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Praise for Edith’s Story

‘It holds you with the same intensity as The Diary of Anne Frank and leaves you heartbroken, illuminated, and amazed at the capacity for courage’

Guardian

‘Through the pages of this touching book come echoes of a shattered family, its pieces splintered beyond repair. Edith’s story is not unfamiliar; but in their detail all survivors’ stories are different. They bear telling again and again’

Caroline Moorhead, TLS

‘Truly moving … leaving one with great hope in humanity’

The Times

‘Both memoir and meditation, it is moving and wise … neither sanguine nor sentimental about the Holocaust and man’s capacity for evil. The most vivid evocation of the experience of Nazi Occupation I have ever read’

Independent

‘Immensely moving’

Mail on Sunday

‘Do we need another Holocaust memoir? Yes, we do. The subject goes to the heart of being human: wars and, as we now know, genocides will never go away; and each report from the depths may reach a new generation … Edith Velmans’ story is close – sometimes startlingly so – to Anne Frank’s. The great difference between Edith and Anne is that Edith herself survived, which makes her story even more approachable, even more There but for the grace of God go I’

Spectator

‘One of the best and most moving memoirs I have ever read’

Ruth Rendell, Sunday Times

‘Readable and evocative … Reading her book, it is impossible not to think of Anne Frank’

Daily Telegraph

‘It’s impossible to get through this inspiring and great-hearted volume dry-eyed, or without admiration for people who so bravely persevere through unimaginable hardship and privation’

Washington Post

‘Here is a book of simple, breath-taking power that deserves to become a classic. It has a serene quality of freshness and awareness that refines the truths it conveys – how light changes to darkness as an inexplicably menacing world bears down upon the child and adolescent girl who tells the story’

Ralph Glasser, The Oldie

‘A moving but also restrained account of the persecution of one particular Jewish family into hiding and the concentration camps’

Glasgow Herald

‘This memoir recounts wartime events with poignant detail. Full of love and extraordinary courage, it is a must read’

Eva Waite-Taylor, Independent
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Edith Velmans was born in 1925 in The Hague. She took a degree in Psychology at the University of Amsterdam after the war and worked as the interim director of a war orphanage there until 1948. In 1951 she left the Netherlands with her husband Loet Velmans and two baby daughters. She studied with Piaget in Switzerland and received a Masters of Education from Columbia University in New York City in 1977. Mrs Velmans was knighted by Queen Beatrix of the Netherlands in 1996. She died aged ninety-seven in 2023.
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INTRODUCTION

Edith Velmans was raised in The Hague, the youngest child of a loving, liberal family. Swimming, skating, cycling, she was not overly concerned by the threat from Nazi Germany, even when, in 1938, her German grandmother was stripped of her citizenship, shunned in the street by former friends (it had become illegal to fraternise with Jews) and arrived to live with them in Holland. Omi, as she was known, brought with her a portrait of her only son, killed in the First World War, and the cross issued by Hitler to those who sacrificed their loved ones for the Fatherland. She also brought Edith her first diary.


Threatening clouds hang over the ocean

Swarming with birds, flying along in motion

Here it comes

Here it comes

It’s dark over all the world.



This is a poem Edith wrote, aged thirteen, in June 1939, of which she was ‘rather proud’. And she has much to be proud of. Clever and popular, her diary is filled with the details of parties, outings, descriptions of a cabaret that she wrote herself. There are sailing trips, a festival of ice, boys she likes who invariably like her, the relief when her family’s plans to relocate to America come to nothing. Her grandmother isn’t granted a visa – America has accepted enough German Jews already – and they can’t leave her behind. Anyway, decides Edith, there could be nowhere better to live than Holland. Holland remained neutral during the last war; nothing really bad could happen here. But when Germany invades and Holland is occupied, slowly, surely, the darkness descends. It is a story that we know too well. The accumulation of slights, the yellow stars that must be sewn onto all items of clothing. Soon there is no access to the beach, the tennis club, the school. Money is frozen. Houses are seized. It’s strange how much you can bear, if your doom is parcelled out to you in small doses, her father writes later. It’s just like poison: if you start taking it very gradually, increasing the quantity drop by drop, then your body will eventually get used to it.

