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Preface

Memorial Day and the Memory of Unfreedom

I landed at Amsterdam’s Schiphol Airport on Friday, May 3, 2019, and took a taxi to an address on Spuistraat, in the very center of Amsterdam. A woman from the Dutch Foundation for Literature was there to greet me and show me around the apartment I was to occupy for the next month. I’d come to Amsterdam to write a book about the cold case investigation into who betrayed Anne Frank and the other residents in the secret Annex on August 4, 1944, a mystery that had never been solved.

Most of us know the basic outline of the “Anne Frank story”: that the Jewish teenager hid with her parents, her sister, and some family friends in an attic in Amsterdam for more than two years during the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands in World War II. The group was eventually betrayed and sent to concentration camps, and only Otto Frank, Anne’s father, survived. We know all of this largely because of the remarkable diary Anne left behind that August day when the Nazis came to take them away.

Part of the cultural narrative in the Netherlands, the Anne Frank story had always resonated strongly with the Dutch filmmaker Thijs Bayens, who in 2016 invited his friend the journalist Pieter van Twisk to join him in the project, which started out as a documentary but soon included a book. Momentum built slowly, but by 2018, there were at least twenty-two people working directly on the case, with numerous professional consultants offering their expertise. The investigation began with the challenge of identifying the betrayer, but it soon expanded. The Cold Case Team, as they came to be called, wanted to understand what happens to a population under enemy occupation when ordinary life is threaded with fear.

The day after I arrived, Saturday, May 4, was National Remembrance Day, when the Dutch remember the atrocities of World War II and commemorate the costly victory. Thijs Bayens had invited me to join him and his son Joachim in the silent procession through the streets of Amsterdam that marks the beginning of the memorial ceremonies.

We were perhaps two hundred people, though the crowd grew as we walked through the city. We listened briefly to the Roma orchestra playing in front of the opera house and then continued through the Jewish Quarter, passing the monumental Portuguese Synagogue, the Jewish Historical Museum, and the Hermitage, where memorial plaques were scattered over the ground. We turned left and followed the Amstel River, walking over the white, wooden “Magere Brug” (Skinny Bridge), which the Nazis had barricaded with barbed wire on February 12, 1941, to seal off the Jewish Quarter. (It had been opened again after a few days under pressure from the municipality.) We continued through the city’s center until we arrived at “de Dam” (Dam Square). It was packed with about twenty-five thousand people who’d come to see the king and queen and to hear the mayor of Amsterdam, Femke Halsema, address the crowd. She said:


To write a note or call; to make your voice heard, or not; to embrace your lover; cross the street, or not; to come here tonight, to the Dam on May 4, or not. Each time, hundreds of times per day, we choose, without thinking, without constraint. . . . What does it do to a person to lose all freedom? To be occupied? When the space around your shrinks?

Our freedom was preceded by pain and great sorrow. . . . That is why we pass on the memory of unfreedom, as if the war were yesterday. That is why we commemorate . . . this year, next year, and all the years after that.1



The next day, after I’d settled in, Thijs and I met for dinner. We talked about politics in Europe, particularly about growing xenophobia and anti-immigrant sentiments. Then I asked him why he had decided to undertake this cold case investigation. He said that as a filmmaker, you bring your own life into your work. He’d grown up in Amsterdam in the 1970s, when the city was well known all over the world for its idiosyncratic, free-spirited character. There were squatters, artist villages, peace demonstrations. Then you felt free and showed it. But all that has changed. In the Netherlands, in Europe, in North America, we are watching an inundation of racism and fear.

Months back, he’d been on the Prinsengracht and gotten stuck in a long line of visitors to the Anne Frank House. As he watched the crowd, it occurred to him that the Frank family and the others hiding in the attic had just been ordinary people in an ordinary neighborhood full of acquaintances and colleagues, neighbors and retailers, uncles and aunts. It was that simple. And then the creeping machinations of fascism had set in. Slowly but surely, human relationships had come under pressure and people had turned on one another.

Thijs left the crowd in front of the Anne Frank House and made a decision: he would begin a public conversation. Amsterdam was no longer a bastion of individualism. Where there was once tolerance, now there is distrust. At what point do we give up on one another? Whom do we stand up for? And for whom do we not stand up? The betrayal of Anne Frank would be the way into that conversation. Thijs told me that there is a sixty-foot-high mural in the north of Amsterdam that overlooks almost the entire city. It is a portrait of Anne with a quote from her diary: “Let me be myself.” “I think she’s talking to us,” he said.

Thijs wanted to show me something. We strolled to the nearby Torensluis, one of the widest bridges in Amsterdam, crossing over the Singel canal. Looming in front of me was a large sculpture on a marble plinth. Thijs said this was the nineteenth-century author Eduard Douwes Dekker, considered to be one of the Netherlands’ greatest authors. He was famous for his novel denouncing the abuses of colonialism in the Dutch East Indies. When Thijs added that the sculpture had been made by his father, Hans Bayens, I was taken aback. A number of his father’s sculptures are scattered through Amsterdam, Utrecht, Zwolle, and other cities.

Thijs explained that his father had rarely spoken of the war. It had been too traumatic. His mother said that years after the war ended, his father would often wake in the midst of a nightmare, his hands reaching toward the window, screaming that bombers were flying overhead.

Thijs never met his grandparents; both died before he was born. But he’d heard stories. What had left the greatest impression on him was his discovery that their house had been a doorgangshuis (transit place), used by the resistance to hide Jews. There were always a number of Jews hiding in their basement, some for weeks at a time, while the resistance looked for more permanent addresses where they could go underground.

When he started the Anne Frank project, Thijs spoke to his father’s best friend to ask him what he remembered about the war. The friend told him to interview ninety-three-year-old Joop Goudsmit, who had stayed with Thijs’s grandparents throughout the war. Goudsmit had become part of the Bayens family and was able to describe the house, the room in the basement where he had hidden, the banned radio concealed under the floorboards in the closet, and the number of Jews who had come through. He said that the risks the Bayenses had taken, including contacts with forgers of identity cards, had been extreme.

It’s baffling to think that Thijs’s father never told him about that, but it was typical. After the war, so many claimed, falsely, to have been involved with the resistance that those who took the real risks, such as Thijs’s grandparents, often preferred to remain silent. But the war had shaped Thijs’s family, and he recognized that the search for what had led to the raid on the secret Annex would enable him to enter the labyrinth of his own family history. Anne Frank’s is an iconic story, but it is also a terrifyingly familiar one, repeated hundreds of thousands of times throughout Europe. Thijs said he also saw it as a warning. “This must never be allowed to happen again,” he said.




