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When I was a girl, my grandfather Emerich would drive his silver Pacer over to our house in Long Island from Sunny-side, Queens, to take my brother, David, and me out to lunch. David’s favorite spot was McDonald’s on Northern Boulevard and mine was Friendly’s on our town’s main street, a kind of all-purpose American diner with bouncy leather seats. We’d alternate. Even weeks, McDonald’s and odd weeks, Friendly’s.

As with all good rituals, there was a catchphrase. Before we would step out of the Pacer and into the parking lot, Grandpa Emerich would turn to the back seat, narrowing his eyes. “Now, you can order whatever you’d like,” he’d say with a mischievous glint in his clear blue eyes, “but if you don’t finish it, I’m going to shove it down your throat with a rolling pin.”

Even as we laughed nervously, we knew that this joke had a solid, indestructible core. Wasting food wasn’t an option for Siegal kids, no matter where we ended up dining in junk-food America. A form of explanation would often arrive later, while we were seated at a sticky table fishing out the last greasy crisps of our fries.

“When I was in the camps,” grandpa would start … What followed might be a story about coveting a hunk of bread in his pocket for days, and rationing it to himself over time to stave off hunger. Or how one could sip a watery soup slowly to make it more filling.

These narratives perplexed me, as a ten-year-old girl growing up on Long Island, because the word “camp” only conjured images of joyful canoe rides and marshmallows melting the Hershey’s on s’mores. I remember the look of surprise on my grandfather’s face when I finally mustered up the courage to ask, “Grandpa, if you didn’t like the camp, why didn’t you just go home?” There was a moment of silence, as his blue eyes scanned my young face and grasped that I’d missed a crucial point. Then he enjoyed a hearty laugh.

If he shared these anecdotal experiences with us quite freely, I don’t recall him explicitly defining what “the camps” were, or how he’d come to be there. Although he’d sometimes begin a story with, “After I was arrested,” I can’t remember a time he’d indicated the reason. Somehow, I understood implicitly that he had not committed a crime, but the stories were never about that; they were usually about a cunning way he’d managed to outwit a guard or escape a perilous situation, using his smarts alone.

As I grew older, I accepted more easily that there were certain questions you didn’t ask; or if you did, you couldn’t expect an answer. Although I adored my grandfather, I saw that there was an ocean that divided us. His life had been back there in the “Old Country,” across the Atlantic, a place that seemed to me to contain innumerable, unimaginable horrors. Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Germany, to my mind, were nightmare places of forced labor, prison, random arrest, the Jewish camp guards known as Kapos, and the SS. I didn’t know what all of these words meant, but they inspired fear. Nevertheless, I was assured that all of that was over.

What was important was to be vigilant, in various ways, so that we would simply be prepared if it would ever happen again. We should eat today in case we couldn’t tomorrow. Our cupboards were stacked with canned goods; the “good silver” was hidden in the basement’s dropped ceiling. I was made aware of certain portable valuables in particular closet drawers, just in case. In case of what? In case we had to flee suddenly?

When I looked around me, I saw only a quiet, lush, charming Long Island, with its views of the city across the Sound. Suburban ranch houses and mowed lawns with rhythmically hissing sprinklers. Purple and white hydrangeas like bursting bouquets across the fence of our sparkling backyard pool. Neighbors waved and called out friendly greetings when I walked my dog down the block. We were safe here, weren’t we?

I CAME TO understand that my grandfather was what people called a Survivor, and that made him a rare and singular individual. He had fading blue ink numbers tattooed on his left forearm, testifying to his Jewish superhero status. People saw, and understood immediately, signifiers I was only beginning to grasp.

Grandpa Emerich, born on Valentine’s Day, had at least two other names: Imre Sàfàr was his official name and his nickname was Sanyi. He spoke about seven languages, English with us, Hungarian and Czech at home. At least a little Yiddish, and enough Hebrew to lead our Passover Seders. I knew that he also spoke German, but he wouldn’t use it.

Before the war, he had been a scholar, my mother told us, who’d been politically involved in the social-democracy movement in Czechoslovakia. She explained that his family owned a business, so they were relatively well off, but anti-Semitic laws made it difficult for him to find outside employment. They didn’t live far from Prague, I understood, both before the war and after it. But I never heard the name of the town.

