







Praise for When a Toy Dog Became a Wolf and the Moon Broke Curfew...

“This gripping story of survival in Amsterdam during World War II is a tribute to the fiercely courageous mother who keeps her child (the author) and herself alive after her husband is shipped off to a Nazi work camp. Hendrika de Vries writes, ‘we were a generation of children raised in war and oppression who learned that people disappeared from their homes, from school, and off the street, and you did not ask questions.’ This beautifully crafted memoir reminds us that we are never far from oppression by those who wish to silence us.”

—Maureen Murdock, author of The Heroine’s Journey: Woman’s Quest for Wholeness

“Reading Hendrika de Vries’s memoir of her childhood in WWII Amsterdam was a real adventure for me, one that stirred up many memories of my own, less traumatic, experience of those years. I am especially impressed by how superbly she communicates both the perspective of the child she once was and of her present self and by her richly detailed memories of the Hunger Winter of 1944 to ‘45, the absence of the father she loved, and her mother’s bravery. She writes honestly, too, of the postwar difficulties for each of them—mother, father, child—when the father returned and they had to rediscover how to be a family once again. Hendrika is a fine, fine storyteller.”

—Christine Downing, PhD, scholar and author of The Goddess: Mythological Images of the Feminine and The Luxury of Afterwards

“A nail-biting tale of female strength, spiritual resilience, and resistance to evil that is relevant today. You won’t forget this beautifully written story.”

—Dr. Betsy Cohen, psychoanalyst and author of Snow White Syndrome

“DeVries’s book is a beautifully told story of the madness and joys circling everyday life in a child’s neighborhood in wartime. The vividness of her memories serves to frighten in one moment and nourish the next. In that way her narrative is like a Northern European fairy tale—the old kind: gripping, devastating, and enchanting. Her understanding of the psyche of a family will be fascinating to people working with trauma and family therapies and epigenetic transmission of experience—even though she intentionally never leans on the language of these fields. Her inspiring story speaks eloquently for itself.”

—Nor Hall, author of The Moon and The Virgin: Reflections on the Archetypal Feminine

“This invaluable memoir is written in the authentic voice of a child but informed by a mature adult sensibility that continues to bring insights as it progresses. It portrays a real-life, ‘ordinary’ woman who risks her life and her daughter’s to hide a Jewish girl who becomes a ‘stepsister’ in the home. This eminently readable book illuminates the bonds that develop between mother and daughter in wartime, the daily grind of home life under the Nazis, and the devastating consequences of the war even for a family where everyone survives. Don’t start it in bed. You won’t be able to put it down”.

—Mary Fillmore, author of Sarton Women’s Book Award winner An Address in Amsterdam

“A riveting memoir of Nazi-occupied Amsterdam as seen through the eyes of a young Dutch girl. A hidden Jewish girl, a Gestapo interrogation at gunpoint, betrayals of neighbors, and near starvation during the Hunger Winter make this harrowing saga a tale of moral choice, spiritual stamina, and resistance that has relevance for our times.”

—Patricia Reis, author of award-winning Motherlines: Love, Longing, and Liberation

“From the first page, DeVries’s book left me holding my breath at what she and her parents went through when the Nazis took over Amsterdam, one of the worst times in western history. When age five, she lost a comfortable and safe world. DeVries’s storytelling makes this nonfiction book read like a good novel. Readers almost ‘live’ what she and her family experienced, and how they rebuilt their life.”

—Susan Miles Gulbransen, book columnist for the Santa Barbara News-Press and Noozhawk

“The title of Hendrika de Vries’s memoir made me instantly curious about what it could mean; I wondered what myth could be lurking in its folds. But I could not have grasped the fierce pull of the narrative describing her world in Amsterdam from 1942 to 1950, which covers the horrific brutality of the Third Reich in her city and the suffering it engendered in inhuman forms of barbarism. But even more, it relates the astonishing strength of her mother, who kept the two of them alive during horrific conditions of survival, starvation, and then starting over. Hendrika is a master storyteller.”