Part I

The Background Story
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1

The Raid and the Green Policeman

On August 4, 1944, a thirty-three-year-old German SS officer, Karl Josef Silberbauer, a sergeant in the Sicherheitsdienst (SD) Referat IV B4, known colloquially as the “Jew-hunting unit,” was sitting in his office on Euterpestraat in Amsterdam when the phone rang. He’d been about to go out for a bite to eat but answered anyway, something he’d later regret. It was his superior officer, Lieutenant Julius Dettmann, also a German, who said he’d just received a phone call claiming that there were Jews hiding in a warehouse complex at Prinsengracht 263 in central Amsterdam. Dettmann did not tell Silberbauer who’d placed the call, but it clearly was someone reliable and well known to the intelligence service of the SS. There had been too many instances of anonymous tips that had proved to be useless or outdated; by the time the Jew-hunting unit arrived, the Jews had moved on. That Dettmann acted directly after the call meant he trusted the source and knew the tip was well worth investigating.

Dettmann phoned Dutch Detective Sergeant Abraham Kaper at the Bureau of Jewish Affairs and ordered him to send several of his men to the Prinsengracht address with Silberbauer. Kaper pulled two Dutch policemen, Gezinus Gringhuis and Willem Grootendorst of the IV B4 unit, into the hunt, along with a third detective.

There are many variations in the accounts of what happened before and after Silberbauer and his men arrived at Prinsengracht 263. The only thing that’s absolutely certain is that they found eight people in hiding: Otto Frank, his wife, Edith, and their two daughters, Anne and Margot; Frank’s colleague and friend Hermann van Pels, his wife, Auguste, and son, Peter; and the dentist Fritz Pfeffer. The Dutch had a term for hiding: onderduiken (diving under).* They’d been diving under for two years and thirty days.

To be imprisoned, even unjustly, is one thing. But it is entirely another to be in hiding. How is it possible to cope for twenty-five months with total incarceration—not to be able to look out a window for fear of being seen; never to walk outside or breathe fresh air; having to remain silent for hours on end so that the workers in the warehouse below would not hear you? The fear had to be extreme to keep to that discipline. Most people would have gone mad.

During those long hours of each workday, whispering an occasional word and tiptoeing while the employees moved below them, what did they do? They studied; they wrote. Otto Frank read history and novels; his favorites were the novels of Charles Dickens. The children studied English, French, and mathematics. Both Anne and Margot kept diaries. They were preparing for life after the war. They still believed in civilization and the future, while outside the Nazis with their accomplices and informants were hunting them.

By the summer of 1944, optimism had spread through the secret Annex. On the wall Otto had pinned a map of Europe and was following the news on the BBC and the Radio Oranje reports of the Dutch government in exile in London. The Germans had confiscated all radios to prevent the Dutch population from listening to foreign news, but Otto had managed to salvage a radio when they had gone into hiding and was now tracking the progress of the Allied forces through the nightly broadcasts. Two months earlier, on June 4, the Allies had captured Rome, followed two days later by D-Day, the largest amphibious invasion in history. By the end of June, the Americans were bogged down in Normandy, but on July 25 they launched Operation Cobra and the German resistance in northwest France collapsed. In the east, the Russians were moving into Poland. On July 20, members of the high command in Berlin had attempted to assassinate Hitler, which brought jubilation to the people in the Annex.

Suddenly it looked as though the war would be over in a matter of weeks, or maybe a few months. Everyone was making plans for what they would do after the war. Margot and Anne began to talk about going back to school.

And then the unimaginable happened. As Otto stated in an interview almost two decades later, “When the Gestapo came in with their guns, that was the end of everything.”1

As the sole survivor among the eight, we have only Otto’s record of what happened from the perspective of the Annex residents. He recalled the arrest in such vivid detail that it was clearly seared in his mind.

It was, he said, around ten thirty. He was upstairs giving Peter van Pels an English grammar lesson. In taking dictation, Peter had misspelled the word “double” using two b’s. He was pointing this out to the boy when he heard someone’s heavy footsteps on the stairs. This was disturbing because at that hour all the residents were very quiet lest they be heard in the offices below. The door opened. A man stood there pointing a gun at them. He was not wearing a police uniform. They raised their hands. They were marched downstairs at gunpoint.2

In his recounting of the raid, we get a sense of Otto’s profound shock. During trauma, time slows and stretches out, and some details are strangely emphasized. Otto remembers a spelling error; a grammar lesson; a creaking stair; a pointed gun.

He remembers he was teaching Peter. He remembers the word that Peter stumbled on—“double”—with only one b. That’s the rule. Otto believes in rules, in order, but a dark force is sweeping up his stairs with the intent to kill him and all he holds most precious. Why? Power, hatred, or simply because it can? Even in retrospect, Otto keeps the overwhelming horror at bay, maintaining his self-control because others depend on him. As he looks at the gun in the plainclothes policeman’s hand, he thinks: The Allies are advancing. Luck, chance, fate, may save them all. But he is wrong. He and his family will be transported in freight cars on the last train to Auschwitz. It is unthinkable, but he also knows the unthinkable can happen.

When Otto and Peter reached the main floor of the Annex, they found everyone else standing with their hands up in the air. There were no hysterics, no weeping, only silence. Everyone is numbed by the shock of what was happening—now, so close to the end.

In the middle of the room Otto noted a man he assumed was from the Grüne Polizei, as the Dutch called the German local police force because of their green uniforms. This, of course, was Silberbauer (who was technically not a member of the Grüne Polizei but an SD officer), who later claimed that neither he nor the plainclothes policemen with him drew their weapons. But Otto’s is the more trustworthy account. Like that of most SS members after the war, Silberbauer’s testimony was designed only to exonerate himself.

The hiders’ quiet composure seemed to anger the Nazi. When he ordered them to collect their things for the trip to Gestapo headquarters on Euterpestraat, Anne picked up her father’s briefcase, which held her diary. Otto Frank reported that Silberbauer grabbed the briefcase from Anne, threw her diary with the checkered cover and some loose sheets onto the floor, and filled the briefcase with the last valuables and money that Otto and the others had managed to hold on to, including Fritz Pfeffer’s little packet of dental gold. The Germans were losing the war. By now, much of the stolen booty collected for the Reich by the Jew-hunting units was ending up in someone’s private pocket.

Ironically, it was Silberbauer’s greed that saved Anne Frank’s diary. Had Anne held on to the briefcase and been allowed to keep it when they were arrested, her diary would certainly have been taken from her at SD headquarters and destroyed or lost forever.

According to Otto, it was at this moment that Silberbauer noted a gray footlocker with metal stripes beneath the window. The lid displayed the words “Leutnant d. Res. Otto Frank” (Reserve Lieutenant Otto Frank). “Where did you get this chest?” Silberbauer demanded. When Otto told him that he’d served as an officer in World War I, Silberbauer seemed shocked. As Otto reported:


The man became exceedingly confused. He stared at me, and finally said:

“Then why didn’t you report your status?”

I bit my lips.

“Why man you would have been treated decently! You would have been sent to Theresienstadt.”

I said nothing. Apparently he thought Theresienstadt a rest camp, so I said nothing. I merely looked at him. But he suddenly evaded my eyes, and all at once the perception came to me: Now he is standing at attention. Inwardly, this police sergeant had snapped to attention; if he dared, he might very well raise his hand to his cap in salute.

