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Dedication

To Karen, Michael, James, Tjarda, Derk and Theta.

In memory of your Oma.
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Preface

When I visit my mother in the care home, she no longer has any idea who I am, but she is always delighted to see me. When I tell her I am her daughter, her face lights up, and she says, with wonder, “I did not know I had a daughter, but you are so lovely.” She is by now in her early nineties, almost deaf and blind. Once every six weeks or so, I travel from England to Holland to visit her, and this short conversation is repeated endlessly during my visits. She is happy I am there, whoever I am.

She is settled in the home where she now lives and particularly enjoys the musical afternoons once a week. She always loved dancing, and in her confused state, it seems to be the only thing that she has not forgotten. As soon as the music starts, she jumps up and dances elegantly through the room with a happy smile on her face.

It reminds me of when we danced together when I was a child. During our evening meal, the radio often played nice music, and when she heard a favorite song, she would pull us out of our chairs to dance around together.

I often try and remind her of things in the past, but it’s only when I go back a long way and talk about her brothers, who died decades ago, that she starts remembering. I sometimes ask her if she remembers the war and little bits come back to her. She tells them to me in a conspiratorial way, like a child who has been naughty.

Although she often talked about the war when I was young, it was always about food, about friends she lost, but never about life in the camps. This is probably because I never wanted to know about it, and perhaps she also could not bear to recall those memories. The horrors have no meaning when you are a child. But now, when it is too late, I am interested.

In her descent into Alzheimer’s, she has become a loving, caring, kind person. A mother I suddenly love very much. Not at all the mother I knew as a child, and it made me realize how life’s events really can shape you into a totally different person. I’d like to think that as her mind leaves this world, her personality seems to revert back to the child and young woman I have read so much about.

When she died in 2012, I found boxes and boxes of letters, photos and documents, mainly about her time in the war. I think I knew her well enough to appreciate that she hoped I would be interested in all this information. In enclosed notes, there were pleas not to just throw it all away.

Her story of the camps is similar to thousands of others, yet different. Some stories are well-documented, but for the many who died without leaving a trace, there are no stories to pass on. And those who found it too painful to tell their stories themselves are now often having them revealed through their children and grandchildren.

Sabine’s story is but one very small piece in this horrendous period of history, but it is still important to pass it on to future generations, especially her own family.

It is only by reading through all her documentation that I begin to understand her peculiarities, and also discover the person she might have been if war had not intervened.

This is the story of Sabine’s war.








The Hague

After the War

I grew up in a small second-floor flat in The Hague. I was four when my parents and I moved there, and my earliest memories are of playing in the ruins that surrounded our block of flats, an area heavily bombed towards the end of the war and not yet rebuilt in the early 1950s.

Other memories from that age are also vivid. Not long after we moved, I spent a long time in the hospital, and when I came home again, I remember I was suddenly presented with a younger brother, who appeared from seemingly nowhere. No one told children much about such matters in those days.

Life after the war was difficult for everyone. There was still not much food around, and I remember sweets and fruit were real treats. Winters were so cold my mother put horse blankets in front of the windows to keep the frost out. We had two small stoves in our flat, which were only lit if we had coal. It is hard to believe now that the coal man came once a week with a horse and cart carrying his deliveries of coal, wood and paraffin.

They were lean years just after the war. How lean I only realized once I had grown up myself.

I was always aware, though, even when young, that my mother seemed different from other mothers. She had no money, and yet she was always beautifully dressed and so glamorous. She seemed to have an indefinable aura. My friends, young as they were, were in awe of her. People seemed to go out of their way to help her.

But I also knew another side of my mother. One she never showed to the outside world. She often cried and spent most days in bed with the blankets over her head, leaving us in the care of her cleaner, Tante Cor, who came several times a week to help out (mostly unpaid, I later learned). Nighttime was obviously very difficult for my mother. Perhaps nightmares haunted her, as she usually only got up when everyone else went to bed, and then she would roam around the flat until the early hours, much to the annoyance of the downstairs neighbors, who would bang on their ceiling with a broomstick. But despite this sad side of her, there were plenty of girlfriends around, and she never lacked male attention. On evenings when she went out, she would be at her most glamorous, and no one would guess she had a care in the world. I loved seeing her dressed up and smelling her perfume.

She could be a loving and fun mum, but she could also suddenly burst into uncontrollable rages, tearing drawers out of their cabinets, throwing things around and punishing us for some minor misdemeanor. Her mood swings were a source of fear and mystery to us.

