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PROLOGUE



I am not a hero. I stand at the end of the long, long line of good Dutch people who did what I did or more—much more—during those dark and terrible times years ago, but always like yesterday in the hearts of those of us who bear witness. Never a day goes by that I do not think of what happened then.


More than twenty thousand Dutch people helped to hide Jews and others in need of hiding during those years. I willingly did what I could to help. My husband did as well. It was not enough.


There is nothing special about me. I have never wanted special attention. I was only willing to do what was asked of me and what seemed necessary at the time. When I was persuaded to tell my story, I had to think of the place that Anne Frank holds in history and what her story has come to mean for the many millions of people who have been touched by it. I’m told that every night when the sun goes down, somewhere in the world the curtain is going up on the stage play made from Anne’s diary. Taking into consideration the many printings of Het Achterhuis (“The Annexe”)—published in English as Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl— and the many translations that have been made of Anne’s story, her voice has reached the far edges of the earth.


My collaborator, Alison Leslie Gold, said that people would respond to my remembrances of how these sad events all happened. Since everyone else is now dead, there remain only my husband and me. I am writing of these events as I remember them.


In keeping with the spirit of the original version of Anne’s diary, I have chosen to continue using some of the names that Anne invented for many of the persons involved. Anne made up a list of pseudonyms which was found among her papers. Apparently she intended to disguise the identities of people in case anything of her hiding experiences was published after the war. For example, my nickname is Miep, a very common Dutch nickname that Anne didn’t bother to change. My husband’s name, Jan, Anne changed to “Henk.” And our last name, Gies, became “Van Santen.”


When the diary was first published, Mr. Frank decided to use Anne’s names for everyone other than his own family, out of respect for people’s privacy. For reasons of consistency with Anne’s diary, as well as privacy, I have done the same, using either variations of Anne’s made-up names or names I’ve made up for some people not mentioned in Anne’s diary. The notable exception is that this time I have used my real last name, Gies. The true identities of all these people are carefully documented in the official archives of the Netherlands.


In some instances, more than fifty years have passed, and many details of events recorded in this book are half-forgotten. I have reconstituted conversations and events as closely as possible to the way I remember them. It is not easy to recall these memories in such detail. Even with the passing of time, it does not get easier.


My story is a story of very ordinary people during extraordinarily terrible times. Times the like of which I hope with all my heart will never, never come again. It is for all of us ordinary people all over the world to see to it that they do not.


MIEP GIES





Part One

REFUGEES
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CHAPTER ONE



IN 1933, I LIVED with my adoptive parents, the Nieuwenhuises, at Gaaspstraat 25, sharing a small, cozy attic room with my adoptive sister, Catherina. Our quarter was a quiet area of South Amsterdam known as the River Quarter because the streets were named after Dutch and other European rivers whose lower courses flowed through the Netherlands to the sea, like the Rhine, the Maas, the Jeker. In fact, the Amstel flowed practically into our own backyards.


This section had been built up during the 1920s and early ’30s when large, progressive corporations had built great blocks of apartments for their members with the help of government loans. We were all quite proud of this forward-looking treatment of ordinary working people: comfortable housing, indoor plumbing, tree-filled gardens in the rear of each block. Other big blocks were built entirely by private firms.


Actually, our quarter wasn’t altogether quiet. Almost always, lively children filled the air with shouts and laughter; if they weren’t playing games, they were whistling upward to call their friends out to play. A friendship included a one-of-a-kind tune whistled loudly to call the friend and identify who was downstairs. Children were always in each other’s company, charging off in little packs to the Amstelpark swimming pool, or perhaps speaking in singsong as they walked to and from school in bunches. Dutch children, like their parents, learned faithfulness in friendship very young, and would just as quickly turn implacable if any wrong was done to a friend.


Gaaspstraat was much like all the other streets, filled with a great five-story block of apartments. There were doorways up and down the street leading to steep stairways. The buildings were constructed of dark brown brick with sloping orange roofs. There were windows both front and back, all wood-trimmed and painted white, each window with a different white lace curtain, and never without flowers or plants.


Our backyard was filled with elm trees. Across the way was a little grassy playground, and on the other side of the playground was a Roman Catholic church whose ringing bells punctuated the day and sent birds flying against the sky: sparrows; pigeons, which were kept on the roofs; gulls. Always gulls.