By 1942, Edith’s life is unrecognisable. The adults are in hospitals or camps. One of her brothers is far away in America; the other has been arrested while attempting escape. Edith, adopting a new, Christian identity, has found refuge with friends of friends, prepared to risk their lives to take her in. There are moments of relief: the liberation of unpicking those stars, burning the material, flushing the ashes down the sink. The surprise of cycling again, of leaving the house unrestricted. But the strain is immense. Edith finds that her new home is opposite an army barracks. That there is a German officer billeted in the room opposite her own.

But Edith cannot falter. ‘I forbid you to be afraid,’ her foster mother instructs her. And when the officer is confronted by his hosts, questioned about Germany’s losses, the fate of the Jews, he seems ignorant of the facts. ‘That cannot be,’ he responds. ‘It isn’t true.’

Before Edith left home she packed the seven volumes of her diary into a small case and gave them to a friend. It is too dangerous for her to keep a diary now. It is too dangerous even to be Edith. Alone in her room, she lives off her memories: the house full of visitors, of poetry and music, the celebration of achievements, of anniversaries and birthdays. These are the things that formed her, and they are what will sustain her, along with the letters from her parents that are smuggled in by friends in the months and years ahead. Letters she is instructed to burn, something she finds she is incapable of doing. These letters, along with Edith’s diaries – which were returned to her, miraculously, after the war – form the backbone of this book. They show us how she was taken into the confidence of both her parents, how even under the most harrowing conditions her father attempted to guide her, so that she in turn was able to guide him. To reassure him that if he needed to leave them, if he had to go, that she would be there when – and if – the others returned from the camps. All that she’d received during her childhood would be enough to find her way into the future, alone.

It’s twenty-five years since I first read Edith’s Story. It was powerful then, and it is powerful now, and it continues to bring with it the shadow of that other young Dutch girl confiding in her diary, her circumstance and preoccupations so often the same. In acknowledgement of Anne Frank, Velmans begins her story with a vignette, skipping forward to happier, post-war days when she befriends a new mother in the hospital where both women have just given birth. This woman is Miep Gies, and on being introduced to Aunt Tine, the woman who hid Edith during the war, Miep confides that she too helped to hide a family, but that the family were betrayed. Later, when she sees Edith jotting down her thoughts, she tells her how the youngest daughter, Anne, also wrote a diary. That the diary has recently been published. Edith nods, polite. Privately she wonders who will read it. Who will be interested in the diary of one young girl? Those that have survived will be too busy getting on with their own lives.

This may be why Edith Velmans had to be coaxed into translating her diaries; why she took so long to tell her story. I’m glad she did. Is this who Anne Frank might have been if she’d lived? Courageous, determined to help others, to seek out good. Don’t ever let hate, in whatever form, overpower your soul, because nothing good has ever come of it, her father writes in one of his last letters. Hate is a disease that only brings out the same – but stronger – in others.

Reading Edith’s Story it seems impossible that this could happen again. The suppression of one race by another. The hiding away of unwanted people behind walls. Velmans asks us not to look away. Not to pretend, not to insist, like the soldier billeted with her foster family, that ‘it isn’t true’. And just as powerfully, Edith’s Story shows us what can be overcome; how rather than be consumed by darkness, it is possible to live on in the light.

Esther Freud, 2025





It’s strange how much you can bear, if your doom is parcelled out to you in small doses. It’s just like poison: if you start taking it very gradually, increasing the quantity drop by drop, then your body will eventually get used to it.

David van Hessen, May 1943
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

When I came to live in the United States some forty years ago, I was startled at the keen interest people seemed to take in what had happened to me in the Netherlands during the Second World War. My friends’ curiosity about what to me had always seemed rather commonplace served to overcome my initial reluctance. I decided the best way to begin answering their questions and to tell my story was to translate my wartime diaries and letters.