—Dennis Patrick Slattery, PhD, author of Riting Myth, Mythic Writing: Plotting Your Personal Story, and A Pilgrimage Beyond Belief: Spiritual Journeys through Christian and Buddhist Monasteries of the American West
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In memory of my parents
They showed me what strength of character looks like.


Memories are the key not to the past, but to the future.

—Corrie ten Boom, Dutch resistance fighter in WWII
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Author’s Note

This is a work of nonfiction. The events and experiences described are historically true and recounted as faithfully as I remember them; with an acknowledgment that early childhood experiences and often-repeated family stories have a tendency to blend in memory. I have changed some names for the sake of privacy, but have intentionally left others as they still live inside of me. To change them would feel inauthentic and dishonorable. Conversations and dialogues occurred originally in Dutch and have been reconstructed in English from recollections and childhood impressions. They do not represent word-by-word accounts or translations; rather I have retold them in the way that preserves the meaning of what was said and conveys the emotional spirit of our encounters and relationships.


Chapter 1

“Remember the Warmth and the Light . . .”

     Amsterdam, October 1944

You are seven years old and have never known your mother to be anything but disciplined and in control, even when interrogated at gunpoint, so why is she suddenly marching through the house flipping on every light switch? Like a woman possessed, she strides with determination from room to room: first into her bedroom where she flicks on the lamp on the dresser and the reading light next to her bed, then into your bedroom where she pushes up the wall switch, and then, with a quick yank, pulls the knobby chain on the white ceramic cat with the crooked lampshade on his head that makes everyone smile. With an abrupt turn, she enters the hallway as you walk behind her, your questions silenced by the grim set of her mouth and the intimidating force of her swinging arms that almost hit your head. Now into the bathroom, after which she stomps into the living and dining rooms to turn on more wall switches, yank chains, and push buttons for ceiling lights and single lamps. Why is she doing this? Perplexed, your heart pounding, you follow her into the small kitchen where, striking a series of matches, she lights every single jet on the gas stove, including the oven. With all the gas jets lit and blazing at full power, she places two straight-backed chairs in front of the gas stove and opens the oven door.

“Sit,” she orders.

You obediently climb on one of the chairs. She sits on the other close to you. The intense blast from the open oven and flame-shooting gas jets heats your face and the full front of your body.

“I want you to feel this warmth and see all the light and always remember it,” your mother says, her eyes locked onto yours, her cheeks reddened from the heat. “We are facing cold, dark days, but I want you never to forget this feeling of warmth and light, and I want you to know that no matter what happens, all this light and warmth will return.”

You nod, not at all sure you understand what is going on, but you tell her that you will remember. How can you not? Your face is burning up from the heat, and your home is lit up like a Christmas tree.

The next day the electric power and gas are turned off indefinitely in the city of Amsterdam, which is about to face one of the most brutal winters in its history. More than twenty thousand people will die of cold and starvation in the next five months. The history books of World War II will record this time as the “Hunger Winter.”

[image: Images]

Seventy years later, you wake up in another part of the world and suddenly realize you are old, but inside your head that curious child spirit still remembers and clamors to make sense out of all the madness we humans create and the choices we make. “What on earth is the meaning of it all?”

And despite achy joints and a need for naps, you go along with this questioning voice and are plunged back into places and feelings you thought had been left behind a long time ago. You remember your grandmother’s death, and how you wished she had written down the stories she once wanted to write, and then your daughter’s daughter, your granddaughter, tells you that her future children deserve to know how we came to the radical actions and the choices we made in those long-ago days. But how can you make them understand the magic of love, courage, and hope, and the power of the women that you witnessed in that time of great darkness? You find yourself wondering if character can be taught or lives on in great-grandchildren’s DNA, and your mind floats back like old driftwood to the gray, faraway shore of your own beginning, which of course you can’t possibly remember, but you were told the story.