Grandpa was a handsome man with deep-set eyes, a sculptured jaw, and an expression of generous intensity. Years later, when I saw a picture of Franz Kafka, I thought I recognized my grandfather’s face in his. I conjured a romantic image of a Czech intellectual, seated with men in gray caps at a smoky café table in Prague, slamming his fist down while making a trenchant point, to toasts and cheers.

After the war, once they’d left Europe for Australia, he’d become an auto mechanic to support his family. That skill seemed to translate across disciplines: he could fix pretty much anything around the house, and he was always coming by to help my dad with plumbing or electrical projects, like a skinny, white haired, Jewish MacGyver.

I was told that Emerich had thirteen brothers and sisters, who were all grown, and mostly married with children before the war began; or maybe he was one of thirteen brothers and sisters. I’m not sure. I only ever met two, Uncle Bumi, who had gone to work in Western Europe before the war broke out and emigrated to Queens, where he’d married another Hungarian, and had two children, my mom’s cousins Fran and Stevie. In Hungary still were my aunt Blanca, who’d survived with her daughter, also named Marta. There was also a “cousin Mary” who I may have met but can’t remember.

My mother told me that before my grandfather was arrested, he managed to arrange false papers for my mother and grandmother. They went into hiding with Blanca and Marta, in an apartment in central Budapest, which my brother thought may have actually been Blanca’s home. My mother couldn’t recall much from that period, but I remember a story she told about the women going out at night to procure food, and coming home with horse meat.

Once, when I described my mother as a Survivor, she quickly objected. That word, she explained in a hushed voice, was strictly reserved for those who’d endured the camps. She and her mother had only gone into hiding.

I took this response to be a rule of lexicography in a language that had a delicate precision. There were ways of articulating such matters, and if you didn’t do it correctly, you might inadvertently detonate hidden emotional land mines. When periodically I wondered aloud about what had happened to this aunt or that cousin, for example, the answer I often received was that he or she had “perished in the war.”

A lot of people seemed to have “perished.” In my young mind, the word conjured a geographical or climatological event, maybe some kind of massive sandstorm that had ravished a continent. “Perishing” didn’t imply violence or perpetrators. It suggested death in a natural disaster. In fact, World War II itself seemed to have been a cataclysmic force majeure, rather than a war of men, conjured entirely through the evil magic of Adolf Hitler.

The survivors I knew—and to me they were all survivors—never once sat me down to explain the broad strokes of history. The war was ever-present, and yet not discussed. Occasionally my mother would trot out certain stories, usually in questionable settings, like cocktail parties. She had certain go-to narratives I’d overhear in company, and that typically ended with a punch line. These were crafted, polished, palatable tales that might elicit laughter, but that had an unmistakable subtext of terror.

Yet, when I asked my mother, in private, quieter moments, to tell me about her childhood, she would swat the air, and say, “Oh, it’s all too horrible. You don’t want to hear about that.”

What I felt without any doubt, was that something profound had occurred to my relatives, something that was in certain ways unspeakable. When it was spoken, it came out in a deranged form, like a demented, ratty doll popping out of the jack-in-the-box.

Whatever they’d lived through had fundamentally defined their characters. My grandfather, the personification of calm, was deeply, genuinely kind and unflappable. Jarring jokes aside, his company was always a gentle comfort. He always had time. Of course, by then, he was an elderly retired man, but there was something else. I had the feeling that after all he’d been through, he’d learned to live with everything, and nothing could faze him anymore.

IN SEVENTH GRADE, I got a little bit of clarity on the subject when another Holocaust survivor came to speak to our class. We were reading Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl, and an elderly woman, who’d been a young woman in the war, would tell us her own experience of surviving Auschwitz.

I recall feeling slightly repelled at first: I already know all about that, I thought. Still, her testimony to our class had a deep impact on me. She spoke to us so clearly, so directly, telling her tale from the outbreak of war to her own liberation, mostly matter-of-factly. She was clear and straightforward, practiced but not in an effort to entertain us or soften the edges. She didn’t get up and move around the room, nervously, distractedly. She sat still, looked us in the eyes, and told us what they had done to her. Sometimes tears came to her wizened green eyes, and I could feel how much courage it took to tell her story. She had tremendous dignity.

That same year, my grandfather Emerich died. I was thirteen, and David was fifteen. Grandpa had been doing his favorite thing, sitting at a card table at a Hungarian club in Manhattan, playing Gin Rummy, surrounded by friends. He just slumped at the table. I will never forget the plunging wail my mother let out when she got the news the next morning.