The historian Dorothy Lipson and the writer Kati David, both dear friends, were the first to urge me to write down this story. It is a great regret to me that they are no longer here to see the fruition of their faith and encouragement.

Without the prodding, enthusiasm and professional expertise of my daughter Hester, I would never have been able to create order out of the chaos. Working together on this book was a wonderful experience for both of us. ‘In editing your memoir,’ she told me, ‘I am learning to love and intimately appreciate the grandparents I never knew.’

For their help and friendship I also wish to thank Renata Laqueur, Wanda Fleck, Estelle Leontief, Marianne and Jon Swan, Karen Polak and, last but not least, for his wisdom and support, my husband of the past sixty-five years, Loet Velmans.

Edith Velmans

June 2014




PROLOGUE

It is July 1950. I am lying in a hospital bed in Amsterdam, my two babies in my arms. My doctor tells me the odds of having twins are just one in seventy-eight. He says this as if it’s quite an achievement. An instant family! Sure, I think to myself. If I keep having two at a time, we can have the world repopulated in no time.

Because when I hear numbers like that I can’t help thinking of the grimmer statistics. Of the 140,000 Jews in Holland before the war broke out ten years ago, fewer than 30,000 have survived – about one in five. Of the six of us in my immediate family, two are left.

A few moments after the first baby was out and I was lying there exhausted, Dr Herzberger leaned over me and said hopefully, ‘There’s at least one more in there.’

After a long, hard labour, I had no patience for the doctor’s sense of humour. ‘Ach laat maar zitten,’ I groaned. Which means: ‘Oh just leave it in there, then.’

But it was no joke. Twenty minutes later another full-term, six-and-a-half-pound baby was born.

After Loet, the beaming father, had gone home for a few hours’ sleep, Aunt Tine suddenly appeared at my bedside. She was the first to be allowed in – well before the visiting hour. She told the nurses she was the grandmother. She hugged me with tears in her eyes, and I was very moved.

Now it is the next day, and I am having a cosy chat with the new mother in the bed across from mine. Her name is Miep Gies, and she is radiant. She is holding a baby boy – Paul. She tells me how she and her husband Jan had been longing for this moment. She is fifteen years older than me, and has been waiting a long time for a child. ‘We got married, and then the war intervened – you know,’ she says.

‘I know,’ I say, nodding.

The nurses walk into our room and start showing us how to put our babies to our breasts. I look around and ask the nurse, ‘But what should I do?’ The nurse says calmly, ‘The same as everyone else!’ ‘Who, me? But, I mean … I’ve got two!’ ‘You’ve got two breasts, haven’t you?’ she says sensibly. ‘Well then!’

Much to my astonishment, it works. I nurse my two babies, one at a time. When the other mothers have finished and can lie back and rest, I have to start all over again with the other twin. But we do it honestly, fairly, alternating breasts so that one will not have more than the other.

The days in the maternity ward fly by. Miep Gies and I compare and admire each other’s babies, do stomach-tightening exercises together, giggle like schoolgirls behind the strict nurses’ backs and exchange confidences. After being introduced to Aunt Tine and hearing me explain how exactly she is related to me (Tine zur Kleinsmiede is the woman who hid me from the Nazis during the war), my new friend Miep tells me that she, too, helped to hide a Jewish family, right here in Amsterdam. She stops and bites her lip, staring out of the window.

‘What happened?’ I ask softly. Not that I can’t guess.

‘They were betrayed in the end. 1944. We don’t know by whom. Only Mr Frank came back from the camps. They had two daughters – Margot and Anne.’ She dabs at her eyes.

I sigh. It’s a familiar story. Everyone you meet has lost someone in the war.

Another day Miep sees me scribbling in the baby book I have enthusiastically begun for the twins.