Then he abruptly turned on his heel and raced upstairs. A moment later he came running down, and then he ran up again, and so he went, up and down, up and down, calling out: “Take your time!”

He shouted these same words to us and to his agents.3



In Otto’s account it is the Nazi who loses his composure, running up and down like the Mad Hatter, while he and the others retain theirs. Otto has caught the German military cult of obedience in Silberbauer’s instinctive response to his officer status, but he may have underestimated Silberbauer’s automatic, reflexive racism. Years later, he would say, “Perhaps he [Silberbauer] might have spared us if he’d been alone.”4

This is doubtful. After he’d delivered the prisoners to the truck waiting to transport them to Gestapo headquarters for interrogation, Silberbauer returned to the building to confront one of the office workers, Miep Gies. Perhaps he’d spared her from arrest because she, like him, was Austrian, but not before lecturing her, “And weren’t you ashamed to help that Jewish trash?”5

Karl Silberbauer would later claim that it was years before he learned, by reading it in a newspaper, that among the ten people he’d arrested that day was fifteen-year-old Anne Frank.

When tracked down by an investigative journalist in 1963, Silberbauer said:


The people I took from their hiding places, did not leave an impression on me. It would have been different if it had been a man such as general De Gaulle or some major resistance member or other. Such a thing you don’t forget. If I wasn’t on the clock at the moment my colleague got a call. . . . I would never have come in contact with that Anne Frank. I still remember that I was just about to go out to eat something. And because this whole case blew up after the war, I am the one dealing with the mess. . . . I wonder who is behind all this. Probably that Wiesenthal or someone at the ministry trying to gain the favor of the Jews.6



It is hard to imagine a more despicable, emotionally cauterized response. By now Silberbauer knew very well that “that Anne Frank,” whom he’d arrested on August 4, 1944, had died of starvation and typhus in Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. It was as if what mattered was not the dead child—she is incidental, not real, her suffering is insignificant—but that he is the victim. How strange that the bully, unmasked, is always awash in self-pity.
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The Diary of Anne Frank

The Diary of Anne Frank is one of the most harrowing books we will read if we read it for what it truly is: a thirteen-year-old girl’s daily account of life in hiding during the terrifying Nazi occupation of her city. Anne Frank catches every detail of the more than two years of claustrophobic life she spent with her family in the Annex attached to her father’s company.

She knows what is out there. Like the other seven people with whom she shares the space, she lives with constant fear, hunger, nightmares of abduction, and the imminent threat of discovery and death. She is not the first to experience this, but she may be one of the first to write about it as it is happening. The other masterpieces we have about the Holocaust—Elie Wiesel’s Night, Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man—are all written in retrospect by people who survived. But Anne Frank will not survive.

And this is what makes reading her diary so harrowing. From the beginning, we know the ending, but Anne Frank does not.

Anne Frank received the diary as a gift for her thirteenth birthday on June 12, 1942. Less than a month later, on July 6, her family went into hiding after her sixteen-year-old sister, Margot, was sent a summons to report for Arbeitseinsatz, compulsory work duty in Germany. Otto Frank already understood that “work duty” was a euphemism for slave labor.

Longing for an intimate companion, Anne Frank invented a friend named Kitty, to whom she writes with complete and utter candor. She writes in her diary about hope, about the mysteries of her female body, about her passionate adolescent crush on the seventeen-year-old boy whose family shared the Annex with the Franks. Anne is still a child: she cuts out images of movie stars and royals and pastes them onto her bedroom wall. Though she was born in Frankfurt, Germany, having arrived in the Netherlands at the age of four and a half, her primary language is now Dutch, the language in which she writes her diary. Her ambition is to become a writer. She dreams of a future when she will be famous. For the reader, all this is shattering since we know that for her, there will be no future.

The world Anne lives in is unrecognizable to us. In July 1943, the family discovers she needs eyeglasses. Miep Gies, one of the helpers of those in the Annex, offers to take her to an ophthalmologist, but Anne is petrified at the thought of stepping out into the street. When she tries to put on her coat, the family discovers she has outgrown it, and that, along with her paleness, would have easily identified her as a Jew in hiding. She does not get the glasses. By August 1944, she will not have walked outside for twenty-five months.

Open windows could alert people in adjacent businesses that the Annex is occupied. To breathe fresh air, the fourteen-year-old Anne must lean down to suck in the bit of air that comes across the windowsill. In her diary she writes that being cooped up in the small rooms is unbelievably claustrophobic, and the silence the hiders must maintain adds a level of terror that never seems to diminish. She finds herself climbing the stairs, up and down, trapped like a caged creature. The only solution is sleep, and even sleep is interrupted by fear.1

But she always rallies. She tells “Kitty” that the way to conquer fear and loneliness is to seek solitude in nature and commune with God—as if, for a moment, sitting in the window of the attic space looking up at the pale sky, she could forget that she cannot leave the Annex. How is it possible that she can be so ebullient, so affirmative, so full of life in the midst of such terrifying repression?

Toward the end of her diary, Anne records a particularly frightening night when thieves break into the warehouse and someone, possibly the police, bangs on the bookcase that camouflages the entrance to the secret Annex.

Anne tells Kitty that she believed she would be killed. When she survived the night, her first impulse was to declare that she would dedicate herself to the things she loved: the Netherlands, the Dutch language, and writing. And she would not be stopped until she fulfilled her purpose.2

It’s an extraordinary declaration for an adolescent just about to turn fifteen. Anne Frank’s last entry in her diary is dated August 1, 1944, three days before she and her family and the others in hiding are arrested. Otto Frank will be the only one of the eight residents of the Annex to return from the camps.

After they were liberated at the end of the war, many survivors found it impossible to put what they’d experienced into words. It took the author Elie Wiesel ten years before he could write Night. He asked, “How was one to rehabilitate and transform words betrayed and perverted by the enemy? Hunger—thirst—fear—transport—selection—fire—chimney: these words all have intrinsic meaning, but in those times, they meant something else.” How could you write without usurping and profaning the appalling suffering in that “demented and glacial universe where to be inhuman was to be human, where disciplined, educated men in uniform came to kill?”3

When Primo Levi submitted his book If This Is a Man to Einaudi Publishers in Turin in 1947, both Cesare Pavese, by then immensely famous, and Natalia Ginzburg, whose husband had been murdered by the Germans in Rome, turned it down. Levi tried numerous publishers; all rejected the book. It was too soon, they said. “Italians had other things to worry about . . . than reading of the German death camps. Italians wanted to say, ‘It’s all over. Basta! Enough of this horror!’”4

The play The Diary of Anne Frank and later the movie build to the climax of Anne’s comment in the last pages of her diary:


It’s a wonder I haven’t abandoned all my ideals, they seem so absurd and impossible. Yet I keep clinging to them, because I still believe, in spite of everything that people are truly good at heart.5



It was impossible for people to face what had happened: murder on an industrial scale; mass graves annihilating all personal memory of the dead. In both play and movie, references to “Germans” were changed to “Nazis,” and the Jewish experience was toned down. For example, mention of Yom Kippur was eliminated. This was supposedly done to strengthen the story’s secular, universal appeal. The translator of the German edition of the diary, which came out in 1950, blurred “every hostile reference to Germans and German” on the grounds that “a book intended after all for sale in Germany cannot abuse the Germans.”6

But it is as if the diary is a living document. Its reception changes with what we know or are willing to confront. Beginning in the 1960s, books, films, museums, and monuments were created to memorialize the Holocaust. People were finally ready to face up to the madness that was Nazism and willing to examine the indifference to violence that had allowed fascism to spread like a virus.