Chapter 2

Back to the Beginning

“Push! Push harder,” my grandmother, my father’s fierce mother and midwife to women in our working-class neighborhood, commanded my mother, who lay spent from the long hours of labor trying to thrust me out of her body. “Push, push again, push . . . This child does not want to be born!”

And from that often-repeated story, I learned that with one last excruciating push, my mother delivered me in my parents’ bed in their two-bedroom apartment on a narrow cobblestoned street in the heart of the old city of Amsterdam.

“You have a daughter,” my grandmother said to my father, who was also present at the birth, as she placed my slippery small body in his arms.

To which he is said to have nodded and said, “That’s just fine.”

I guess I was in no hurry to enter this world. Did my soul know what was to come? Perhaps. I stem from a long line of strong women with uncanny intuitive knowing. The premonition could have come through my motherline in the womb, or maybe my psyche had already claimed my father’s imagination and sense of fate. Who knows?

I only know for sure that I fell in love with my daddy the moment I took my first breaths on earth. Those strong arms promised to shield and protect me from a world already teetering on the brink of mass madness and cruelty.

For the first years of my life, I was daddy’s little girl and he my undisputed hero in a family that sheltered me within a simple domestic order in which the roles of fathers, mothers, and little girls were clearly defined. Mothers stayed home to manage the household, cook the meals, and care for the children. Fathers ventured out into a mysterious world where they did exciting things like earn money, drive cars, and fight mythical dragons or maybe just “bad people” who wanted to hurt women and children, while little girls like me were groomed to marry a handsome prince and live “happily ever after.”

In one of my earliest memories, it was my father who rushed me to the doctor to be stitched up when I bled and screamed bloody murder after cutting my hand on an empty can of the wax my mother had used to polish the hallway floor to a sheen. On the way home he bought me all the chocolate I could eat for being his “brave girl,” a title I embraced with pride.

War with Germany, even though the Netherlands had hoped to remain neutral, loomed on the horizon, and my father was called to military service in the Dutch Cavalry, just at the time when I was stricken with scarlet fever in an epidemic that swept through our nation and took the lives of many young children as well as adults. In those pre-antibiotic days, when penicillin was not yet available, scarlet fever often proved fatal. The only available treatment consisted of isolating the patient while waiting out the course of its deadly high fevers. Homes that held a patient diagnosed with the contagious disease were quarantined so that no one could enter; that included my father, who was prohibited from coming home from military service for the six weeks it took for my body to win its fiery battle. It was my mother who sat alone by my bedside, cooled my heated body with cold washcloths, and wet my parched lips with her fingertips, while she prayed for the “miracle” of my survival during those long, dark, lonely nights until the fevers finally broke. I must have been aware that my physical survival depended on her constant vigilant care, and I imagine that I loved my mother. But it was the photo of my father that she had hung above my crib, the photo of the uniformed cavalryman seated tall on his horse in service to his country, that I stared at with blurry eyes and for whose presence I longed and wanted to get well.

My father taught me the gift of natural magic. The burning fevers had ravaged my skin so badly that it peeled off my feet and hands like thin papery socks and gloves. I have been told that I had to learn to walk all over again, and my hands were so sensitive to the touch that it threatened to become a chronic emotional problem. Neither the visiting nurse nor my mother could persuade me to touch a toy or pick up a spoon to feed myself. But when my father was finally permitted to return home, he looked down at my hands and told me with a beaming smile that it was “wonderful” because the new pink skin had brought me “magic.”

An amateur photographer, he possessed a 35 mm camera that was always an object of my curiosity, but that I had been sternly warned by my father on many an occasion “not to touch,” because it was “not a toy to play with.”

But now gently taking my hands in his, he said, “Since your hands have shed that thick old skin and are growing new skin, I think you have a magic camera touch.” With that he held the camera between his hands and mine and told me to close my eyes and feel it. Then he added, “I bet your hands have so much magic in them now that you could even change the film.”

“No, I don’t know how to do that, Daddy,” I have been told I reminded him with some indignation.