‘Oh, Anne was always writing too,’ she says. ‘You know, Mr Frank’s daughter. She always said she wanted to be a writer when she grew up. She kept a diary. After the Nazis came for them, I took it and saved it for her. Now Mr Frank has had it published.’

‘Really!’ I say politely. ‘I’d like to read it someday.’

I don’t say this to Miep, but I don’t think that very many people will be interested in reading this poor girl’s diary. Lots of people must have kept diaries during the war – I know this because even I kept a diary. I have a suitcase full of journals dating from the war years. Anne Frank’s story must be much sadder than mine, of course, because she died. Yet even she was just one of the thousands – no, millions of victims.

I sigh. In postwar Holland, nobody likes to talk much about the war any more. We who are left are too busy rebuilding our world to dwell on the past. We are just trying to get on with our lives as best we can.

Miep Gies’s little boy Paul is constantly hungry. Miep has been having trouble breast-feeding, as her milk has not come in abundantly enough. I, on the other hand, am lactating like a leaky faucet. Because I am spending twice as much time nursing as the other new mothers, my glands are overstimulated and produce so much milk that I have to stuff little glass receptacles into my bra to catch the overflow.

The nurses have come up with a most practical solution. When Miep’s baby is crying because he is not satisfied, they collect my excess milk and give it to him in a bottle.

Miep is allowed to leave hospital after ten days, while I, as the mother of twins, have to stay another week. Miep and I part as friends for life. Jan Gies, Miep’s husband, returns every day to the hospital to collect my milk for his son. When I am finally allowed to go home, we continue the routine for another two weeks. Finally little Paul’s appetite levels off, and Jan’s visits to our apartment, armed with his milk bottle, cease.

I don’t get around to reading Anne Frank’s diary until years later, when Anne has become a legend in the world.

There is another Miep in my life – Miep Fernandes, my best friend from school. It was to this Miep that I gave my diaries for safekeeping the day before I went into hiding. They were packed neatly into my little black patent leather suitcase. Actually, the suitcase wasn’t really mine, it was Omi’s. It used to contain the folded white lace-trimmed linens (chemise, robe, socks and bonnet) that my grandmother intended to be buried in. When the Germans invaded Holland and Father instructed each of us to pack up our most precious belongings in case we had to make a run for an air-raid shelter, Omi’s suitcase was the only thing I could find that was just the right size. I appropriated the suitcase for my journals and dumped Omi’s funeral clothes unceremoniously into a drawer.

After the war, Miep Fernandes returned the little black suitcase to me, with its precious contents intact: my diaries, with their cheerful striped and gingham covers. I have kept them all these years, through countless moves and life changes. My first diary is the most serious-looking of the lot, brown leather tooled with gold. This is what it says on the opening page:


19 September 1938

This book was given to me by my grandmother, Omi, when she came to live with us with all her trunks and boxes from Germany. So you could say this is a piece of my inheritance! I will use it as a scrapbook, so that later, when I am grown up and we are living in another era, I’ll be able to recall these ‘modern times’ in which we live now, and laugh about the funny and old-fashioned things we thought were the latest thing in 1938.



Sometimes I take out these early diaries and leaf through them. It gives me the kind of comfort a miser must feel when counting out his coins. I remember the urgent feeling I used to get sometimes to write things down, an urge I once tried to describe like this:


There are times when I’m so happy that I think I’m going to burst. I want to hold on to those moments – I want to catch, keep, and freeze them for ever. Like sun-rays in a little box that I can open when it’s dark outside.



Here are my sun-rays, and my little box. How could I have foreseen that someday I would be needing them so much?