More apropos to our understanding now would be Anne’s comment toward the end of her diary: “There’s a destructive urge in people, the urge to rage, murder and kill. And until all of humanity, without exception, undergoes a metamorphosis, wars will continue to be waged.”7

You might wonder: What is the point of questioning who betrayed Anne Frank in a war that happened so long ago? The answer is that almost eight decades since the end of the war, we seem to have grown complacent, thinking, as the Dutch once thought, that it cannot happen here. But contemporary society seems to be increasingly susceptible to ideological divisiveness and the lure of authoritarianism, forgetting the simple truth that incipient fascism metastasizes if allowed to go unchecked.

Anne Frank’s world makes this clear. What are the real tools of war? Not only physical violence but rhetorical violence. In attempting to determine how Adolf Hitler had taken control, the US Office of Strategic Services commissioned a report in 1943 that explained his strategy: “Never to admit a fault or wrong; never to accept blame; concentrate on one enemy at a time; blame that enemy for everything that goes wrong; take advantage of every opportunity to raise a political whirlwind.”8 Soon hyperbole, extremism, defamation, and slander become commonplace and acceptable vehicles of power.

To look at the transformation of a city such as Amsterdam under occupation is to understand that although there were those who supported the Nazis, whether out of opportunism, self-deception, venality, or cowardice, and those who opposed them, the majority simply tried to keep their heads down.

What happens when people cannot trust the institutions that are supposed to protect them? What happens when the fundamental laws that constitute and protect decent behavior crumble? The Netherlands in 1940 was like a petri dish in which one can examine how people brought up in freedom react to catastrophe when it is brought to their door. It is a question still worth asking today.
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The Cold Case Team

The office of the Cold Case Team is located in the northern reaches of the city, which requires taking a ferry from Amsterdam Central Station across the IJ River, which connects the main city with Amsterdam-Noord. With its twin clock towers, turrets, and Gothic Renaissance facade, the station is so large that it could easily pass for a royal palace until you enter and see the stores, restaurants, railway tracks, subway entrances, and ferry docks. Walking through it today and stepping onto a boat on the Amstel River, with most of the passengers leaning on their bicycles, feels almost surreal; the freedom of it all is so seductive. But it isn’t hard to imagine the goose-stepping Wehrmacht marching through the huge building or, out in the square, men, women, and children being herded down the street by soldiers with truncheons, a sight that devastated Anne Frank as she peered through a narrow slit in the curtains in the front office of Prinsengracht 263.

The team’s office, in a newly developed residential area, turned out to be a large room organized into sections for investigators and research and administrative personnel. I was told that by January 2019 the office housed a team of twenty-three people, with an “ops room,” timelines on the walls, and highly secure access. A soundproof MuteCube enabled up to four people to confer privately.

One of the walls was filled with photographs of the Nazi hierarchy, their Dutch SD collaborators, and the informants called V-Männen (Men) and V-Frauen (Women)—the V stands for vertrouwens, or trust—who played a role in the persecution of Jews. Beneath this photo gallery sat a small three-dimensional model of Prinsengracht 263, with the Annex at the back.

On the wall opposite were photos of the residents of the secret Annex: the Frank family, the Van Pels family, and Fritz Pfeffer, and also of the helpers: Johannes Kleiman, Victor Kugler, Bep Voskuijl, and Miep and Jan Gies. The walls of the ops room were covered by maps of wartime Amsterdam and a timeline filled with photos and clippings that represented important events concerning the betrayal.

A three-and-a-half-foot square print of an aerial photo of the Prinsengracht canal taken from an English RAF airplane on August 3, 1944, covered a large part of another wall. It had been shot just twelve hours prior to the arrest of the people in the Annex. In the photo you can clearly distinguish Otto Frank’s office and warehouse and the Annex behind it. The people in hiding were still inside. They had no idea that they were spending their last night in what passed for freedom. Thijs told me that looking at the map gave the team an uncanny sense of connection with the hiders, as if time were suspended.

Thijs’s partner, Pieter van Twisk, has the cragginess of all bibliophiles, which must come from their thoroughness and obsession with detail; you can be sure that any conclusions he reaches are backed up by proof. Like Thijs, Pieter found that the research the Cold Case Team had undertaken had turned out to be much more personal than he’d originally expected. In the early stages of the project, he was looking for information in the archives of the city of Groningen about a Dutch collaborator named Pieter Schaap. Toward the end of the war, Schaap had been in Groningen hunting down a resistance leader named Schalken. To Pieter the name Schalken sounded vaguely familiar.

Eventually he discovered a document in the Groningen Archives that acknowledged and registered people who had been in the resistance. It confirmed that Schalken had been one of the leaders of the National Fighting Squads (Landelijke Knokploegen; KP), the fighting arm of the resistance. It also indicated that he had been in hiding in the house of Pieter’s grandparents. He’d heard the story before in the family but had never taken it seriously.

The document he found listed the name of his grandfather Pieter van Twisk, after whom he’d been named, with text at the bottom of the page:


Was this risky and why? Yes, for the duration of his resistance career his was the contact address of the KP, the OD and the LO etc. Several prominent resistance fighters, among them Schalken, found shelter at the family house. The above-mentioned people were wanted by the SD. Earlier he was being useful in the hiding of weapons.1



Schalken was never caught, nor were Pieter’s grandparents arrested. Pieter remembered his uncle, who had been a young boy during the war, telling him that he’d looked up to Schalken. Once, during a Nazi raid, the man calmly walked out of the house, stopped, lit a cigarette, and, very relaxed, stepped onto his bike and rode off. None of the Nazi officers suspected that he was the one they were looking for.

Clearly, it’s hard to find a family in the Netherlands that does not have a story connecting it to the war.

In the decades after the war, the popular narrative was that most Dutch people had been against the Nazis and many people had been in or supported the resistance. During the postwar period, most European countries clung to this narrative, but reality was much less monochromatic. In the last thirty years, Pieter believes, a more nuanced picture has emerged about the Netherlands and the Holocaust, first among historians and now also among part of the population.

His is the country that gave birth to Baruch Spinoza, the philosopher of liberalism, and had a long history of tolerance that led many Jews to seek refuge there after Hitler’s rise to power in 1933. Anti-Semitism there was mild in comparison to that in many other European countries. Yet the Netherlands transported more Jews to their deaths in extermination camps in the east than any other country in Western Europe. Of the 140,000 Jews living in the Netherlands, 107,000 were deported and only 5,200 returned.

