safe. Most of the Dutch people, as citizens of the Netherlands are known, think Nazism is ridiculous. Those who agree with the violent views of Adolf Hitler stay quiet about it. The Dutch are proud of having stayed neutral during the First World War. Anne has often heard her father say that the Netherlands will remain neutral if Hitler leads Germany to war again.
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Germany bombed the Dutch city of Rotterdam to force surrender. This stone church had been surrounded by buildings.


Today, for the first time, she realizes her father can be wrong about something like that. His mistake was thinking that the Netherlands could defend itself against Germany. The German army is much too strong. It has more troops and tanks and warplanes than any army in the world. No country has been able to resist it yet. It has already invaded Austria, Poland, and Czechoslovakia. Now it’s right outside.

Mrs. Frank walks to the window. She almost seems to be hiding behind Mr. Frank as she peers out.

“I should have known this would happen,” Mr. Frank says to her. “I should have sent the girls to England.” Anne doesn’t know it, but a few weeks earlier one of Mr. Frank’s cousins, who lives in England, had told him to send Anne and Margot to her for safety. Her parents couldn’t bring themselves to do it.

Mrs. Frank doesn’t reply. She seems to agree: He should have known.

BLAME GAME

Unlike some of his Dutch neighbors, Otto Frank has seen for himself the insane frenzy of the Nazis. Eight years earlier, when Hitler came to power in Germany, he had seen the huge demonstrations. He’d watched as Hitler gave himself the power to ignore the German constitution. He saw Hitler describe imaginary threats to frighten the public and win its approval for outrageous laws, such as abolishing any political parties except the Nazi Party. He saw how quickly the German people responded to Hitler’s racist message: Germans are superior to other people; Germany’s loss in the First World War, and the extreme poverty and unemployment that followed, were the fault of a conspiracy of foreigners and Jews.

Hitler’s Nazi government called for a boycott of Jewish businesses and doctors. It fired civil servants who were Jewish or who had even one Jewish grandparent. Laws were passed to prevent Jewish children from going to school with non-Jews. Jews were fired from universities. The government found several ways to take property from Jews. Gangs, some of them organized by the Nazi Party, beat up Jews for fun.
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 Five-year-old Anne, her sister Margot, and two friends whose families also escaped Germany have a tea party with their dolls.
 Left to right: Anne, Ellen Weinberger, Margot, and Gabrielle Kahn.


Otto also saw the feeble response of some Jews to these attacks. Their idea of resistance was to insist they were loyal Germans. Some of them proudly wore the medals they had received when serving in the German army during the First World War. Otto, who had also served in the German army, knew the madness of the Nazi mobs could not be fought with reasonable arguments. People who are passionate about racism are like people who still believe that the world is flat or that the sun revolves around the earth: They’re frightened by ideas or opinions that don’t fit their view of the world. A thoughtful argument enrages them simply because it’s thoughtful. It reminds them of the ignorance that makes them weak.

Weakness is something the Nazis can’t admit. They’re determined to stamp out any sign of it, even when it’s imaginary. Within a few years, they quietly execute at least seventy thousand—and likely many more—Germans with disabilities, many of them children, simply for falling short of the Nazi ideal. They sterilize others to prevent them from having more “genetically unfit” children.

MOB RULE

Within months of Hitler’s rise to power in 1932, Otto arranges for the move to the Netherlands. With the help of family and friends, he establishes a local branch of his company. (It makes pectin, a chemical used in jelly and industrial gels.) From the Netherlands, he continues to follow the rise of the Nazis.

In 1938, about five years after the Franks move to Amsterdam, Nazi violence against Jews in Germany reaches a new level with an event called Kristallnacht (“Crystal Night”), also known in English as “The Night of Broken Glass.” With the approval of the government, synagogues and Jewish businesses throughout Germany and Austria are destroyed by mobs. Windows are shattered; whole buildings are burned. After a few days of these riots, the government arrests thirty thousand Jewish men and boys and sends them to concentration camps.
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A Nazi rally in Germany

Hitler then sets his sights on small countries near Germany. Other countries, like France and Great Britain, let him have his way. Throughout Europe, citizens remain furious with politicians and military leaders about the First World War, in which tens of millions of soldiers and civilians died. During and just after that war, monarchies were overthrown in Russia, Germany, Finland, and Hungary. Civil war broke out in several countries. European leaders are not willing to risk more lives—or their own careers. When Hitler takes part of Czechoslovakia, the prime minister of Great Britain, Neville Chamberlain, calls the fight “a quarrel in a far-away country between people of whom we know nothing.”

Germany’s official racism spreads quickly.

THE ENEMY WITHIN

Anne can hear the music clearly now. It’s a German military song.

Five days ago the loud drone of airplanes flying low overhead woke the Franks in the middle of the night. Soon they heard explosions. No one dared peek through the windows, but the Franks, like all their neighbors, turned on the radio to hear the news: The German invasion of the Netherlands has begun. Bombers have hit Amsterdam’s airport. German paratroopers are already deep inside the Netherlands’ borders. The next day Anne, Margot, and all their friends were kept home. Adults visited shops to stock up on food. That was difficult. The Netherlands has been rationing its food for months, because Germany’s invasions of neighboring countries have hurt the economy. Some of Anne’s friends had even tried to hoard candy, in case it disappeared from stores. (They quickly ate through their supply!)

According to radio reports, the Dutch were putting up a strong resistance. Mr. Frank believed the Nazis would be stopped, or at least delayed long enough for France and Britain to come to the rescue. Because he believed it, Anne believed it too.

It didn’t happen. The French army tried to help, but was unsuccessful. The British didn’t come at all.

Then came the shocking news report that Queen Wilhelmina had fled the country, escaping to London. Many Dutch people felt abandoned.

Finally, German planes bomb the important port city of Rotterdam. The Dutch government decides it must surrender. The Germans can’t be stopped.

Now German soldiers are parading through the Franks’ neighborhood, where many Jews live. Anne feels a shiver. The danger is starting to become real to her. She can’t see the soldiers, but she can see the look on her father’s face. She knows what it means. A few years later she would write in her diary, “After May 1940 the good times were few and far between.” [image: image]
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