[image: A photograph of Edith sitting in an armchair, wearing a checked dress with a book in her lap, aged thirteen.]
Edith, aged thirteen
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THE PEAR TREE

My grandmother, Mina Weil Wertheimer – Omi – came to live with us in 1938. She came from Sinsheim, a village near Heidelberg in Germany. Having lost one baby in childbirth and another to childhood illness, she had the misfortune of losing her husband – my grandfather, Gustav Adolf Weil – when her two surviving children were very young. The biggest tragedy of her life, however, was the death of Julius, her only son, who was drafted into the Kaiser’s Imperial Army in 1914 at the start of the First World War. I remember the photograph on Omi’s desk showing a handsome, proud Prussian officer with a thick moustache and a spiked helmet. Next to the photograph was displayed a small iron cross, with ‘1914–1918’ emblazoned in the centre. This was the Ehrenkreuz (Cross of Honour), awarded to all ‘heroic mothers’ who had sacrificed their sons for the Vaterland.

My mother, Adelheid Hilde, was the only child left, and Mina’s only consolation: a dutiful and loving daughter. She had just graduated from school when the First World War broke out, and she spent the war nursing wounded soldiers returning from the front. It wasn’t long before the end of that war that she fell in love with David van Hessen, a visiting Dutch businessman thirteen years her senior. In 1918, when Germany had been vanquished, Father brought Mother home to Amsterdam.

I have only vague memories of my grandmother’s house in Sinsheim. Behind the main house there was a separate building housing the laundry. This must have made quite an impression on me, because what I remember most vividly are the strong, red, bulging arms of the plump, motherly maid who boiled bedlinens in a large pan while scrubbing pillowcases and featherbed-covers on a metal washboard. I also remember the fragrant smell of apples lined up on slatted open shelving stacked high in the laundry attic. And I remember helping Omi pick redcurrants in the garden and then licking out the pan in which the jam had been made.

By 1938, the year my parents finally managed to persuade Omi to leave Sinsheim, she had been stripped of her German citizenship. She was Jewish; in other words, no longer acceptable. Her neighbours in Sinsheim avoided her, and even good friends regarded it as too risky to acknowledge her. Even so, she found it hard to tear herself away. My parents talked her into leaving her home by assuring her that nothing like this would ever happen in Holland.

Mother went to help Omi pack her belongings and ‘sell’ the parental home, although for all intents and purposes the house was confiscated. Someone had offered Omi a pittance for it, and Mother had been told it would be dangerous to refuse, or to haggle over the price. Mother reported that one or two ‘Aryan’ neighbours had sneaked in under cover of night to say goodbye. They told Omi they were sorry they couldn’t visit her openly or even nod to her in the street. After all, fraternising with Jews was now forbidden.

Omi was the first of a stream of refugees, many of them relatives on my mother’s side, who found a warm welcome in our home, and often financial support as well, before going on to England, the United States or South America. Some of them even considered remaining in Holland. Naturally I thought this the best decision. Surely no other country in the world was a better place to live in than ours. After all, Father had told me that during the war of 1914–18 many refugees had found a safe haven right here in the Netherlands. When I was much younger, if I didn’t finish the food on my plate, Mother would tell stories about the war years in Germany, when they had had little or nothing to eat. She was always talking about her ‘entrance into Paradise’ when she came to Holland as a bride and could suddenly get anything she wanted, even chocolate and oranges.

[image: A photograph of Edith’s mother as a young bride with a Dutch fisherman, standing in a cobbled back street.]
Mother as a young bride, with Dutch fisherman, 1920

Well! That settled it for me. It proved that our country was preferable to any other country on earth. Imagine living in a place where they didn’t have any chocolate! Holland was a neutral country, that’s why we had not participated in the Great War of 1914–18, even when some of the most deadly battles had been fought just across the border, in Flanders. If, as Father thought, Hitler tried to start something, we’d surely be safe here.

The German relatives caressed me, they pinched my cheeks and debated heatedly whom I resembled most. Their sentimentality was alien to me. In Father’s family everyone was very sober, undemonstrative and down to earth. The van Hessens came from Groningen, in the north of Holland, where they had lived, first as cattle merchants, then as respected shopkeepers and businessmen, for generations. I felt slightly superior to these poor, deferential refugees who had lost everything and were facing an unknown future. I was secure in my happy, comfortable life in The Hague. I was proud to be a student at the Netherlands Lyceum, a prestigious private school.