Pieter said that one of his motivations for joining the project was that he needed to understand why the numbers in the Netherlands were so high. Is racism like a pathogen in the human psyche and certain circumstances can activate it? In the Resistance Museum (Verzetsmuseum) in Amsterdam, the crudity of Nazi anti-Semitic propaganda was vicious and unrelenting. Posters of murderous “Jewish Bolsheviks” standing over bodies; a bloodied crucifix on the floor; grotesque caricatures of rapacious Jews in bowler hats and suits; terrifying images of Jews as subhuman cultural parasites. How could people believe such propaganda? By studying the society that Anne Frank lived in, Pieter hoped he might come to understand what had happened, the only way never to repeat it.

Having decided to launch an investigation into what led to the raid on the Annex, Thijs and Pieter searched for funding from a variety of sources, including crowdsourcing, the Municipality of Amsterdam, and private investors, as well as publishers. They then set out to build a team of Dutch investigators, historians, and researchers. These included Luc Gerrits, a former homicide detective; major crimes investigator Leo Simais, the head of the Cold Cases and Missing Persons Department of the National Police Corps; several retired detectives; and one investigator from the General Intelligence and Security Service (AIVD).

At the first meeting of the team, on June 30, 2016, Leo introduced the so-called FOT sessions: with your “feet on the table,” you start talking, brainstorming, analyzing. Where to start? Leo couldn’t have been clearer—with the suspected phone call that the betrayer made to the SD about Jews hiding in a warehouse at Prinsengracht 263. How probable was it that the phone call actually took place? In Amsterdam in 1944, were there any public phone booths left? Had the copper telephone lines not been turned into weaponry? Was the SD phone number publicly known? And so on.

In this preliminary stage of the investigation, it quickly became clear that the Amsterdam police force during the Nazi occupation had played a questionable role. Like every other official body in the Netherlands, the police had had to collaborate to a certain extent with the Nazis during the occupation, but it seemed that a number of them had gone further in helping the Nazis than was strictly necessary.

So Thijs suggested that it would be good to have an independent outsider, someone non-Dutch, on the team. He asked Luc if he could find an FBI agent to lead the cold case. Betrayal is a nonforensic crime, since there are no physical traces, and the Cold Case Team would need to work with cutting-edge methods of information gathering to make headway. Luc turned to Hans Smit, the head of the National Police Corps undercover branch, who had been trained by the FBI. Smit suggested that Thijs call an old colleague from the FBI undercover unit who had only recently retired. “He’s the guy you are looking for,” Smit said. “His name is Vince Pankoke.”

Soon Thijs and Pieter skyped with Vince, who was living in Florida. Both were impressed by the kind and clearly highly professional investigator, who said he was intrigued by the project.

After eight years as a police officer, Vince had spent twenty-seven years as a special agent with the FBI, working undercover on high-profile cases against Colombian drug traffickers.

He had also worked the case against Sky Capital, whose CEO, Ross Mandell, might be considered to be a bit like the fictional character Gordon Gekko in the movie Wall Street. To meet Vince, you would never suspect him of having such a past. He still seems to be living undercover, a mild, anonymous man in a guayabera shirt, until you discover his passion for dangerous motorcycle races or his thirst for new challenges.

Vince has an affable nature, talking easily about his family and his German heritage. His father had fought in the US Army in World War II. Even when he was a kid and his father told him stories of the war, it struck him that the soldiers his father was shooting at could have been relatives. It is evident that Vince believes in evil and has seen a lot of it. The Russian author Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, fresh from the gulags, once said that the world has a certain tolerance level for evil; there will always be evil in the world. But when that tolerance level is surpassed, all morality cracks and human beings become capable of anything.

How, Vince wondered out loud, did German culture—sophisticated, advanced, democratic—submit to totalitarian dictatorship and so disintegrate, so lose its way, that it initiated a war that would eventually kill an estimated 75 million people, Allied and Axis, civilian and military? With his FBI undercover experience, Vince knows that one element is always present: somebody is making money. German industrialists bankrolled Hitler in secret from 1933, and the war proved profitable to them, with Bayer, BMW, Krupp, Daimler, and IG Farben emerging richer than they had gone in. In the occupied Netherlands, Vince understood that the bureaucratic ingenuity the Germans called on to remove all Jews from the country was matched only by the stealth with which they plundered Jewish property.

Like almost every other American, Vince learned about Anne Frank in school. He visited the Anne Frank House when he was well into his career—and was astonished to find that the question “Who betrayed Anne Frank?” has never been decisively answered. He said he loved nothing better than a challenge, and so he signed on to the cold case investigation immediately. But when he was well into the project, he had moments of wondering what he’d gotten himself into: the case was more than seventy-five years old, the betrayer and most of the immediate witnesses were probably dead, and there were so many other complexities. “We couldn’t get any tougher circumstances,” he said. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was what he needed to do. One of his first steps was to build a team of experts on wartime police matters, Amsterdam history, collaborators, looting Dutch fascists, and the resistance.

Monique Koemans, who works as a criminal analyst for the Dutch government, joined the team in October 2018. Besides obtaining a PhD in criminology, she had also trained as a historian. When she found an email in her mailbox with an invitation to join the Cold Case Team, she didn’t hesitate. It’s not often that a project calls on her skills as a criminologist as well as historian. She requested a one-year leave from her job.

Monique read Anne Frank’s diary more than twenty times when she was young and wrote about Anne Frank at the beginning of her career as a journalist. The case of the betrayal may be old, but she feels that the present is never far from the past.

At least in Amsterdam, remnants of the war are everywhere in the streets—on her way to work she used to pass the offices of Het Parool, a national newspaper that was started in 1941 as the resistance newspaper. In The Hague, where she now lives, she says the scars of the war are deep. Walking through Bezuidenhout, a neighborhood in the city where her grandparents lived and where her grandmother barely survived a devastating bombing, she passed the house where her grandfather was in hiding while he worked for a resistance newspaper. Her former neighbor was the son of a Holocaust survivor. He told her that at the end of the war a train full of prisoners coming from Bergen-Belsen concentration camp was left abandoned by the Nazis in the middle of a forest. His mother and grandmother were on that train. They managed to survive by eating berries until Allied troops finally found them. For his mother, leaving Bergen-Belsen at that moment meant that she survived the war. Anne and Margot Frank, who were kept behind in the same concentration camp, did not.

Several other young historians—Christine Hoste, Circe de Bruin, and Anna Foulidis—undertook much of the research work in the city’s archives, including at the NIOD Institute for War, Genocide and Holocaust Studies and the Stadsarchief Amsterdam. They pored over thousands of files, took notes and wrote reports, set up appointments, and prepared the interviews. When asked how their research into the Holocaust had impacted them, they said it had been painful to enter that past but at least they had been focused on the Netherlands, for instance, Westerbork transit camp (now a museum), where they interviewed the museum director. Christine said she didn’t believe she could have coped with the camps inside Germany and Poland.