Our quarter was bordered on the east by the Amstel, with boats going back and forth, and on the north by the stately Zuideramstellaan Boulevard, where streetcar number 8 ran, and poplars grew on either side, in straight rows. Zuideramstellaan met Scheldestraat, one of the neighborhood shopping streets filled with shops, cafés, and open flower stalls with cans of bright, fresh flowers.


BUT AMSTERDAM was not my native city. I had been born in Vienna, Austria, in 1909. When I was five years old, the First World War began. We children had no way of knowing that the war had begun, except that one day we heard soldiers marching in the streets. I remember feeling great excitement, and I ran out alone to take a look. I was aware of uniforms, equipment, and many emotional displays between people. To get a better look, I ran between the marching men and horses. A man from the fire brigade grabbed me, hoisted me into his arms, and carried me home, as I craned my neck to see more.


In Vienna, there were old buildings, not in good condition, built around central courtyards and broken up into many apartments filled with working people. We lived in one of these dark apartments. The man from the fire brigade returned me to my anxious mother and left. My mother told me gravely, “There are soldiers in the streets. It’s not safe. Don’t go out there.”


I didn’t understand, but I did as I was told. Everyone was acting so strangely. As I was so young, I remember very little about those days, except that two uncles who lived with us had to go to war, and much was made of this.


Both uncles returned safely, and by that time one had married. Neither one came back to live with us, so by the time the war ended I lived with just Mother, Father, and Grandmother.


I was not the strongest child, and because of the serious food shortages during the war, I had become undernourished and sick. I was a small child to begin with, and seemed to be wasting away, rather than growing normally. My legs were sticks dominated by bony kneecaps. My teeth were soft. When I was ten years old, my parents had another child; another daughter. Now there was even less food for us all. My condition was worsening, and my parents were told that something had to be done or I would die.


Because of a program that had been set up by foreign working people for hungry Austrian children, a plan was devised that might rescue me from my fate. I was to be sent with other Austrian workers’ children to the faraway country called the Netherlands to be fed and revitalized.


It was winter—always bitter in Vienna—December of 1920, and I was bundled up in whatever my parents could find and taken to the cavernous Vienna railway station. There we waited long, tiring hours, during which we were joined by many other sickly children. Doctors looked me over, probing and examining my thin, weak body. Although I was eleven, I looked much younger. My long, fine dark blond hair was held back with a large piece of cotton cloth tied into a big puffed bow. A card was hung around my neck. On it was printed a strange name, the name of people I had never met.


The train was filled with many children like me, all with cards around their necks. Suddenly, the faces of my parents were no longer in sight anywhere and the train had begun to move. All the children were scared and apprehensive about what was to become of us. Some were crying. Most of us had never even been outside our streets, certainly never outside Vienna. I felt too weak to observe much, but found the chugging motion of the train made me sleepy. I slept and woke. The trip went on and on and on.


It was pitch-black, the middle of the night, when the train stopped and we were shaken awake and led off the train. The sign beside the still-steaming train said LEIDEN.


Speaking to us in a totally foreign language, people took us into a large, high-ceilinged room and sat us on hard-backed wooden chairs. All the children were in long rows, side by side. My feet didn’t reach the floor. I felt very, very sleepy.


Opposite the exhausted, sick children crowded a group of adults. Suddenly, these adults came at us in a swarm and began to fumble with our cards, reading off the names. We were helpless to resist the looming forms and fumbling hands.


A man, not very big but very strong-looking, read my tag. “Ja,” he said firmly, and took my hand in his, helping me down from the chair. He led me away. I was not afraid and went with him willingly.


We walked through a town, past buildings that had very different shapes from those of Viennese buildings I had seen. The moon was shining down, creamy, luminous. It was clear weather. The shining moonlight made it possible to see. I was intently looking for where we were going.


I saw that we were walking away from the town. There were no more houses; there were trees. The man had begun to whistle. I became angry. He must be a farmer, I thought. He must be whistling for his dog to come. I was desperately frightened of big dogs. My heart sank.