After years of starvation and an appalling diet, her digestive system was ruined and never really recovered. She was almost permanently ill with diarrhea and vomiting. Many types of food had a disastrous effect on her. And then there was the teeth-grinding when she slept. So bad and so loud we could hear it in the next room. Her already poor teeth, ruined in the war, eventually became little stumps. She hated it but could not stop doing it.

My father spent little time at home. He was always away for work and sometimes disappeared for weeks, leaving her without money or a contact address. When he was home, there was always a lot of arguing.

It was many years before I realized that these were all aftereffects of the war, and that her recovery was not helped by the poverty that was also part of our daily life and the disaster that her marriage turned out to be.








From the Dutch East Indies to Holland

Sabine’s life had started so promisingly. She was the fourth child and only daughter of Sabine Schlette and Louis Zuur, born in Semarang, Java, Indonesia, in 1918, rather as an afterthought.

Her brothers were seven, eleven, and twelve years older. Father Zuur was a bank director in Indonesia in the 1920s, providing the family with a very comfortable lifestyle. Sabine was spoiled and adored by the whole family, but in her early teens, she first became aware that life was not perfect.

Father, mother and Sabine had moved back to Holland in the early 1930s, but her three brothers, already grown up and independent, had stayed behind in Indonesia.

Just as the family had returned to Holland, her darling Pappa died quite suddenly when Sabine was around fourteen years old.

A few years later, her favorite brother, Joop, by all accounts a bit of a womanizer, also died suddenly and mysteriously, poisoned by a Javanese lover, it was rumored in the family. My grandmother, also Sabine, but always referred to in the family as Moeder Bien, was left with a good pension. Initially life was very comfortable, but with inflation and the depression in the 1930s, plus the fact that Father Zuur had lost most of his money made in earlier years during the stock market crash of the Great Depression in 1929, his fixed pension dwindled to very little. The result was that mother and daughter were forced to move time and time again to ever smaller houses, causing Sabine to change schools many times. She struggled with the constant changes, but eventually they settled in The Hague, hopefully for good.

After school, though, life became fun again. Sabine had grown into a beautiful young woman, and had no ambition for further education once she left secondary school. And although she was very talented at drawing, her only wish was to become a secretary, marry a nice man, have children and live happily ever after.

Her cheerful, lively disposition, very attractive looks, good sense of humor, and above all, her love of partying, sailing, and having a good time, soon made her a popular addition to the social scene in The Hague.

Among her many friends were Erik Hazelhoff Roelfzema and Chris Krediet, who would both play an important role in the Dutch Resistance, and many others such as Gerard Vinkesteijn and Broer Moonen, who would ultimately pay with their lives for their bravery.








Taro

In my mother’s archive, I found a bundle of letters, held together with a piece of string. In an accompanying note, there was an instruction: “Destroy after my death.” I knew the letters were from Taro, her fiancé, who had been killed during the war and of whom she spoke often to my brother and me. She always kept in touch with his mother and two sisters even long after the war.

I hesitated for a long time weighing up whether to destroy the letters or read them, but in the end I could not make up my mind and put them back in the box.

Some years later, when I decided to record her life story, I came across them again, and my doubts resurfaced, but in the end I decided to read them to see if and what they could add to this story. She had, after all, not destroyed them herself. I took them out of the box and started to read.

When Taro and Sabine met around 1937, it was love at first sight. He admitted that, from the moment they met, she never left his thoughts again. Within a short time, they were inseparable.

Taro was a handsome young soldier, a second lieutenant with the Mounted Artillery in the Royal Army. His full name was Johan Willem Yoshitaro Roeper-Bosch. His parents were living in Japan at the time of his conception, hence his Japanese name, which means “lucky firstborn son.”

Sabine at that time worked as a secretary at a small import/export company in The Hague. Her carefree life was full of fun, and being madly in love.

But dark clouds began to form over Europe. In September 1939, Germany invaded Poland, and Europe held its breath. In the autumn of 1939, Taro left his army base in Arnhem to start training as a pilot at the elementary flying school in West-Souburg, near Vlissingen in Zeeland, in the south of Holland.

A passionate and frequent correspondence, as well as regular visits to each other, kept them in touch. Some eighty-three letters from Taro dating from this period have survived.

And although they kept the intensity of their relationship quiet, they considered themselves engaged.

Both their mothers, however, objected to their relationship. I can only speculate as to Moeder Bien’s uneasiness. Sabine was still living at home at the time and was rather careless with Taro’s letters. Perhaps her mother was worried about the passionate contents. After all, Taro was a few years older and a man of the world.