Thijs invited his friend Jean Hellwig, a guest professor of public history at the University of Amsterdam, to join the team as project manager. It was a natural follow-up to his earlier project, Warlovechild, which had collected stories, films, and photos about children of Dutch soldiers abandoned after the colonial war in Indonesia between 1945 and 1949.* “With my own eyes I saw the healing potential of finding historical truth,” he said. Jean then invited eleven students to help with the search, allowing them to do their university internship with the Cold Case Team.

The final addition to the team was Brendan Rook, a detective who’d served as an infantry officer in the Australian Army and spent more than ten years with the International Criminal Court in The Hague investigating war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide around the globe. While Vince was still with the FBI, he’d worked closely with the Dutch National Police Corps, and one of his principal contacts from that time introduced him to Luc Gerrits. Vince mentioned to Luc that he needed someone to bounce his ideas off, a fellow investigator able to isolate and focus on the facts that might lead to solving the crime. Luc met Brendan in The Hague and, after learning about his investigative background, mentioned the Cold Case Team to him. Brendan was extremely interested and soon arranged for a leave of absence from his work to join the team.

Vince and Brendan are kindred spirits. They share a unique way of seeing things. Whereas the Anne Frank House is a museum where hundreds of visitors line up outside, for them it was a crime scene. They pictured the events of August 4, 1944, and exactly where they took place on that pitiful morning.

Brendan said that each time he visits a crime scene, he discovers new details. Standing in front of the building today, looking at its four floors, its front attic, the windows, he knows one thing for sure: a professional policeman would certainly have deduced the existence of the back Annex, and it wouldn’t have taken him long to find the secret entrance.
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The Stakeholders

In this increasingly complex cold case investigation, Vince was an outsider watching, as it were, from the periphery and having to figure out things that were self-evident to the Dutch. The upside of this was that he could remain dispassionate in the face of developments that drove the others crazy. The first shock to the group was the degree of acrimony among the various stakeholders of the Anne Frank legacy.

Thijs described the first meeting he and Pieter had had with a man he referred to as “from the world of Anne Frank,” namely Jan van Kooten, a former head of education and presentations (1983–2004) at the Anne Frank House.1 Thijs had asked Van Kooten if they could meet to discuss the organizations devoted to the story of the Franks. He wanted to know how the various groups worked and how they collaborated.

On Friday, March 4, 2016, Thijs and Pieter visited the office of the National Committee for May 4 and 5, the Dutch institution responsible for the annual Remembrance Day and Liberation Day celebrations.2 Van Kooten, currently the director, sat behind his large desk, looking rather intimidating. Thijs and Pieter were somewhat anxious, as it was the first official conversation in which they had to explain their idea: an investigation into what is popularly called “the betrayal of Anne Frank.” Their first question was cautious: What do we need to know when we start?

Van Kooten quickly pulled a blank sheet of paper and a marker from a drawer. For just a moment he stared at the paper. Then he started to draw circles and lines. He spoke softly but firmly. The two men could sense that he knew the world he described intimately and that he was choosing his words carefully—very carefully.

The drawing became increasingly complex, and it was clear that the world they were entering was difficult to explain. The essence was this.

There are three versions of Anne Frank’s diary:


	The original journal.

	Anne’s rewriting of the diary in her last months before the raid on the Annex. (In a broadcast on Radio Oranje on March 28, 1944, the Dutch minister of education, art, and science advised people to preserve their diaries so that there would be a chronicle of what the nation had gone through and survived. Anne rewrote her diary with the ambition of having it published.)3

	The rewritten diary with adjustments by (or under the supervision of) Otto Frank. This is the version that has been published all over the world.



There are two Anne Frank foundations, both founded by Otto Frank:


	Anne Frank House (AFS)/Anne Frank Stichting (Foundation) in Amsterdam. This was established in 1957 by Otto Frank to save the house and Annex at Prinsengracht 263 from demolition. The main objectives of the foundation are the management of the Anne Frank House and the propagation of the life story and ideals of Anne Frank. The foundation develops exhibitions, educational programs, and publications based on Anne’s life. It also manages the Anne Frank collection and opens the “hiding place” to the public.

	Anne Frank Fonds (AFF) in Basel, Switzerland. This was founded in 1963 by Otto Frank to distribute his daughter’s diary and manage the copyright of the Frank family.* The Anne Frank Fonds has an educational center in Frankfurt, supports many charities, and is active in the field of books, films, and plays.



Fair enough. But now things get more complicated. Version A of the diary is owned by the Dutch state. Version B used to be the property of the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam but now belongs to the Anne Frank Fonds in Basel, and in any case the image rights, including images of the text, have always belonged to the Fonds. Version C is also the property of the Anne Frank Fonds.

The two organizations have gone through quite a few lawsuits disputing copyright ownership. Whatever you do with the one could therefore have an impact on the other. That was the essence of Van Kooten’s graphic.

In the very first phase of the project, Thijs was drinking tea with a friend and explaining his thoughts about the cold case investigation. The friend told him that on one of his visits to the luxurious hotel La Colombe d’Or in the south of France, he’d run into one of the board members of the Anne Frank Fonds (AFF). (The hotel is well known for its art by Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, Marc Chagall, and many other famous artists, who left their works on the walls as payment in kind for their stays.) Thijs’s friend said that when they were ready, he would set up a telephone call between Thijs and the board member. Thijs waited until he was certain that the project was funded and ready to go forward. When they finally spoke, the AFF board member let Thijs know that he was not very receptive to the project but would nevertheless discuss it with the other board members. That led to an invitation to visit the AFF headquarters, and on Wednesday, September 28, 2018, Thijs, Pieter, and Vince took a one-hour flight to Basel.

The Fonds is located near the old center of Basel in a modern and very unobtrusive office building. The interior is luxurious but not lavish. The meeting took place in a small room with five members of the board of trustees present, including President John D. Goldsmith, Vice President Daniel Fürst, and Secretary Yves Kugelmann. The conversation was jovial and pleasant for an hour or more as sandwiches were passed around. Everyone introduced themselves briefly, and then Thijs, Pieter, and Vince spoke about their research ideas and motivation for taking on the project. Vince remembered that Goldsmith had seemed quite skeptical; he had asked why they had started an investigation and whether there was some new information to justify it.

Vince explained that the purpose of a cold case investigation was to review previously unearthed information in the hope of finding new clues. In this case, earlier investigations had been done with too narrow a focus. New techniques and technologies could bring fresh insights. After that, the board members seemed somewhat less skeptical. The atmosphere was so friendly and pleasant that Vince began to entertain the hope that the board members would pledge their cooperation. That optimism came to an abrupt end when Kugelmann asked if they already had a name for the project.