However, we kept on walking and no dog came, and suddenly more houses appeared. We came to a door. It opened and we went upstairs. A woman with an angular face and soft eyes stood there. I looked into the house, past a stairway landing, and saw heads of many children staring down at me. The woman took me by the hand into another room and gave me a glass of frothy milk. Then she guided me up the stairs.


All the children were gone. The woman took me into a small room. It contained two beds. In one bed was a girl my age. The woman took off all my layers of clothes, removed the bow from my hair, and put me between the covers in the center of the other bed. Warmth enfolded me. My eyelids dropped shut. Immediately, I was asleep.


I will never forget that journey.


The next morning the same woman came to the room, dressed me in clean clothes, and took me downstairs. There at the big table sat the strong man, the girl my age from the bedroom, and four boys of all different ages; all the faces that had stared at me the night before now looked curiously at me from around the table. I understood nothing of what they said and they understood nothing of what I said, until the oldest boy, who was studying to be a teacher, began to use the bits of German he had learned in school to translate simple things for me. He became my interpreter.


Despite the language problem, all the children were kind to me. Kindness, in my depleted condition, was very important to me. It was medicine as much as the bread, the marmalade, the good Dutch milk and butter and cheese, the toasty temperature of the warm rooms. And, ahhh, the little chocolate flakes known as “hailstones” and other chocolate bits called “little mice” they taught me to put on thickly buttered bread—treats I’d never imagined before.


After several weeks, some of my strength began to return. All the children were in school, including the eldest, my interpreter. Everyone believed that the quickest way for a child to learn the Dutch language was to go to a Dutch school. So the man took me again by the hand to the local school and had a long talk with the school’s director. The director said, “Have her come to our school.”


In Vienna, I had been in the Fifth Class, but here in Leiden I was put back into the Third Class. When the director brought me into the strange class, explaining in Dutch to the children who I was, they all wanted to help me; so many hands reached out to guide me that I didn’t know which one to grab first. The children all adopted me. There is a children’s story in which a little child in a wooden cradle is washed away by a flood and is floating on the raging waters, in danger of sinking, when a cat leaps onto the cradle and jumps from side to side of it, keeping the cradle afloat until it touches solid ground again and the child is safe. I was the child, and all these Dutch people in my life were the cats.


By the end of January, I could understand and speak a few words of Dutch.


By spring I was the best in the class.


MY STAY in Holland was to have been for three months, but I was still weak by that time and the doctors extended it another three months, and then another. Quickly, this family began to absorb me. They started to consider me one of them. The boys would say, “We have two sisters.”


The man I was beginning to think of as my adoptive father was a supervisor of workers in a coal company in Leiden. Despite five children of his own, this man and his wife, although not well off by any means, took the attitude that where seven could eat, so could eight, and so they slowly revitalized their little hungry child from Vienna. At first, they called me by my proper name, Hermine, but as the ice between us melted, they found the name too formal and began calling me by an affectionate Dutch nickname, Miep.


I took to Dutch life quite naturally. Gezellig, or coziness, is the Dutch theme. I learned to ride a bicycle, to butter my bread sandwiches on two sides. I was taught a love of classical music by these people, and that it was my duty to be politically aware and read the newspaper each evening, later discussing what I’d read.


I failed miserably in one area of Dutch life. When the winter became cold enough for the water of the canals to freeze, the Nieuwenhuises bundled me up with the other children and took us to the frozen canal. It was a festive atmosphere: stalls selling hot chocolate and hot anise milk; whole families skating together, one behind the next, their arms hooked to a long pole to swing themselves around; the horizon always flat and luminous, the winter sun reddish.


They strapped a pair of wooden skates with curling blades to my shoes with leather thongs, and pushed me out onto the frozen surface. Seeing my panic, they pushed a wooden chair out onto the ice and instructed me to push the chair ahead of me. My misery must have shown, because shortly I was helped to the side of the canal. Frozen and miserable, I fought to untie the knotted, wet thongs without my gloves. The knots wouldn’t budge as my fingers grew more and more frozen. My rage and misery mounted, and I vowed to myself never again to go anywhere near the ice. I’ve kept that vow.


