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The province of North Brabant in Holland and some of the main towns where Frans did his special business.




Introduction


I want to take you on a journey into a remarkable story, and to start this journey I want you to think about these three questions. Question one: Would you be willing to help others whose lives are in great danger? Question two: Would you be willing to help others whose lives are in great danger, knowing if you get involved, you probably put your life in great danger? Would you still help? And question three: Would you be willing to help others whose lives are in great danger, knowing if you get involved you probably put your life in great danger, when these people who most need the help most everyone else wants to hate them or be indifferent to their plight? Would you still get involved and help?


The Righteous Few: Two Who Made a Difference is a true story of a Christian couple from the Netherlands who answered a definite yes to all three of those questions in a time period when most everyone else said no. They are true heroes.


This has been the opening to my storytelling presentation about this remarkable husband and wife named Franciscus and Hermina Wijnakker, Frans and Mien for short (pronounced like Franz and Mean)—an opening audiences find quite thought-provoking. At the writing of this latest edition for the book, this unexpected journey of sharing this special story with a wide variety of audiences and venues is now well into nine years and counting. I often tell audiences that this is a story I stumbled into by accident on a trip to the Netherlands with my wife in May 2009.


My wife’s curiosity led us to connect with the five children of Frans and Mien, a reconnection for my wife. On this initial accidental visit to the home of Frans Wijnakker, Jr., who lives in the actual house where much of his parents’ rescue work occurred in the 1940s, I was blown away when I learned that his parents had been recognized as Righteous Among the Nations. I knew what this honor meant.


Nestled up in the hills on the western side of the city of Jerusalem is a place where thousands of people from around the world visit daily to learn about the tragic period of history from 1933 to 1945 known as the Holocaust. The name of this place is Yad Vashem. It was established in 1953 by an act of the Knesset, Israel’s parliament, to serve as an education, research, and historical center and museum in remembrance of the six million Jews who were murdered in the Holocaust at the hands of the Nazi Party machine led by Adolf Hitler.


That number, six million, can be almost unimaginable to the average person. What it means in terms of the Holocaust is that nearly two-thirds of the Jewish population that existed in Europe prior to the start of World War II perished at the hands of the Nazis and their collaborators by war’s end in May 1945. These were targeted victims of murder, not victims of war where millions more soldiers and civilians died from the most destructive war in humankind’s history. The Holocaust also included another five million-plus murdered victims on Hitler’s list of so-called inferiors and undesirables, such as gypsies, the handicapped, homosexuals, communists, political opponents and dissidents, and those of Slavic heritage.


So this tragedy would never be forgotten is why Yad Vashem was created. Amidst the many parts of this fascinating historical museum is a section called the Righteous Among the Nations, a section that recognizes the non-Jews, who carried out acts of courage to save the lives of Jews during the Holocaust. On the grounds outside the walls of the museum are plaques and planted trees that pay tribute to these courageous people, the area often referred to as the Avenue of the Righteous. In fact, the 1993 Academy Award winning movie Schindler’s List featured one of the best known of these Righteous few, Oskar Schindler. Another 27,000-plus, as of the start of 2019, Righteous people who have received this special honor from Yad Vashem join him.


The actions these people took to help Jews included creating papers for false identities, hiding them, helping them get away, or providing other means of refuge. Such actions may be hard for some to grasp as daring and bold if absorbed in the world of today with its high-action, high-drama movies, video games, and sensationalized stories in the media and Internet or the misused word of hero that gets attached to celebrities in the world of sports and entertainment.


Make no mistake about it; everyone recognized in Yad Vashem’s Avenue of the Righteous truly participated in real-life drama that put his or her life at great risk. The ugly scourge of anti-Semitism was not just confined to Adolf Hitler’s Germany in the 1930s and 1940s. By the start of 1942 Germany and its allies in the Axis Powers had conquered most of the countries of Europe outside of Great Britain and the Soviet Union, with much of the European portion of the U.S.S.R. overrun by German forces. In most every one of these countries, the Nazis found sympathizers who gladly assisted them in the brutalizing, murdering, or rounding up of Jews to be shipped off to the concentration camps in Poland and elsewhere. Of course, millions more chose to look the other way or were just indifferent to the plight of Jews among their citizenry.


On top of this setting was the brutality the Nazi henchman carried out to anyone caught trying to help save Jews. Death was the outcome in quite a few cases either on the spot by being beaten to death, burned to death, or shot. If one was lucky enough to just be arrested, the concentration camp was usually the destination, with dying either in the gas chambers or through backbreaking labor and starvation, the most common outcome.