I have no idea why Taro’s mother objected, but she later became very fond of Sabine and cared for and supported her a great deal, during and after the war.

Taro was very bored in Zeeland. He had to study hard for his pilot’s license, but there were few opportunities to practice his flying, which had been the main reason he had decided to become a pilot.

On October 23, 1939, during a rare flying session, his plane crashed, wounding him and his copilot. They both escaped with light injuries, but spent a short time in the hospital. A few weeks later, they placed a notice in the local paper thanking all those who had been involved in their rescue.

Since Taro had been the higher-ranking officer, he was held responsible for the crash and was accordingly sentenced to ten days solitary confinement in the barracks, although the sentence was not executed for several months.

At that time, rather than living on the base, he was lodging with a local family. And after having taken Sabine to introduce her to them, they took a great liking to her, encouraged him to invite her as often as possible, and allowed her to stay in his room—a very liberal attitude for those days.

While the threat of war came closer, their relationship became more and more serious, and there was much talk of getting married.

Taro even opened a bank account for her and deposited a monthly allowance in it so that she could buy nicer clothes (he felt she should not look like a shopgirl) and told her to look for a small apartment, which could be their home when he came to The Hague. Most importantly, it would mean they would be away from Moeder Bien’s prying eyes.

But despite the talk of wedding plans, Taro also had his moments of indecision. He still wanted to see a lot more of the world, and he felt that his salary was not enough to support them both. And although Sabine was perfect in his mind and he worshipped her, she frequently fell off the pedestal he put her on. He found it difficult to accept that she had faults, and he began to have doubts when these appeared. He did not like it that she was friendly with other men, she smoked and drank too much, and most of all, she did not follow his “wise” advice. She also did not seem as obsessed with him as he was with her, and the fact that she did not reply to every one of his letters particularly annoyed and worried him. But perhaps her silences were a reminder to him that she did not like being told what to do.

She was having a good time in The Hague while he was studying hard. He often wrote to her twice a day, and while he sometimes admonished her in the first letter, by the second one he was full of apologies and adoration again. His doubts were always momentary.

As the threat of war intensified, the marriage plans became more serious. Perhaps the thought of marriage gave them an idea of stability in those worrying times. Taro even suggested that when war broke out, they should get married immediately as Sabine would then receive a widow’s pension if he died.

The outbreak of the war drew threateningly close, and in his letter of May 8, 1940, he advised her to empty her bank account, convert all her cash into dollars, and keep them with her at all times in a small bag under her clothes. He also advised that as soon as hostilities started, she should go and stay with his mother, despite the fact that his mother had so far not been willing to receive Sabine.

“Just swallow your pride and contact her. Consider yourself her daughter. I will write to her that she must treat you as such.”

He also worried that the planned visit on May 10 would be impossible because of increasing tensions of the fast-approaching war.

The plan for that weekend was that Jan van den Hoek, a mutual friend, would collect Sabine in The Hague in his car, and Sabine would drive them both to Zeeland. Taro was keen for her to practice her driving so that she would be mobile if chaos broke out after Germany invaded.

He was by now very busy with war preparations, and his ten-day punishment, which had only just begun, was terminated after a few days. It was a question of all-hands-on-deck.

For the first time, he was seriously worried that he would never see Sabine again. He wrote,


In case we never meet again, this is my farewell to you. All my love and care is for you, even if I cannot act on it. Let’s hope we can meet again.



War did indeed break out, and the visit was obviously canceled, as on May 10, he wrote her a farewell letter, telling her she would always be in his thoughts and that he hoped that, if they never met again, she would have a happy life and would always love him as much as he loved her, although he of course hoped with all his heart that they would spend the rest of their lives together; he again urged her to “go to my mother, look after yourself and be sensible and for once take my advice,” ending with,


Sabientje, it seems not possible that this is truly our farewell. We have to meet up again. I will long for you for the rest of my life. My deepest love, darling. Be brave and strong. I will always love you. God bless you.

Taro



Strangely enough, he made no mention of war having started.

This was Taro’s last letter. Shortly afterwards, his flying school was evacuated to Northern France, and any further correspondence was impossible.








War

Although Holland was fully expecting war to break out, it was still a tremendous shock when, in the early morning of May 10, 1940, the first fighter planes appeared above Dutch soil and German soldiers crossed the border. They were the vanguard of things to come. Often dressed in fake Dutch army uniforms and helmets, they quickly conquered the bridges over the big rivers in order to facilitate the rapid invasion of the rest of the German army.