WHEN I WAS thirteen, the whole family moved to South Amsterdam, to the quarter where all the streets are named for rivers. Even though this quarter was at the very edge of the City of Amsterdam and bordered on the Amstel River, with green pastureland and black-and-white cows grazing, we were living in the city. I loved city life. I particularly delighted in Amsterdam’s electric streetcars and canals and bridges and sluices, birds, cats, speeding bicycles, bright flower stalls and herring stands, antiquities, gabled canal houses, concert halls, movie theaters, and political clubs.


In 1925, when I was sixteen, the Nieuwenhuises took me back to Vienna to see my blood relatives. I was surprised at the beauty of Vienna, and felt strange with these now-unfamiliar people. As the visit drew to a close, my anxiety mounted about my departure. But my natural mother spoke frankly to my adoptive parents. “It’s better if Hermine goes back to Amsterdam with you. She has become Dutch. I think that she would not be happy if she stayed now in Vienna,” My knots untied and I felt great relief.


I did not want to hurt my natural family’s feelings, and I was still young and needed their consent. But I wanted desperately to return to the Netherlands. My sensibilities were Dutch, the quality of my feelings also Dutch.


During my late teens, some of my heartiness turned inward. I became staunchly independent and began to read and think about philosophy. I read Spinoza and Henri Bergson. I began to fill notebooks with my most private thoughts, jotting endlessly. I did all this in secret, for myself only, not for discussion. I had a deep longing for an understanding of life.


Then, as forcefully as it had assaulted me, the passion for note-book-keeping lifted. I felt suddenly embarrassed, self-conscious, fearful that someone would chance upon these very private thoughts. In one purge I tore all my writings in two and threw them away, never again to write in this way. At eighteen, I left school and went to work in an office. Although I continued to be a staunchly private and independent woman, my zest for life turned outward again.


In 1931, at twenty-two, I returned again to Vienna to see my parents. This time I was a grown woman and traveled alone. Having been employed for some time, I had corresponded regularly with them and had sent money whenever I could. It was a good visit, but this time no mention was made of the possibility of my returning to Austria. I was now Dutch through and through. The hungry little eleven-year-old Viennese girl with the tag tied around her neck and a bow in her hair had faded away entirely. I was now a robust young Dutch woman.


Because during my visits to Vienna none of us had thought to have any change made in my passport, on paper I was still an Austrian citizen. But when I bade farewell to my mother, father, and sister in Austria, I did so with a clarity about my identity. I knew I would continue to write and send money regularly, that I would periodically visit them and bring my children to see them when that time came, but that Holland would be my home forever.





CHAPTER TWO



I WAS TWENTY-FOUR in 1933. It was a difficult year for me. I had been without a job for several months, fired, along with another employee, from the textile company where I’d had my first and only job as an office worker. Times were bad and unemployment was high, especially for the young. Jobs were hard to come by, but being a young woman with an independent spirit, I was longing to be working again.


My adoptive family and I lived several floors above an older woman, Mrs. Blik, who occasionally had coffee with my adoptive mother. Mrs. Blik had a rather unusual job for a woman, even though it was not unusual for Dutch women to work outside the home. She was a traveling saleswoman and often would be away from home all week—until Saturday, that is—demonstrating and selling household products to farmers’ wives and to clubs made up of housewives.


Every Saturday she would return with her empty sample case and report to the firms that employed her in order to refill her demonstration kit and submit her orders. One Saturday, at one of her steady places of employment, she heard that one of the office girls was sick and the firm was looking for a temporary replacement.


That very afternoon, straight from the streetcar, she trudged up the extra steps to our apartment and knocked on the door. My adoptive mother called me in from the kitchen and enthusiastically told me about the job. Mrs. Blik handed me a sheet of paper, saying, “First thing Monday morning …”


I thanked her, becoming excited about the prospect of asserting my independence by working again … that is, if I could get there early enough and get hired. Where was the office? I glanced at the paper. Easy, I thought, not twenty minutes by bicycle. Fifteen, perhaps, the way I usually rode—fast. The paper read:


MR. OTTO FRANK
N.Z. Voorburgwal 120-126


BRIGHT AND EARLY on Monday morning, I lifted my sturdy second-hand black bicycle down the steep front steps, careful not to muss my freshly washed and ironed skirt and blouse. I prided myself on well-styled clothes, most made by hand to save money but not very different from clothes displayed in fashionable shops. I wore my hair in the most fashionable way as well, a loose chignon, and it was said laughingly by some of my friends that I resembled the American movie star Norma Shearer. I was short, just over five feet, blue-eyed, with thick dark blond hair. I tried to make up for my size with my shoes, adding as much height as possible.