In light of this hostile climate at that time in Europe (and elsewhere around the world) and the dangerous risks involved, the actions of this small minority of non-Jews recognized by Yad Vashem were truly remarkable and courageous. These Right-eous people were truly heroes. In Section H on the grounds in the Avenue of the Righteous, you will find the plaque of two such people, a couple from a small town in southeastern Netherlands named Franciscus and Hermina Wijnakker.


This book tells the story of this Christian couple, commonly referred to as Frans and Mien and the actions they took in the time of the Holocaust that eventually earned them this special honor at Yad Vashem. Among the many heroic acts Frans and Mien performed was taking into hiding in their own home a young Jewish couple similar in age to them where the wife was already pregnant. How do you get a baby born to a Jewish woman in Nazi-occupied Holland? Impossible is the answer. Yet they performed a miracle and got this baby born and kept her safe with her parents until liberation finally came—the wife of this very author.


Please enjoy the journey ahead.
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May 2009 Historic Moment


Subject: Historic Moment


Date: May 26, 2009, 10:25 a.m.


Dear Shoshana and Alana,


Today is Tuesday, May 26, 2009. I am writing to share more than just travel stories from a wonderful journey your mom and I are having. I want to document something to you that I hope you will find of much value for your own family history.


While I know some of the history, and you probably do too, coming in contact with the reality of it merges mind and heart into something of great significance. I will explain shortly.


Being in the Netherlands, much more than in the United States, one is reminded of World War II and the Holocaust as well. When we started our trip in Amsterdam, we visited the Anne Frank house. It is a wonderful educational museum. Last Friday, we visited the museum and site of Camp Westerbork. Before World War II, there were 140,000 Jews who lived in the Netherlands. One hundred seven thousand, over seventy-five percent, perished during the Holocaust. Westerbork was the deportation center the Nazis used to ship the Dutch Jews off to the death camps in Poland, mostly Auschwitz and Sobibor.


We arrived last evening in the city of Eindhoven in the south of the country. Of the places your mom’s family lived prior to immigrating to the U.S., Eindhoven was where they were the longest. Before arriving there yesterday, we stopped in an old town named Ravenstein. It is the big small town in an area of villages in a southern section of the Netherlands. It is also near where your grandparents, Opa and Oma, were hidden during the war.


As we stop and walk around the charming 1600s historic downtown of Ravenstein, all two blocks of it, we spot a tourist information office. We go in, and your mom asks the staff members about the location of an old church in the nearby small town of Dieden and if the home that once belonged to a Frans Wijnakker is still next to it. For the older folks of this area, which the three office people on hand were, the name of Frans Wijnakker is a notable one.


They tell your mom not only how to get to this church, but also that one of the Wijnakker sons still lives in this particular house. In addition, one of the office people gives your mom an e-mail address that she can contact to get a self-published Dutch book that was written about Frans Wijnakker and his story during World War II. So off we go down the road to Dieden. About ten minutes later, we find the vacant church in question. Old churches in Holland often go back anywhere from 300 to 900 years and are very noticeable by their towers, which are sometimes a few stories high.


We park our car at the old church and walk over to the house next door. The house has a long driveway. As we walk up the driveway, we see a few people sitting at a table in the front yard on this warm day, and we see the word Shalom written on the front side of the house, probably a foot in size. Your mom boldly walks up to the gentleman sitting there and says in Dutch, “Hello, I’m Ineke Baars.” A roar goes up along with a warm handshake. This man and his wife sitting with him know who Ineke Baars is and much more of the significance related to her. In the next few minutes, the Dutch starts flying and phone calls start happening. Within ten minutes, his youngest sibling, Irene, drives over and joins in the lively discussion.


The man who has greeted us is Frans Wijnakker, Jr. He is the youngest son of the aforementioned Frans Wijnakker. His father, Frans along with his mother, Mien saved your grandparents and your mom, Baby Ineke, during World War II. They all survived the Holocaust because this Catholic man and his wife hid them and other Jews, and helped even more hide from the Nazis. Do you recognize the significance of this moment! My wife, who is so good to me, and your mother, who loves you two so dearly, would not be here today if it were not for the parents of these two siblings sitting in front of us, talking to your mom as if she was their long-lost half-sister.