Thijs replied that the working title was “A Cold Case Diary: Anne Frank.” The room immediately became quiet. Kugelmann started to speak. He said that they really objected to that. Why misuse the name Anne Frank for the study? Did they not know that the name Anne Frank was protected and that the AFF owned the trademark rights? The Cold Case Team would not be allowed to use her name. And wasn’t it particularly unethical to make money on the back of the poor girl? After all, the betrayal was not about Anne alone, it was about all eight people hiding in the Annex—and it was also about 107,000 other Jews who’d been taken from the Netherlands and were not named Anne Frank. Why did the Netherlands claim Anne, anyway? She was first of all a German girl and a Jewish girl and not a Dutch girl! For that reason, they supported the Anne Frank House in Frankfurt. In fact, for them, it was simply incomprehensible that there was an Anne Frank House in Amsterdam.

Vince, Thijs, and Pieter were dumbfounded. Pieter in particular was outraged. The AFF was reproaching them for trying to make money from the name Anne Frank? The same AFF that has rights to one of the bestselling and most profitable books of all time? Anne foremost a German girl? Wasn’t she stateless and more or less expelled from her country by a regime that deemed her an Untermensch? Did she not write in her diary that it was her greatest wish to become a Dutch national as well as a famous writer? Didn’t she write her diary in Dutch? If she had survived the war, she might have had second thoughts about becoming Dutch, but that was clearly her intention.

Kugelmann said he saw opportunities for support and collaboration, but only if the Cold Case Team did not use the name Anne Frank. It could even cooperate with a research group that was already financed by the AFF. Although the atmosphere had clearly cooled, everyone still behaved courteously. Thijs indicated that they had not anticipated that condition as the basis of future cooperation and they needed to think about it.

And then Kugelmann spoke the words Thijs, Vince, and Pieter would not soon forget. He said that the team would never be able to solve the case without the help of the Anne Frank Fonds, insinuating that the Fonds possessed something that was key to solving the mystery. If it did have something, it would likely be in its archives, but it was unclear what specific evidence Kugelmann meant. As the three men were leaving, Goldsmith pulled Vince aside and said, “You know that Otto lied to Wiesenthal about knowing the identity of Silberbauer. Why do you think he did this?” Vince replied that he didn’t know yet but was determined to find out. This was the first time the Cold Case Team understood that Otto Frank had held back secrets.

A few weeks later, Thijs had a short phone call with a board member, who asked if the team had reconsidered using the Anne Frank name in the title of the investigation, the book, or the film. When Thijs replied that they had not, the board member let him know that the AFF was not interested in a collaboration. Later, when the investigation was at full speed, Thijs sent a letter to the AFF inviting the board to visit the team’s headquarters, which it politely declined. Also, Vince officially asked for access to the AFF archive in a letter that was answered two months later with a formal request for more details. Though he provided the requested information, silence followed.

And so the Cold Case Team learned lesson number one: the entities devoted to maintaining the legacy of Anne Frank were more mysterious and complex than even Jan’s labyrinthine graphic had suggested. And the team had no idea how much, much more complicated everything would become.*
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“Let’s See What the Man Can Do!”

Otto Frank was born in Frankfurt in 1889. On his mother’s side he could trace his ancestral roots in Germany back to the sixteenth century. He’d fought in the First World War, responding to the call “Patriotic Jews, fight for your country!” and had been promoted to lieutenant for his bravery in leading reconnaissance missions. He’d been in the trenches in France during the Battle of the Somme, which had seen 1.5 million casualties. He’d known loneliness, isolation, and fear in war. Perhaps that was why he wrote to his sister in 1917 that love and family must take precedence in a human life.1

Those who knew Otto Frank spoke of a man of merry, even jocular, temperament who was lively and full of energy but also private; he kept his own counsel. He’d met his Jewish wife in Germany, and his two daughters had been born there. He was not observant. His attachment to Germany was as strong as his attachment to his Jewish heritage.

Soon after Germany’s defeat in 1918, Jews were scapegoated for the country’s humiliation. Angry crowds attacked Jews on the streets of Berlin, blaming them for food shortages, for inflation, for the war that Germany itself had started. And a young man in prison in 1924 began writing a book, Mein Kampf.

Those who espouse conspiracy theories, with their superlatives, always suggest that the survival of humankind is at stake. And there is always an enemy, here the Bolshevik Jew. In that case it worked.

As soon as Hitler was appointed chancellor in January 1933, the persecution of Jews began. The process was remarkably bureaucratic, systematic, and devious. In March 1933, the SS established Dachau as a camp for political prisoners; by 1938, it was converted into the first World War II concentration camp. Extensive propaganda spread theories of racial hygiene, which claimed Jews were genetically unfit. The firing of Jews from their jobs and the confiscation of Jewish property soon followed.

For Otto Frank, the decree separating Jewish and non-Jewish children in schools, which forced his elder daughter, Margot, to sit apart from her non-Jewish classmates, was the defining moment. He said he would not raise his daughters “like horses with blinkers, ignorant of the social landscape outside their small group.” He wanted his daughters to be part of the world, not isolated as inferiors, as pariahs, and by implication, he wanted his country to be part of the world, not isolated by an absurd sense of Aryan superiority.

Otto Frank was forty-four and thoroughly German—friends smiled at his Prussian self-restraint—but he was also prescient. In January 1933, he and his wife were having dinner with German friends when the announcement of Hitler’s appointment as chancellor came on the radio. He and Edith looked at each other in horror as the friends remarked, “Let’s see what the man can do!”2 For those friends, Hitler was the strongman who would bring order and make the country great again after the terrible Depression. They thought they could cope with his “eccentricities.”

That night, Otto and Edith discussed how to leave Germany. Otto had been watching the rise of nationalism and knew how dangerous it could be. He asked himself how he would be able to support his family, since flight would mean giving up everything. Where could they go? Much of his extended family had already left Germany. In 1932, his older brother, Herbert, had fled to Paris, where his cousin Jean-Michel Frank had become a talented designer working with artists such as Salvador Dalí. His younger brother, Robert, and Robert’s wife, Lottie, had emigrated to England in the summer of 1933 and opened an art dealership in a basement gallery on St. James’s Street in London. His sister, Helene, called Leni, and her husband, Erich Elias, lived in Basel, Switzerland, where Erich was a founding member of Opekta, a branch of the Frankfurt company Pomosin Werke, which produced pectin, the gelling agent in jam. In 1933, Otto’s mother, Alice Frank, had emigrated to Basel to join her daughter.

When Otto looked at his choices of countries, he saw that England and the United States were out. He told himself that he did not speak English well enough. How would he earn a living? He knew his siblings would help in whatever way they could, but they were also struggling, and he did not want to burden them even more. He thought that France might work. But then his brother-in-law Erich wrote that his company wanted to expand into the international market and asked Otto to open an Opekta office in Amsterdam.

Otto had spent time in Amsterdam in 1923 setting up a subsidiary branch of his father’s bank, Michael Frank & Sons. Unfortunately, the project failed within a year as the family faced bankruptcy, and Otto was forced to return to Germany. But he had liked the city, and the Dutch were known for their tolerance. Hadn’t they remained neutral in the First World War? In early August 1933, Otto Frank became a refugee. Packing his country in his suitcase with his shoes, he and his wife and daughters left Germany forever.