I nosed my bicycle north and quickly left our quiet neighborhood. Pedaling at my usual breakneck speed, my skirt blowing out around me, I wove effortlessly in and out through the flowing stream of workers on bicycles whooshing toward their jobs in the Centrum, the business center of Amsterdam.


Glancing in passing into the shiny windows of the giant department store De Bijenkorf to ogle the newest outfits, I crossed the large, busy, pigeon-filled Dam Square, where many streetcar lines passed on their way to the Centraal Station. Then I whisked around the Royal Palace and the ancient Nieuwe Kerk—the “New Church”—where Wilhelmina was inaugurated Queen in 1898, when she turned 18. (She had succeeded Wilhelm III in 1890 under the regency of Queen mother Emma.) I turned into the busy N.Z. Voorburgwal.


The N.Z. Voorburgwal, another winding street full of street-cars and workers, was lined with mostly seventeenth- and eighteenth-century gabled buildings. Finding the block, I walked my bike the last few steps.


The building before me was the most modern on the street, practically a skyscraper. Above the beige-stone entrance was a circular awning. Nine totally glass-enclosed stories, separated by taupe-colored stone, soared toward the cloud-filled sky. This unusual building was named, in black lettering on the street level, GEBOUW CANDIDA (Candida Building). I wiggled my bicycle into the bicycle rack and smoothed my hair back into place.


The firm of Travies and Company was contained in a small two-room office. I was admitted by a sweet-faced, brown-haired boy of about sixteen. He was dressed in working clothes and had been unpacking and sorting merchandise in what looked like a shipping area of the room. The room was not bright, and besides the shipping area, it contained a wooden desk with a black typewriter and a black telephone on top. The boy told me that his name was Willem, that he was the shipping clerk and ran errands for the company. I saw right away that he was a friendly and likable Dutch boy, but before I could observe him further, a soft, heavily accented voice called out to me from the second office.


In a shy but gentlemanly way, this tall, slim, smiling man introduced himself, as did I, and began the usual preliminaries of a job interview. His dark eyes held mine, and I felt immediately his kind and gentle nature, stiffened somewhat by shyness and a slightly nervous demeanor. He had come from behind an orderly desk. There were two desks in his office. He apologized for his poor Dutch, explaining that he had very recently come from Frankfurt, Germany—so recently, in fact, that his wife and children had not yet joined him.


I gladly spoke German to make things easier for him. A ripple of gratitude shone in his eyes as he switched back into the comfort of his native language. His name was Otto Frank. I judged him to be in his forties. He wore a mustache, and his smile, which came often, revealed uneven teeth.


He must have responded favorably to me, because he said to me, “Before you can start, you must come with me to the kitchen.” My cheeks felt hot. Did I have the job? I couldn’t imagine what he could want in the kitchen: perhaps a cup of coffee? But naturally, I followed him into the kitchen. I was introduced in passing to another person, Mr. Kraler, with whom Mr. Frank shared his office. Afterward, I learned that Victor Kraler, like me, had been born in Austria.


In the kitchen, Mr. Frank began assembling sacks of fruit, sugar wrapped in paper, and packets of other ingredients, all the while speaking in his cultured, quiet way. It seemed that the head-quarters of Travies and Company was in Cologne, Germany. The firm specialized in products for the homemaker, and among them was one called pectin, which Mr. Frank was presently marketing to Dutch housewives. It was made from apples—“apple pits,” Mr. Frank joked—and Mr. Frank imported it from Germany. The housewife combined it with sugar, fresh fruit, and various other ingredients to make her own jam in about ten minutes.


He handed me a sheet of paper. “Here’s the recipe. Now make jam!” He turned and left, leaving me standing alone in the kitchen. I was suddenly on unsteady ground. How could Mr. Frank know that I still lived in my adoptive parents’ home and had very little to do with the kitchen and cooking? I could make the best coffee in the family, yes, but jam? I quieted the voices in my head and read through the recipe. It was an unfamiliar procedure. I reminded myself that I could do anything I set my mind to do. So I set my mind and simply followed the instructions.