As a child, your mom and her family would travel to Dieden each summer to visit the Wijnakker family. Then twenty-five years ago, the last time your mom visited the Netherlands, with five-year-old Shoshana, she came to a special event in Ravenstein. Yad Vashem, the Holocaust memorial museum in Israel, had selected Frans and Mien Wijnakker as Righteous Gentiles who helped save Jews during the Holocaust. Local officials and townspeople put on a ceremony and parade for Frans to recognize this honor he had been given. Opa helped fund a trip for Frans a few months after that so he could be honored in person at Yad Vashem in Jerusalem. His wife, Mien, passed away in 1980. Frans passed away in 1994.


Frans, the son, and his wife, also named Irene, visited Israel themselves last year. They showed us a blown-up picture of the memorial plaque and tree planted in Yad Vashem’s Avenue of the Righteous section in honor of their parents, which was when the historic significance of what I was witnessing really hit me! Irene, the sister, then gave your mom the special book mentioned to us at the tourist office about their father and his and Mien’s rescue story during World War II. While I merely can just watch the conversation because it’s all in Dutch, I can still follow what’s happening along with occasional translations your mom provides. After visiting for over an hour, they have invited us to come back Wednesday evening. They have three other siblings who are all alive and living in the local area, each with their own children and grandchildren. So your mom will likely meet more of the Wijnakker family who she last saw twenty-five years ago.


We are in the midst of reading this self-published book about Frans and Mien Wijnakker. Actually, it is in Dutch, so your mom reads and translates to me. This man of simple means and small-town living along with a wife of great strength turn out to become a couple of great courage, risk taking, and compassion. Your grandparents are talked about in this book among many of the others who Frans and Mien helped save. Later in the book, it tells of a baby born to the Baars couple who the Wijnakkers take as their own to help save her. You know quite well the special person this baby became.


Pretty neat piece of history! I hope you can appreciate this historic moment I have shared.


Love,


Marty
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The Beginning


Franciscus Wijnakker was born August 31, 1908, and Hermina van de Coolwijk was born June 14, 1913. Both were products of large Catholic families. Frans was one of eleven children, and Mien was one of ten. Both were born and raised in the small town of Haren, located in the province of North Brabant (usually referred to as Brabant) in the southern part of the nation of the Netherlands. Haren was a farming village where people raised cows and crops. The area was relatively poor, and life was meager as a result. Going off to college for further education was not part of the lifestyle for the people of this area.


From these humble beginnings, Frans and Mien, as they were commonly called, married on January 16, 1936. He was a man slight of build and stature, approximately five feet seven inches, and she was nearly the same height. As young adults in their twenties, they were relatively fit and not overweight—nothing stunning to look at, but not unattractive either. Their desires in life were simple: work hard, be good Catholics, and raise a family.


They made their home in the nearby town of Dieden, situated on the Maas River. Together with Demen, its closest neighboring village, there lived a few hundred people. Dieden was rather isolated. There was no bus, and not everyone had a bicycle, as was common throughout much of the country. If a car came through, children often came running to the street to watch it go by.


The largest town in the area, about ten miles away, was Oss. The closest town in the general community where the train came through was Ravenstein, a couple of miles or so from Dieden.


In this small village and agricultural area, most of the residents, like the Wijnakker couple, were Roman Catholic. In those days, the priest held a very prominent position in the community and was very much looked up to as a person of authority. In the spirit of that time, the 1930s, there was the mayor, the notary, the head teacher, and the priest as the key local authority figures. The priest, usually the most educated person in the area, had many roles in the community. He sat on the church and school boards, on the board of directors of the Farm Loan Bank, and he was often the advisor for local organizations. In brief, he was involved in everything.


After their wedding, Frans and Mien made their home in an old parsonage, which had previously been the home of a Protestant minister. They rented this large house from the Netherlands Reformed Church, whose offices were some miles away, as Dieden no longer had its own Protestant minister. Next to the parsonage stood its church, an old church from the eleventh century. The church was close to being in ruins and was not in operation. The tower had no steeple, and the church’s roof was mostly missing. The parsonage stood against the south side of the embankment of the Maas River, which streamed by a few hundred yards to the north.


Upon moving into their house, Frans and Mien wanted to hang a crucifix in it. Mien asked a neighbor how this effort worked in Dieden and learned the cross had to be first blessed by the parish priest. “The cross should lie on a table with a holy statue next to it and also some holy water and a small palm branch. Then the priest can bless it. Also get some cognac. The priest likes a cognac and a cigar,” the neighbor told her.