Omi cried often, and I sensed that suffering meant a lot to her. Her departed ones were very much a presence in her life. She often stayed in bed with cold compresses on her head, for she had recurring headaches. I felt she used the headaches to manipulate my parents whenever she thought she was not getting enough attention. Mother spent a great deal of time tending to her; consequently, I grew resentful that I always had to share my mother with Omi. It also bothered me that since Omi’s arrival, German was heard so often in our Dutch home. I hated that language, and like most people I knew, I disliked Germans. Even though I excluded Mother’s relatives from my prejudice, I absolutely refused to identify with them in any way. I was Dutch and so was Mother. I wanted her to speak Dutch all the time – she spoke it flawlessly, without an accent.

I must confess that I often wished that my mother was different. I wanted her to be more ordinary, more unobtrusive and more like the mothers of my friends. I cringed when Mother came to the Lyceum in high heels, sporting the latest hat from Paris, a fashionable fur coat flung over her shoulders. I wished I had a mother who arrived on her bicycle, wearing sensible flat shoes and an Egyptian cotton raincoat belted at the waist.

[image: A photograph of Edith’s mother , Hilde, dressed in a glamorous fur coat beside a stream.]
Edith’s mother, Hilde

When Omi wasn’t competing for Mother’s attention, she was a lovely grandmother whom you could tell your secrets to, and who was always generous with advice and special treats. When she came to live with us, it was she who brought me the little gold-trimmed leather book which was to become my diary. At first, I used it as a scrapbook, carefully pasting into it photos of my favourite film stars cut out of magazines. But soon I was passionately recording my daily thoughts and doings:


6 February 1939

I’ve had enough of pasting pictures in this album. So I’ve decided to begin a diary. I hope to illustrate it as well – whether I will or not is another story. I think it’s a little risky to record my deepest secrets here, because you never know into whose hands this may fall someday.



Maybe it was the fact that my mother suddenly had less time for me that made me turn to my diary. Or perhaps it was because, being the youngest, I felt I wasn’t always taken all that seriously by my family. At dinner, there would be animated discussions on subjects that I knew little of, and my big brothers would ignore me when I tried to say my piece. When I finally piped up, wailing, ‘Not fair, I never get a turn!’, Father would hold up his hand, and tell the boys to be quiet. Then, making a great show of looking at his watch, he would say, ‘All right, Edith. You have exactly two minutes to talk. Ready – set – go!’ Stammering foolishly in the unfamiliar silence, I was unable to remember what it was that I had wanted to say – until my time was up. In my journal, however, I could chatter away to my heart’s content, leapfrogging from one thought to another with no one to answer to but myself.


24 February 1939

Today I finished my geometry – not too well, I think, I’m not sure though, it could be good. Tomorrow we’re going to a youth concert. I’m looking forward to it. Because I’d so like to learn all about music, I mean classical music, so that I could understand it and appreciate how beautiful it is. I’d like to really be able to enjoy that kind of music. Now I enjoy the lighter kind of music. Piano – I love it. I wish I could play the piano. Jazz, too – piano jazz. I like it for a while, but then I’ve had enough. I have a new plan for my future. I want to be an architect, or something to do with children. I want to help sick children or poor children – give them a lovely holiday. I want to have a house in the country, and have children come for vacations. I hope in any case that someday I’ll have my own house, with a good man and sweet kids. I hardly ever dare to express my feelings, in speech or here, on the page. But this kind of feeling isn’t really that intimate. I mean, most girls hope for the same kind of thing. I have to study my French. I’d better not say anything about the hockey match against Hudito – except to say we lost 5–0, just as we did on Sunday.



Within three and a half years I had filled seven notebooks, and I was hooked for life.