I made jam.


For the next two weeks, I stayed in the small kitchen making pot after pot of jam. Each day Mr. Frank brought a sackful of different fruit. He’d lay it on the counter. Each fruit had a different formula. Very quickly, I got the hang of it, and by the third or fourth day had become something of an expert. My jams were always perfect: good, bright color, stiff consistency, juicy flavor. Jars of delicious jam piled up.


Mr. Frank suggested that Willem and I take jam home to our families. We did. He took none for himself, as he was living alone at a small hotel in the Centrum, and would remain there until his family could be brought to Amsterdam to join him. Mr. Frank said little about his family, just that they were staying with his wife’s mother in Aachen, a German city very near the southeast corner of Holland. He had a wife named Edith and two very young daughters, Margot Betti, the elder, and Anneliese Marie, the baby, whom for short he called Anne. He also had an old mother and other family in Basel, Switzerland.


I sensed that he was lonesome, that he was a family man without his family. Naturally, I said nothing about it. It would be too personal a subject.


I called him Mr. Frank and he called me Miss Santrouschitz, as Northern Europeans of our generation did not use first names with each other. Feeling at ease with him quite quickly, I threw formality aside and pleaded, “Please call me Miep.” Mr. Frank did as asked.


Mr. Frank and I quickly established a rapport as well, discovering our common passion for politics. We found ourselves on the same side of things. Although I had been brought up not to hate, I disapproved of the fanatic Adolf Hitler, who had recently seized power in Germany. Mr. Frank felt the same way, although much more personally, as he was Jewish. Mr. Frank had left Germany because of Hitler’s anti-Jewish policies.


Although the campaign against Jews in Germany seemed to have ended, it left me galled. I had never felt strongly one way or another about Jewish people. In Amsterdam, they were so much a part of the fabric of city life there was nothing unusual about them. It was simply unjust for Hitler to make special laws about them. Fortunately, Mr. Frank had come to Holland, and soon his family would be safely living here as well. Holding our little discussions in German, we agreed that it was just as well to turn one’s back on Hitler’s Germany and be secure and protected by our adopted homeland, Holland.


Days passed and there seemed to be no sign of the sick girl whom I had replaced returning. One morning, toward the end of my second week in the kitchen, Mr. Frank’s arms were empty of fruit when he arrived at work. He came to the door of the kitchen and motioned for me to remove the apron I’d been wearing to protect my clothes from jam.


“Come, Miep!” he requested, and led the way into the front office.


He pointed me toward the desk beside the window and explained, “You’ll now sit at this desk. I call it the Complaint and Information Desk. You’ll know why shortly.”


I settled myself into the corner of the room, with half an eye on the lively view of streetcars and hustle and bustle below in the street. Quickly, I understood the title that went with the desk. My job, now that I was an expert at our jam-making process, was to deal directly with our homemaker customer.


What we sold for jam-making was an envelope with four packets of pectin. Sample recipes for different jams were written on the back of the packets. Inside were also orange-and-blue stickers for labeling the jars and cellophane squares which were to be wetted, pressed over the top of the jar, and secured with a rubber band. Our representative, Mrs. Blik, sold our product all across Holland, and we sold our little kits directly in shops and drugstores.


Many housewives were beginning to use our process, but often they wouldn’t follow the recipe exactly. Women were used to adding a little extra imagination to everything they did in their kitchens and would often innovate on our instructions, a little more here, a little less there. Suddenly their jams would turn into either congealed sludge or watery disasters.


Dutch homemakers are always prudent with money, both by necessity and on principle. To be Dutch is to be truly tight with money and to frown on waste. So these women, having wasted their investment in our product, would become irate. They would phone us to tell us that our product was no good. It was my job to listen politely and figure out what they’d done wrong, how they had innovated their way into a mess of ruined jam. I would calm them down and get them to describe their results, and by the nature of the disaster, I could tell what they’d done wrong. Then I would tell them how to set it right. Travies and Company would now have a satisfied and loyal customer.