“Oh, I think you can,” he insisted. “Just keep your eyes closed.” Then he proceeded to gently guide my fingertips across the back of the opened camera to feel the film. By the end of that afternoon I had, with his hands patiently moving mine, taken the old film out of the camera and put the new roll in. That evening, still glowing with pride at my accomplishment, I picked up a spoon and fed myself. Trust in my own power of touch had been restored and my belief in natural magic was born.

Of course, had I been an older child, I would also have been aware that at about that same time, in May 1940, Hitler’s Luftwaffe bombs had obliterated the center of Rotterdam, my mother’s city of birth and the place of residence for her mother and siblings. Close to a thousand people were reported killed and more than eighty thousand, including my grandmother and uncles, lost their homes on the day of that bombardment. But sheltered in my innocent cocoon of childhood where hatred and bigotry did not exist and everyone could still safely walk the streets in freedom, I did not notice my mother’s grief and concern for her family in Rotterdam. My father’s storytelling continued to wrap me in a mythical world in which magicians, princes, and shape-shifting heroes always kept the world safe for little girls.

My father had a natural gift for storytelling, and oh, how I loved to curl up in his lap and participate in his ability to make the characters in our stories come to life.

“Tell me another story, Daddy!” I clamored at bedtime when he always let me choose which it would be that night: a tale of a mythic hero, of gods or goddesses retold from his own remembered version of the Greek and Norse mythology he loved, a fairy tale from the thick book of the Brothers Grimm, or one of my other favorite stories from the many children’s books that lined my bedroom shelf. There were always plenty of books to choose from, because I had been born into a family of readers.

With his strong arms securely wrapped around me, comforted by the familiar smells of his pipe tobacco, and the rubber, wood, and paints with which he worked, my imagination could drift on his deep voice into the magical landscapes of fairy tales and myths where, in my father’s version, the good characters always outsmarted the bad ones, magical helpers somehow appeared in time, and creatures could change their shape at will.

“You want to hear the one of that king with the funny name, Kaskoeskilewan, and the two giants again?” he would say, laughing.

“No, no. Tell me about that big old sea lion, Daddy.”

“Ah, you mean that old Greek god who can change his shape whenever he wants to?” The chuckle of his delight propelled me into the realm of mythic imagination and possibility that would inform my worldview for the rest of my life.

“You sure now?” he often teased.

“Yes, yes!” I squealed in response, while I hugged a tiny three-by-four-inch faded toy dog. The once-red little dog had been my bedtime companion since birth, as shown by its presence in one of my earliest baby pictures, where it sits stiff and new with the insides of its bright red ears still pristine white, a little bell on a pretty collar around its neck.

The little bell and collar had long since gone, its stuffing flattened, its color faded with time and too much little-girl loving, but it still held the magic of my daddy’s story-time world.

“Do you think my little dog can change into something else?” I asked him.

“Of course he can. What do you want him to be?”

“Oh, I don’t know. A big bad wolf?”

“How about a big good wolf, a gray wolf that will howl at the moon and protect you from everything.”

“From everything and everyone?”

“Yes, of course, from everything and everyone, just like I always will,” my father said, as he wrapped his arms around me and made a howling wolf sound that caused me to explode into giggles and snuggle down in the innocent illusion of his omnipotent power.
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My dad in Dutch military service—1939-40




Chapter 3

A Crack in the Paternal Shell

I was four years old before bigotry and cruelty forced the first crack in the protective paternal shell and gave me a glimpse of a world in which not all little girls were safe. That was also the day I recognized, with a confusion I could not yet articulate, that my father’s desire to protect also gave him the power to hurt me. A possibility that had not entered my young mind while we shared the imaginary dangers in the fairy tales and stories he read and told, but that pushed itself into my awareness on the cobblestoned street in Amsterdam where he and I had gone for one of my favorite walks.