The fight only lasted a few days. On May 12, Princess Juliana and Prince Bernhard, together with their daughters, Beatrix and Irene, were evacuated by ship to England. Queen Wilhelmina and her cabinet followed a day later. On her instruction, the army was left in the command of General Winkelman.

After the terrible bombardment of Rotterdam on May 14, the destruction of most of Holland’s air force, and the threat of Utrecht receiving the same treatment as Rotterdam, Holland capitulated.

The Dutch queen led her cabinet from London for the rest of the war, and the Germans were in charge in Holland.

I found a postcard in the archive that Sabine sent to one of her friends during this time. On it she mentions how scared everyone was by the continuous bombing during those first few days, which she both saw and heard.

Holland was immediately placed under military control, but by the end of the month, this was replaced by a new civilian government headed by the Austrian Nazi Arthur Seyss-Inquart, soon nicknamed “six and a quarter” on account of him being small and having a limp.

Initially the occupation did not seem to make much of a difference in everyday life, and there was optimism that this would be a short war. But slowly life did begin to change. Traveling around became difficult, food was getting scarcer, and freedom was generally curtailed.

It became clear that the Germans were there to stay, and Resistance efforts, especially by the communists, began to form immediately, but soon the rest of the population realized that their freedom and rights were in serious danger, and Resistance groups began to form everywhere.

Apart from those who joined the Resistance, there were many people who escaped or tried to escape overland via Sweden or Portugal, or direct to England by using boats, dinghies, canoes, in fact anything that would float. They fled in order to make contact with the exiled Dutch government in London and offer their services by either joining the Allied forces or becoming secret agents.

Some 1,700 courageous men and women managed to survive this hazardous escape route across the Channel, although many more tried and did not survive.

They were soon dubbed the Engelandvaarders (England voyagers).

Among those who arrived in July 1941 in London were Erik Hazelhoff Roelfzema and Peter Tazelaar. Erik had been a friend of Sabine since they were in their teens, and Peter she would only meet later during the war when they became involved in the same Resistance group.








Taro’s Death

Immediately after the German invasion, all pilots and planes from Taro’s air base were evacuated to France. As there were no up-to-date maps available, the instructions were to fly south following the Dutch, Belgian, and French coastlines to Berck-sur-Mer, roughly 50 km south of Boulogne. All other personnel from the base were advised to follow the planes as best as they could by car.

Taro’s plane developed engine trouble at the Belgian/French border, and he was forced to make an emergency landing on a beach. Much to the bemusement of the locals, he decided to abandon his plane and hitchhike to Berck. Once there, he discovered that there was no spare plane for him, and therefore he was unable fly. He decided to instead make his own way to England via Paris. During his time in Paris, he worked for the Dutch military attaché organizing passage to England for Dutch army personnel stranded in Paris. He himself left for London at the beginning of 1941. As soon as he arrived, he managed to meet up with his old friends, Erik, Chris, and many others from Holland. He also met Peter Tazelaar.

In order to gain his full pilot’s license, Taro decided to join the RAF, and after achieving this, he joined the 611 Squadron, which was based in Essex, and where he became quickly known as Ropey on account of his unpronounceable surname.

He flew many sorties along the French coast in Hurricanes and Spitfires, but during one of these, on October 21, 1941, his Spitfire was shot down near Berck-sur-Mer by a German Messerschmitt. He was twenty-six years old.

His family was only informed a month later.

The following letter from the RAF Missing Research and Enquiry Unit, British Forces, in France, formed in 1944, was passed on to Sabine via Taro’s mother.

Sabine never mentioned when she received this letter, but it must have been sometime after the war.


During a map sweep I visited the Maire of Alette and was informed that a Spitfire, Squadron 611, crashed in the hamlet of Toutendal, Commune of Alette on 21-10-1941. Further investigation in the area at the scene of the crash revealed that the aircraft was seen in aerial combat and was finally shot down in flames, the pilot being killed instantly and badly burned. The airman’s body was eventually recovered, having no head or legs and almost all clothing was burned from the body. Nevertheless, an identity disc was found and the Maire of Alette took a copy of the inscription “J.W.Y. Roeper-Bosch. Off. 89295 R.A.F.V.R.”

The wife of the Maire herself placed the body in a coffin provided by the Germans. She stated that the coffin was of a very extravagant type. The Germans then took the body away in the direction of Berck-sur-Mer.



It was a devastating blow for Sabine. She never recorded her feelings of that time, but I know it had an enormous impact on her. For the rest of
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