My father’s name was David van Hessen, but he was known to his friends and family as ‘Dago’. His parents had agreed to let him train as an artist on condition that he learn a trade as well. The business Father went into was timber: he was the European representative of the Ritter Lumber Company of Columbus, Ohio. He used to tell us that he was happy with the choice he had made. Rather than devote his life to art (and risk us all starving in a garret), he had vowed to be a good provider for his family. He used to say, ‘I’d much rather be a first-class amateur than a second-rate artist.’ Art did remain an important part of his life, however. At home he was never without his sketchbook or his paints. He had converted a WC on the third floor into a darkroom for his photography; a corner of his study was his sculpture atelier. It was one of my chores to keep the clay on the revolving pedestal behind his desk moist when he was away. His work was sometimes shown in group exhibits, and business trips abroad enabled him to cultivate acquaintances and exchange ideas with artists such as Käthe Kollwitz and Paul Prött.

[image: Edith’s father sitting at his desk, dressed in a pinstripe suit.]
Edith’s father, David (Dago) van Hessen

It was on one of those business trips that he had met Mother, at a friend’s wedding. Mother claimed she knew immediately that this tall, handsome Dutchman was the man she was going to marry, but it took a second chance meeting in the streets of Heidelberg, some months later, to convince Father. He said it was the best decision he had ever made in all his life, to take for his bride the striking, dark-haired young woman, who lit up his formerly taciturn and stolidly middleclass life with colour and breeziness and passion. After the war they set up house in Amsterdam, and in 1920 my brother Guus was born. Two years later they moved to The Hague, where my other brother, Jules, arrived in 1923, followed by me, the only girl, in 1925.

[image: A photograph of Edith’s father with Guus and Jules as young boys in his arms.]
Father with Guus and Jules, 1925

[image: A photograph of Jules, Edith and Guus in 1930 as young children, sitting on a bench.]
Jules, Edith and Guus, 1930

My mother had a good voice and played the piano, my father played the violin and the guitar, and together they would sing sentimental ballads like two lovebirds, to our great delight. Father enjoyed reading poetry to us, or stories by his favourite authors, O’Henry and Mark Twain. My brothers and I were encouraged to be creative. Guus loved to paint windmills and often went on landscape-painting expeditions with Father, armed with his own little paintbox and easel. Jules fixed up boats and made all sorts of vehicles using salvaged materials. (One day, intending to take my dolls for a walk, I discovered the wheels of my doll carriage missing. They turned up on one of Jules’s ever more ingenious go-karts.) I tried my hand at everything, from the accordion to cartooning.

[image: A photograph of Edith and Jules as young children riding in a homemade go-kart.]
Edith and Jules in home-made go-kart, 1930

[image: A photograph of Jules and Edith as children skating on a frozen pond.]
Jules and Edith skating

Even though it was said that it had taken some adjusting for my aunts on Father’s side to adapt to their exuberant and decisive sister-in-law, I remember warm and harmonious family gatherings. Birthdays and wedding anniversaries, especially, were celebrated in grand style. There were always poems, speeches and tributes composed in flowery language, expressions of love and admiration, as well as the occasional joke or sly caricature sketched by Father.

When Mother turned forty, Father gave her a gramophone record on which each of us in turn read a poem, or a little speech. It included a song composed by Father, which ended, ‘… and when we are very old and we have come to the end of our life I hope I’ll be able to say to you, “Come, Hilde, come, we haven’t lived in vain …”’

[image: A photograph of Edith’s mother in an armchair, surrounded by Guus, Edith, Jules and a black dog.]
(Clockwise from upper left) Guus, Edith, Mother, Jules and Fifi the dog, 1938

In 1939 Father was fifty-eight; I had three years of high school left, and my brothers had not yet started university. As he did not have a pension, Father did not see himself retiring until his three children had finished their studies. Whenever I saw a worried look on his face, I imagined it was all because of me. I was growing so rapidly that I was constantly in need of new clothes or new shoes. I told Mother that I’d do anything to make him cheerful again – I’d even return the new skirt we had bought, or wear my old shoes even though they pinched. But Mother reassured me that there were other things bothering him, and my rapid growth had nothing to do with it.