My parents and I belonged to the walking culture that has always thrived in the heart of Amsterdam. If you grew up in the center of the city in those days, you learned at an early age that your legs were your best friends. An hour or two stroll across town on the weekend, even on a rainy day, was not at all unusual, and normal household management demanded daily walks to various local stores. There was the neighborhood morning ritual when I joined my mother and the other housewives, armed with shopping bags, on their way to buy the supplies for that day’s meals. Our afternoon walks took us a little further afield to the local library for the books my parents were always reading, and to the fabric store for my mother’s sewing materials. And I recall weekend afternoons and early summer evenings when my parents and I sauntered across town, with an occasional hop on and off the tramcars that crisscrossed the city, for social visits to homes of friends and family. In those days before mobile phones and the Internet created instant communication, personal visits gave my parents a chance to catch up on the latest family news and gossip, and I enjoyed playtime with friends’ children and cousins my own age. Every so now and then during the week, my father—I think to give my mother a break—even took me along on one of his regular walks to the neighborhood near the Portuguese Synagogue to visit the homes of Uncles Abe and Jacob, where Aunt Rachel plied me with sweets.

Because I was a girl, the shopping trips on which I accompanied my mother served as initiations into the future of housewife and mother for which my gender at that time in history destined me. Surrounded by the neighborhood women, I learned that each item on that day’s menu demanded special consideration. The butcher for the specific cut of beef that my mother would later grind in the meat grinder on our kitchen counter to make the meatballs I loved; the fishmonger for a special filet of fresh fish that my mother fried up for lunch exactly the way my dad appreciated it; then the grocer for coffee, flour, tea, and sugar; and of course, being Dutch, we never missed the daily visit to the cheese shop and the greengrocer with its bins of potatoes and the fresh vegetables in season. But the best stop for me was the bakery with its delicious smell of fresh baked bread just hot out of the oven, which I always got to carry with the promise that a slice of it slathered in butter and jam would be my reward when we arrived home.

The local shops acted as social centers where my mother and the other housewives exchanged neighborhood news and gossip. The shop owners knew most of them by name, and offering a candy, a cookie, or a slice of special cheese never failed to remind little girls like myself that we too would one day follow in our mothers’ footsteps. This would be my life, the enclosed world of women, a female realm of mothers and caretakers that would contain me in a comfortable routine and circle of predictability centered on nurture, care, and nourishment.

But when I was allowed to accompany my father on his visits to the homes of Uncles Jacob and Abe, I felt different, special somehow. With my small hand nestled securely in his much larger one, I would ever so carefully measure my footsteps to my dad’s, right foot to his left foot, left foot to his right foot, as we walked the many blocks from our home to the Jewish neighborhood where the uncles lived.

“Uncles” Jacob and Abe were not really uncles by blood, but my father’s connection with them ran deep. They had befriended one another in the gatherings of entrepreneurial merchants and craftsmen that met regularly in the open market square not far from the synagogue to display their latest inventions or wares. My father owned a small rubber goods manufacturing business that had achieved a status of some success. He had designed a rubber binder that could fasten luggage more securely on the growing number of bicycles in the Netherlands and also secure the bedding on the Murphy or wall beds that were gaining in popularity. On market days when he and the other men operated their stalls, they often brought along their wives and young children. This created a communal spirit and a kind of extended family, in which we small children experienced a sense of both freedom and safety as we roamed and played under the watchful eyes of the many “aunties” and “uncles” who affectionately looked out for us all.

At the homes of either Uncle Jacob or Uncle Abe, the men gathered in the cozy living room crowded with comfortable deep chairs and heavy Dutch furniture or sat around the dining room table. In the traditional style, a heavy plush tablecloth that was more like a Persian rug covered the table on which stood the china cups and saucers for tea or coffee and the glass ashtrays for the inevitable cigars and cigarettes. Uncle Jacob’s wife, Aunt Rachel, and the other women usually socialized in the kitchen, while I sat securely ensconced on my father’s lap. I nibbled on a cookie or sucked a sweet candy and inevitably dozed off to the buzz and rhythm of the male voices sharing stories, laughter, and serious conversation. Every so now and then, Aunt Rachel might come in to fill a tea or coffee cup, hand me another sweet, and ask if I wouldn’t rather join her and the other women in the kitchen, but I always shook my head no. I liked being the girl on my father’s lap in that room filled with deep masculine voices that lulled me into a sleepy sensation of being safe and secure in the world of fathers and uncles, the alluring other world of the men.