Luck was not on Otto’s side. To speak of fate implies that some external or superior force was controlling things. Rather, it was chance that would now send Otto and his family this way and that as his capacity for controlling his life was gradually stolen from him.

Otto could not have anticipated it, but by the end of World War II, the Netherlands would have the worst record of Jewish deaths in Western Europe: 73 percent of Jews in the Netherlands died. In Belgium, 40 percent of Jews were killed; in France, 25 percent; in Denmark, .6 percent. In Fascist Italy, only 8 percent of Jews were killed.3 The estimate of Jews in hiding in the Netherlands varies between twenty-five thousand and twenty-seven thousand. One-third were betrayed due in part to the Nazis’ sophisticated system of financial rewards to tempt police officers and civilians into betraying hidden Jews.

That was one of the issues that had drawn Pieter van Twisk to the cold case investigation in the first place; he wanted to understand why that had happened in such large numbers in the Netherlands. One long-held theory was that the structure of Dutch society, namely, its separation into groups by religion and associated political ideas, had worked against the protection of the Jewish population. The Dutch called this “pillarization.” There were four main pillars: Catholics, Protestants, socialists, and liberals. Each pillar (the Dutch word is zuil) had its own trade unions, banks, hospitals, schools, universities, sports clubs, newspapers, and so on. Such segregation meant that people were tightly knit within their own group and had little or no personal contact with members from other pillars. Yet Pieter said that was too easy an explanation. Pillarization is too vague and generalized a notion to explain the Netherlands’ actions during the war, he said.

The historians Pim Griffioen and Ron Zeller have a more complex explanation. They point out that the Dutch method of civil registration helped the Nazis. Municipal registration cards listed name; birth date; place of birth; nationality; religion; names and birth dates of spouses and children; date of marriage; date a person died; addresses within the municipality where people lived from start date to end date; whether a person had a passport or ID. Officially, religion was listed since religious groups received government funding based on their membership. Jews were identified by the initials NI: Netherlands Israelite. Thus, when the Nazis’ roundups began in the summer of 1942, Dutch Jews were easy targets. Given the country’s geography, flight was not an option. To the east was the long border with Germany; to the south, Belgium was occupied; and to the west and north, the sea was closed to shipping. There was virtually nowhere to go.4

It is also true that the experience of the Netherlands during the war was different from that of other countries. The Netherlands was, in effect, a police state. Whereas, for example, Belgium and occupied France were ruled by the Wehrmacht, and Denmark came under the control of the German Navy, the Netherlands was initially under a civilian government led by the Austrian lawyer Arthur Seyss-Inquart, whom Hitler had appointed Reich Commissioner. A power struggle ensued between Seyss-Inquart and the NSB (Netherlands National Socialist Movement, Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging in Nederland), which was under the influence of Hermann Göring, the commander in chief of the Luftwaffe, on the one hand, and Police Commander Hanns Albin Rauter, the highest-ranking SS leader, who reported directly to SS Commander Heinrich Himmler, on the other. As Göring’s power waned and Himmler’s was in the ascendant, Rauter’s influence increased. He oversaw the deportations of 107,000 Jews, the repression of the resistance, and retaliation for assaults on Nazis. Initially the death of one Nazi called for the execution of several Dutchmen; the ratio increased over the course of the occupation.

In addition, the Dutch endured brutal repression after any dissent from the Nazi dogma. A national strike organized by the Communist Party in Amsterdam on February 25, 1941, in response to the Razzias, or roundups, of Jews is considered to be the first public protest against the Nazis in occupied Europe and the only mass protest against the deportation of Jews to be organized by non-Jews. At least three hundred thousand workers in and around Amsterdam took part.5 German repression was immediate and brutal. The strike organizers were rounded up and executed. It took a long time for the resistance to recover. “Only in the spring of 1943 did another strike take place, but . . . the protest came much too late for the vast majority of Jews who had already been deported” to the death camps.6

Still, there were many different groups and individuals who worked on behalf of the Jews. There were four networks dedicated to the rescue of Jewish children. Henriëtte “Hetty” Voûte, a young biology student, joined one group calling itself the Utrecht Children’s Committee. It set about finding hiding places for several hundred young Jewish children who’d been separated from their parents. Hetty cycled around the countryside, literally knocking on doors.7

It is impossible to estimate the exact number of people who helped Jews hide, but an approximate number would be at least twenty-eight thousand and probably more—an extraordinary figure, given these people were putting their own and possibly their family’s lives on the line, often for strangers.
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An Interlude of Safety

By December 1933, Otto Frank found his family an apartment at 37 Merwedeplein in the River Quarter of Amsterdam. It was a modest three-bedroom, upper-floor apartment in a complex of row houses built around 1920.* The River Quarter was filled with hundreds of newly arrived Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany. The poorer Dutch Jews envied their middle-class comfort, while the locals warned the newly arrived not to speak German in public lest they be identified as immigrants. Otto thought he’d found a safe refuge for his family. Anne loved the area, calling the Merwedeplein “the Merry.” For the first five or six years, the Franks felt at home in Amsterdam, and the children were soon integrated into their schools, spoke Dutch, and found friends. What was happening in Germany was tragic but remote.

In the Netherlands at that time, anti-Semitism was not overt. When it did rear its head, it was usually through verbal assaults. But a different kind of intolerance was growing. As refugees fled from Germany, then Austria and Eastern Europe, anti-refugee sentiment began to build slowly among the Dutch. The refugees came to the Netherlands in three waves: first after Hitler’s ascendance to power in 1933; then with the promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935; and finally, after Kristallnacht, the Night of Broken Glass, in 1938, when Jewish shops were vandalized and an estimated thirty thousand Jews were arrested and six hundred seriously wounded. Accused of inciting the violence, the Jews were fined millions of marks as punishment. When truth could be so distorted, it was time to flee. Between 1933 and 1940, an estimated thirty-three thousand refugees entered the Netherlands.

The Dutch government voted to treat the refugees as “undesirable elements.”1 In 1939, Camp Westerbork was set up to house both legal and illegal Jewish refugees, and private Dutch Jewish organizations were forced to finance it. Located in a remote northeast corner of the country (Queen Wilhelmina had vetoed a more central location that she felt was too close to a royal residence), the camp was made up of crude barracks and small huts. Initially, it was an open camp where people were supposedly being prepared for emigration. Eventually, Westerbork was ready and waiting for the German occupiers to convert it into a transit camp for Jews en route to the concentration camps in the east.

In the midst of all that, Otto Frank managed to establish his Opekta business with a loan from his brother-in-law, Erich Elias. The profits were slim, but by 1938 he formed a second company, Pectacon, specializing in herbs, spices, and seasonings to sell to butchers and other tradespeople, which meant he could carry on business in the winter months, when the fruit used to make jam was scarce. He’d tried to establish a branch in England, traveling to London and Bristol in October 1937, which of course might have meant his family’s eventual emigration to England and freedom, but the plan had fallen through.

Looking back at the family’s first years in the Netherlands, Otto
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