I was thirteen and my head was full of school, friends and fun. My friends were everything to me, and I had many of them. So did Jules. I was a little shy around my brothers’ friends, because they were older than me. That did not stop me, however, from tagging along whenever they would let me. One of Jules’s schoolmates was Loet Velmans, whom I remembered from summers at the beach when we were little, chiefly as the most agile and tanned of all the children swinging on the monkey-bars.

I was in the eighth grade when I first met Miep Fernandes at the Lyceum’s rowing club. She was as immediately convinced as I that we would be friends for life. Miep was older than me and in the ninth grade; she and her family had recently returned to Holland from the Dutch East Indies, where her father, an ophthalmologist in the army, had been stationed. The family was originally from the West Indies.* After hearing each other’s stories and meeting each other’s families, Miep and I decided that our parents were sure to become friends if we introduced them to each other, because they had so much in common. Sure enough, our parents did become good friends, and other friendships developed, most notably between my cousin Paul and Miep’s older sister Nina. Miep and I decided to write a comic opera together, a cabaret-like farce that took place in a beauty salon, complete with funny lyrics set to popular melodies. It was to be performed by our drama club at a special theatre-and-music evening before the entire school.

But another piece of excitement eclipsed even the writing of a comic opera: we were about to take possession of a new sailboat! We named it Den Doolaard, which means ‘wanderer’ and was the name of a popular Dutch author.* Every chance we got, my brothers and I would be down at the dockyard admiring our new boat. We were all avid sailors, including Father. Summer was for swimming, rowing and sailing; winter was for skating. Politics meant nothing to me. I remember Jules sprawled on the floor, leaning on his elbows with his feet waving in the air, reading the newspaper spread in front of him. I never asked what it was all about. I was too busy to care.

[image: A photograph of Edith in a polkadot dress and sailor hat, aboard a boat.]
Edith, sailor

A sense of foreboding hung over my life, however. Once, during dinner, the telephone rang. Father got up to take the call, and I caught Mother watching him with a worried expression. Then Father turned his back on us, bending his head and pressing it into the earpiece as if to hear better, and Mother exchanged a concerned look with Omi. I knew something was terribly wrong. But Mother reassured us, saying we shouldn’t worry. We protested that we didn’t want to be treated like little children. When Father put the receiver down, I implored him to tell us what happened. Father finally said, ‘My brother – your uncle Leo – just died.’

‘Oh, is that all?’ I thought, relieved. I had been expecting to hear something much worse, although I didn’t know exactly what.

In my diary, I wrote down a poem of which I was rather proud:


Thunderstorm

Threatening clouds hang over the ocean

Swarming with birds, flying along in motion

Here it comes

Here it comes

It’s dark over all the world.

The people take cover

In terror at this malice unfurled. Now it bursts,

A flash of fire,

A thundering knell

Rolls over houses, fields and woods,

Lights up the trees down in the dell.

Then, at the climax of its force,

Explodes again, unleashes the worst

A bang! and then a creaking,

A blinding ball of fire streaking

And then suddenly all is still,

It’s over,

And everyone who can thank God, will.

– by Edith van Hessen, 18 June 1939



By September 1939, it was impossible not to notice that scary things were happening. After Germany had invaded Poland, I couldn’t help hearing Adolf Hitler ranting and raving whenever the news was on the radio, nor could I help seeing his moustached face in the paper. I knew that Hitler hated Jews. Britain and France declared war on Germany, and Holland’s military forces were mobilised – just in case.

This held an unexpectedly exciting consequence for us children: my parents decided, after much debate, that it would be a good idea to build a bomb shelter. The shelter was built at the back of the yard, where it took up an unreasonably large piece of the lawn. Our gardener covered it with grass sod, and Mother planted daffodils all round
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