Thus, the Wijnakkers invited the priest, Father Johannes Simons, to come to their house to bless the cross. Father Simons had, of course, never been in the house since Protestants had always occupied it before. He did not think much of the fact that the Wijnakkers would live in a Protestant parsonage, saying to Frans, “I don’t understand why you are going to live in this house. From olden days, Protestants have lived here. From father to son, they were all Protestants. Now a Catholic comes to live here. You are a Catholic, right?”


“Yes,” Frans replied.


“Then I think,” the priest said as he pointed to the crucifix, “he won’t adjust well in this house. A cross has never hung here before.”


Somewhat irritated, Frans answered, “Father, go ahead and bless him. He will hang there, and if he can’t adjust, then he’ll leave.”


That remark was not received well. Father Simons did not say anything. He picked up the palm branch, blessed the cross, and left—without the drink and without the cigar. Frans always felt the blessing counted anyway.


Father Simons was not impressed with his new parishioners. Sometime later when Frans went to confession, the priest said to him, “Wijnakker, I’ve seen something terrible, something that cannot be accepted. Every year the topic is talked about. Covering to the elbows and with a closed neck is important for women to do. Was it not like that in Haren?”


Father Simons had been seriously upset by the fact that Mien had recently come to communion in a dress with an open neckline. That was viewed as a sin. Frans just smiled and said little in response.
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Frans worked as a miller in the grain milling business of the Meulemans in Ravenstein. He had learned the trade from an uncle in the town of Schayk. It was normal in those days to learn a trade from someone in your family.


At the same time, as the decade of the 1930s wore on, the threat of war was looming again. Adolf Hitler had risen to power in Germany, and a military buildup was well under way. As 1939 began, Hitler had already worked his way with the powers of Europe at that time, Great Britain and France, annexing Austria and being granted a portion of Czechoslovakia. In March 1939, Hitler had Germany annex the rest of Czechoslovakia. British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement with the German dictator was in tatters. Then on the first of September 1939, World War II had begun in Europe with Germany’s attack on Poland. Britain and France declared war against Germany two days later, much to the joy and excitement of the Polish people. But military help from these so-called powers to fight against Germany would not appear. Within a month, Poland had succumbed.


For people in Holland, the threat of Nazi Germany grew more and more. Holland had remained neutral in World War I and had declared in its neutrality again, along with its neighboring country to the south, Belgium. The likelihood of Germany honoring that neutrality grew less and less. With Germany now at war against Britain, the seas began to become dangerous for ships to travel. German mines and U-boats were in full force. On November 18, 1939, the Dutch passenger liner Simon Bolivar sailing from Holland to England ran into German mines in the North Sea near Harwich, England. The ship sank with 400 passengers and crew onboard, with over 80 people dying in the incident, including the ship’s captain.


The major country of Germany covered the eastern border of the Netherlands. With Germany’s growing aggressive actions in the 1930s and its movement into war, the Dutch government was wondering how long its small nation would be left alone. The Dutch military began to prepare.


Since the Wijnakkers had a large house, they were willing to quarter Dutch soldiers there. These soldiers came from various parts of the Netherlands, including from the more urban western parts. The priest was worried about the wrong kind of influences on the community, thinking these city-type characters might pass on their sinful ways to the small-town folk of the area.


Frans, who regularly attended church, got to hear about this at confession one day in the fall of 1939. Before Frans could offer his confession, Father Simons anxiously blurted out to him, “Now I’ve heard something awful. You don’t know about it, as you were not home. At least I think not. You were probably working in the mill. I heard that there was a window open at your house.”


The local government had ordered that the shutters be kept closed. For safety reasons, residents throughout the country were told to keep their curtains and shutters closed. The thinking was that conditions would be safer for homes if they looked closed rather than open should a German attack occur.


The priest continued. “I discussed this with the commander. The soldiers are to be in the back of the house, not in the front of the house. There are thirty quartered soldiers with you, and they were seen in the large living room, the windows open, all of them sitting inside, and your wife was serving them coffee. She was serving those young men while dancing through the house. Terrible, you don’t know what types you have in your house. No beliefs, or maybe Protestant. It’s terrible!”


“I’ll mention it at home,” Frans answered in his laconic way. The incident was actually minor, but had been blown up through the rumor mill in the community to which the priest was closely connected.


Frans got to know the soldiers that were quartered in his house, and these contacts proved to be useful even long after they departed. Later on during the war, Frans would take a leave of absence from his job at the grain mill. He would get into a black market business of selling meat, fat, and eggs. He would travel to the major cities in the western part of the country, including Amsterdam, because of the contacts he had made while the soldiers had been quartered in his house.
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