Mr. Kraler, who shared the office, was a husky, good-looking man, dark-haired and precise. He was always serious, never joked. He was about thirty-three years old. Mr. Kraler came and went about his business, always quite formal and polite, sending young Willem on errands and supervising his work. So far, he had almost nothing to do with me. I seemed to be in Mr. Frank’s hands, and, because of my easy feeling with Mr. Frank, I was glad to be under his jurisdiction.


Mr. Frank must have been satisfied with me, because he also began to give me other work to do, like bookkeeping and typing. Business was slow, but it was picking up because of Mr. Frank’s innovations and Mrs. Blik’s skill in selling.


One day Mr. Frank told me, with a pleased look on his face, that he had rented an apartment in my quarter, South Amsterdam, where many German refugees had recently begun to live. At last, his family had come from Germany. I could see that he was happy.


Not long after this, Mr. Frank announced that the sick office worker, Miss Heel, would be returning to work, her health restored. Trying not to show my immediate desolation, I nodded, thinking, Yes, it was bound to come.


“But,” he added, “we would like it very much if you would stay on as a regular office worker also. Would you stay on here, Miep?”


My heart leaped. “Yes, of course I will, Mr. Frank!”


“Business is improving,” he explained. “There’ll be enough work for both you and Miss Heel. We’ll get another desk and all the trappings for you. Right away.”


One morning, Mr. Frank inquired if we had extra coffee and milk in the kitchen. I assumed that we were to receive a caller. But I was lost in my work when I heard the front door. Mr. Frank’s visitors, I thought, and looked at the door. In walked a round-faced, conservatively well-dressed woman, her dark hair tied in a bun. She was in her thirties. Beside her walked a tiny dark-haired little girl wearing a snow-white fur coat.


Mr. Frank must also have heard the door, and strode out to greet the visitors. As I was nearest, he brought them to me first. “Miep,” he said in German, “I’d like you to meet my wife, Edith Frank-Hollander. Edith, this is Miss Santrouschitz.” Mrs. Frank presented herself as one would who came from a cultured, wealthy background—aloof, but sincere. And then, in a smiling voice, Mr. Frank added, “And this is my younger daughter, Anne.”


The little girl in the fluffy white fur looked up at me and then curtsied. “You’ll have to speak German,” Mr. Frank explained. “I’m afraid she doesn’t speak Dutch yet. She’s only four.”


I could see that little Anne was shy, and hanging against her mother at first. But her dark, shining, alert large eyes, which dominated her delicate face, were drinking in everything around her. “I’m Miep,” I told them both. “I’ll bring coffee.” I hurried into the kitchen to prepare a tray of refreshments.


By the time I brought the tray back into the office, Frank had taken his wife and daughter around to meet Mr. Kraler and Willem. Anne was all eyes for Willem, and for all the objects about the office. Although still feeling shy, she seemed to be warming up to me, showing curiosity at things that for us adults were dull and commonplace: shipping boxes, wrapping paper, string, invoice holders.


Anne drank a glass of milk while Mr. and Mrs. Frank took their coffee into Mr. Frank’s private office. Anne and I walked toward my desk. She looked with fascination at my shiny black type-writer. I held her little fingers to the keys and pressed. Her eyes flashed when the keys jumped up and printed black letters onto the invoice rolled into the machine. Then I directed her attention to the window—just the kind of lively scene I thought any child would like. I was right. The view caught her interest: the streetcars, the bicycles, the passersby.


Watching Anne, I thought, Now, here’s the kind of child I’d like to have someday. Quiet, obedient, curious about everything. She finished the glass of milk and turned her eyes up toward me. She didn’t have to speak; her eyes told me what she wanted. I took away the empty glass and refilled it.


THE COMPLAINT and Information part of my job with Otto Frank became less and less important as our customers became more adept at following the recipes and making jam. My bookkeeping, typing, and invoicing duties increased as business improved. Willem was a friendly companion in the office, like a good-natured younger brother. We got along very well.


Each morning I’d pack my lunch and bicycle to the office. I’d pass the Montessori school where Mr. Frank had enrolled little Anne and his other daughter, Margot, two years older than Anne. It was a modern brick building whose sidewalks were always full of laughing and running children. The Franks had moved to an address on the Merwedeplein, a street just like my own, a large block of brown brick apartments, perhaps three or four streets northeast of me, also in the River Quarter.