At the funeral, attended by about two hundred people, at least a half dozen weeping Hungarian women pulled me into a fierce hug and each one confessed that she’d been in love with my grandfather. Good for grandpa; even in his late seventies, he still had that charisma.

After his death, my mother told me more about Emerich’s life. One story took place in the Hungarian countryside, where my mother and Alzbeta were in hiding with a family of farmers, after their hiding place in Budapest had been betrayed. My grandfather suddenly appeared, walking down the country road, seemingly out of nowhere. There were German soldiers standing nearby. My mother was maybe six years old at that time, but she already knew that showing affection for her father would put them all at risk. She managed to stifle the urge to run toward him and throw her arms around her father—an act that remains astonishing to me in its self-restraint.

I understood that her version of history was a combination of hagiography and mythology. My mother had been a mere child during the war years; what could she really have remembered?

Later, my mother had multiple sclerosis, a degenerative disease that can affect memory. Her stories became more hyperbolic, and she amped up their theatricality. Once, my grandfather had been in three concentration camps; now the number had jumped to four. Was this an emergence of new details, or was her memory becoming jumbled? Either way, it was increasingly difficult to parse facts from her embellishments.

By this time, I was an adult, living in other homes, other cities. I had a life I was supposed to be living in the present, for the future. The past was a horrifying morass. How curious was I supposed to be about the war, the Holocaust? Just because I came from a family of survivors, was I required to deal with that? Hadn’t my family wanted desperately to “leave all that behind us” and “live a normal life.” Normal was good, and for that, it seemed, forgetting was essential.

I LET IT go for a very long time, for decades. I had other things on my mind, other causes. I became a theater artist and then a journalist. Early on in my career, I wrote mostly about American social struggles: homelessness, incarceration, racism, housing rights, health care, domestic violence. I also wrote about the theater and the arts. Later, when I became a contract writer for The New York Times, my beat was Harlem and the Bronx; then I got a job at Bloomberg News, covering urban art and culture.

I didn’t tend to identify as Jewish, even if I knew myself to be Jewish. To me, being Jewish meant being religious, and I was a secular atheist. I hadn’t grown up going to synagogue or attending Hebrew school; both my parents were uninterested in religion, my mother avidly so. We did celebrate a few Jewish holidays, but around the table with family, not in the synagogue. When I attended Bar and Bat Mitzvahs, or family weddings and funerals, I felt like an anthropologist visiting an exotic culture: so these are Jewish traditions.

In 2006, I came to Europe. I was writing a novel about a dead man in a Rembrandt painting, his 1632 group portrait masterpiece, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, and had secured a Fulbright Fellowship to conduct research for ten months in Amsterdam. I would work with the world’s leading Rembrandt scholar, Ernst van de Wetering, and spend almost a year living where the events of my novel unfolded in the seventeenth century.

My first apartment was in the Red Light District, around the corner from Rembrandt’s former home and studio, and where the Rembrandt House Museum stands today. In the Dutch Golden Age, it was home to many Jews, which later gave it the nickname Jodenbuurt, or Jewish neighborhood. Sephardic Jews from Portugal and Spain had found refuge here since the Inquisition, and Ashkenazi Jews had arrived from Eastern Europe, fleeing pogroms. Jews had been granted citizenship in the Dutch Republic as early as 1616 and could practice Judaism in peace.

Rembrandt arrived in town from Leiden in 1631. As in many poor urban districts today, cheap rents attracted artists, foreigners, and low-wage workers. Rembrandt liked to sketch and paint his neighbors, right off the bustling local streets, and his subjects included both Africans and local rabbis. He incorporated Jewish faces into his so-called “history paintings,” stories drawn from the Hebrew Bible.

Maybe I’d been trying to move away from my identity as a Jewish girl from New York, but here I was, right in the historical center of Jewish Amsterdam. Its main street, Jodenbreestraat, Jewish Broadway, was a minute from my apartment, which was in the converted storage attic of a former seventeenth century canal house, just like Anne Frank’s secret annex.