Then one day the visits came to an abrupt end. I always knew my dad to be a stern but gentle man who was never mean or hurtful, except for that one time on this particular day. We were out on our usual walk to visit the uncles, my hand as always safely clasped in his, when our approach to their neighborhood was blocked by a group of people. They had gathered on the sidewalk to watch an activity that was taking place on the street just ahead of us. We drew closer, and as I peered out past the legs of the adults, I saw something that I would vaguely recall in later years as a blurred image of people with suitcases. They were being ushered out of an apartment building and pushed into the back of a large, green-colored truck.

But within that unfocused scene, I would always recall with startling clarity the figure of a small girl among them. She was a girl about my size and age, or perhaps a little younger. I heard her scream and saw that she was crying because she had dropped her rag doll on the street, and since she was being dragged toward the truck, she could not turn back to recover it. I spotted the doll where it lay abandoned on the pavement and, trying to squeeze past the adults that blocked my way, I pulled my hand out of my dad’s so that I could run over and pick the doll up for that little girl. Instead, I was jerked backward. I recoiled with the shock of a searing pain that shot through my shoulder. My father had grabbed my hand tight and, with a rough and painful grip on my arm, he pulled me hard toward him.

“Daddy, ouch, ouch!” I cried out loud, holding my shoulder in pain, but when I looked up at him, the grim set of his mouth and the anger in his eyes shocked me into silence. He lifted me off the ground, and enfolding me in his arms with my face pressed hard into his neck and shoulder, he turned away from the crowd and carried me the long walk home without uttering a word.

It was the first and only time I remember my father ever hurting me physically. An awareness of something dark and confusing disturbed my childhood innocence that day, an experience of a frightening world in which my beloved daddy had hurt me. Did he want to protect me? Was he afraid that I would be put in the truck with that other little girl? I don’t remember ever asking him those questions.

I was a little girl who loved having dolls and stuffed animals around her. Because I was an only child, my dolls were my imaginary siblings. For my second birthday my dad had even bought me a doll that was as big as I was. For months I dragged her around as if she were a twin sister. But on that fateful day, I had my first awakening to a world where little girls were stuffed into trucks and cruelly separated from their dolls. I did not understand how this could happen on my favorite outing to visit Uncles Jacob and Abe, who always made little girls like me feel special and important. My brain was not yet developed enough to grasp what was happening on the streets of Amsterdam that year, but for the rest of my life I would carry the visceral memory of that shock of confusion and the image of that little girl crying out for her rag doll that lay abandoned in the street.

That night, when my father told me my usual bedtime story, I asked him what was going to happen to that little girl who had been dragged from her home and loaded into a truck. He said that the little girl would be all right. I should not worry, and he retold his version of one of my favorite fairy tales in which the “bad people” are punished and the good, kind prince rescues and marries the helpless young princess, who then of course lives “happily ever after.”

Then he put his arm around me in a hard hug and assured me, “I will never let anything bad happen to you.”

I did not have the awareness yet to ask the question, “Why her and not me?” That would come many years later.

And when my mother came to tuck me in and kiss me goodnight, she told me to remember the little girl in my prayers. “God will take care of her,” she promised me.

From that moment on, my father no longer took me with him on his visits to Uncles Abe and Jacob, and in my parents’ conversations with each other, I now began to hear the words resistance and hiding in ways that I did not yet comprehend. When I asked my mother, she told me that the uncles and Aunt Rachel had gone to England where the queen now lived, and I was not to worry. They were safe. I did not yet
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