Each day, more and more refugees from Germany were moving into our neighborhood, mostly Jews, and the joke became that on the number 8 streetcar “the ticket taker also speaks Dutch.” Many of these refugees were more affluent than the Dutch workers in the neighborhood, and they created a stir when seen in furs or with other fancy possessions.


I’ve never walked when I could run, so I’d always fly to work on my secondhand bicycle and be there promptly at eight-thirty, before Mr. Frank or Mr. Kraler or even Willem had arrived. The first order of business at work was to make coffee for all of us. This was my job each morning. It gave me pleasure to make good, strong coffee and see that all the others had their fill. After coffee, we were all ready for work.


One day a new desk was delivered to the office and placed across the way from my desk. Soon afterward, a girl about my age, plain-looking, blond, somewhat chubby, appeared and reclaimed her desk. I moved to the other desk. She was Miss Heel, the girl whose illness had become so extended. Willem, Miss Heel, and I now shared the front office.


Miss Heel and I did not get along particularly well. We chatted about this and that, and Miss Heel presented herself as an authority on everything. Music, bookkeeping, any subject, she always tried to have the last word. She was a Little Miss Know-It-All if ever there was one.


Miss Heel began to hold forth about the new political group she had joined, the NSB, which was the Dutch version of Hitler’s National Socialists. Now suddenly a Nazi party had sprung up in Holland too. The more she propounded her new dogma to Willem and me, which included racist opinions on Jews, the more irritated I became.


Finally, I could hold my tongue no longer. “Listen,” I told her, locking eyes with her, “do you know that our boss, Mr. Frank, is also a Jew?”


She bent her head in her haughty way and replied, “Oh, yes, I know that. But Mr. Frank is a gentleman.”


Sharply, I snapped, “So are all the Christian people gentlemen?”


She was silenced by this sarcasm and gave me the cold shoulder. We talked no more, and the formerly cozy atmosphere of the office grew tense and cool. None of us cared to talk politics in front of her. I wondered what Mr. Frank thought about her outspoken Nazi connections, and if he would fire her. A sense of suspense hung over the office, as though we were all waiting for another shoe to drop.


But the office was not the only thing in my life. My social life at this time was very lively. I loved to dance and belonged, like many young Dutch girls, to a dance club. I was one of the first girls in Amsterdam to learn the Charleston, the two-step, the tango, and the slow fox. My club was on Stadhouderskade. I would go with my girlfriends once a week for lessons, and we’d try out the dances with a teacher and a pianist and with each other.


On Saturday and Sunday evenings, the club gave free dances. At this time we danced with young men to records like “When You Wore a Tulip,” “My Blue Heaven,” and “I Can’t Give You Anything But Love, Baby.” I was such a peppy dancer and loved dancing so much that I was never left sitting. Young men always seemed to be holding their large hands out to me, to dance with me and to escort me home afterward.


I kept company with various attractive young men, including a very tall, well-dressed, highly appealing Dutchman a few years older than I. His name was Henk Gies. I had met him when we worked together at the textile office years before. I’d been an office worker and he a bookkeeper. We’d become friendly then, and even though we’d gone our separate ways—I to Travies and Company, Henk to the City of Amsterdam Bureau of Social Work as a social worker—we kept in touch. I found Henk most attractive. His thick fair hair gleamed. His eyes were warm and full of life.


Henk too lived in the River Quarter. In fact, he’d grown up in old South Amsterdam, near the Amstel River, when there were farms, and cows and sheep grazing on the grasslands. Now he had a room in the house of a family on Rijnstraat. It was a commercial street with many shops and dark, bushy elm trees.


MR. FRANK’S innovations were bringing added prosperity to Travies and Company. Mr. Frank’s Dutch had improved vastly, and he and I spent long hours with our heads together composing advertisements for our product, which I would then place in the magazines that housewives and homemakers read.


Mr. Kraler did not always find me as much to his satisfaction as Mr. Frank did. Victor Kraler, always serious, precise, his dark hair combed in the same flat way, liked things done his way and his way alone. Once Mr. Frank had given me a letter and said, “Please answer this letter, Miep.”
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