Down the block from the Rembrandt House Museum, a restored 1606 mansion he purchased when his career and family life were both at their apogee, was the Jewish Historical Museum, built around a cluster of former synagogues. Among them was the glorious Portuguese Synagogue, lit majestically by gold candelabras. I learned that the local Waterlooplein Market, where I could buy secondhand jean jackets, colorful Rastafarian bags, and hookahs of every culture, had been famous until the war for its vast array of Jewish wares and foods.

I would walk up the Nieuwe Uilenburgerstraat, named after Hendrick van Uilenburgh, the art dealer who launched Rembrandt’s career, passing the Gassan Diamond company, formerly Boas Diamond Grinding Company, once a workplace of hundreds of Jewish diamond cutters, polishers, and specialists, before the war. Adjacent was yet another quaint little synagogue adorned with a large star of David, hidden behind a high brick wall, the Uilenburgersjoel.

So many landmarks of Jewish life, Jewish history, Jewish cultural traditions. But where were the Jews? I moved daily through a neighborhood filled with monuments and museums for a Jewish community that seemed to exist as mere ghosts.

Not once did I spot a black-hatted Hasidim or even just men wearing yarmulkes or women in wigs and traditional orthodox garb, as I was used to in New York. The people walking in and out of the Portuguese Synagogue seemed to be largely tourists; the little synagogue near my office apparently hosted Muslim and Christian services, too. There seemed to be only one single Kosher restaurant on Jodenbreestraat, of the white tablecloth variety that was beyond my means. I couldn’t find a decent bagel, a Jewish deli, or even a truly sour pickle in the Waterlooplein, once the central Jewish market square. Because my main cultural connection was always food, my stomach ultimately led me to the new center of Jewish life in Amsterdam, a district in the southern part of the city, Buitenveldert. There, I found two kosher butcher shops, a Jewish specialty store, and a supermarket that had a Jewish section that sold Israeli imports, including gefilte fish and matzoh meal. At last, I had the ingredients for Passover.

Even as I got to know the city better, and to widen my social circles, I found that Dutch people rarely identified themselves as Jewish. I became curious. Once, I saw a woman in my office who had strikingly similar features to my aunt, so I pleasantly approached and asked her if she happened to be Jewish. She blanched, stricken, offended. “Why?” she said, “Is it my nose?” And quickly walked away.

Another time, I was interviewing a couple who’d organized an exhibition about Nazi looted art, and when I tentatively inquired whether they had a personal connection to the subject matter—by then I knew not to ask directly—they waved me into a corner and whispered that they both had Jewish parents. “But please don’t put that in your article,” they said. “We don’t want our neighbors to know.”

Something was deeply troubling about Jewish life in the Netherlands. I observed as much to my friend Jenn, an older Jewish New Yorker who’d been living in Amsterdam already for decades. “Ah, you’ve noticed,” she said. “They say that the Dutch Jews are still in hiding.”

WHAT CONTINUED TO boggle the mind was that, in the pre-war era, Amsterdam had a Jewish population that represented somewhere between 10 and 12 percent of the population. That starts to get close to New York’s Jewish population today, which is about 16 to 18 percent of the city’s residents.[1]

It seemed that Jewish culture may have had an outsized influence on Amsterdam culture, in much the same way that it has in New York. You can hear the traces of Yiddish, for example, in Amsterdam street slang, much as many New Yorkers know at least a few Yiddishisms (nosh, schlep, schmuck), regardless of their religion or race.

Amsterdammers pepper their conversations with words like mazzel (as in mazel tov), the Dutch word for luck. They’ll use the same word for “crazy” that my grandfather liked to call my dog, Meschuga, spelled mesjogge in Dutch, and my daughter recently informed me that the word smoezen was Dutch, when I know it to be the English Yiddishism “schmooze.” Lots of people still use the Hebrew-derived nickname for Amsterdam, “Mokum” proudly. In Yiddish, it’s the word for “town”; in Hebrew for “place.” This was their destination, their spot, their refuge, their home. Until it wasn’t.

The penny finally dropped for me when I attended an art exhibition in the Jewish Cultural Quarter entitled, “Looted, but from whom?” An organization known as Bureau Herkomst Gezocht, or the Origins Unknown Agency (a Kafkaesque title if I’ve ever heard one) displayed fifty objects that the Netherlands had identified as works the Nazis had robbed from Jewish families. These works had been returned to the Netherlands, but not to their rightful owners. No one had yet come forward to claim them. By this point, sixty years had passed since the end of the war. Why hadn’t people claimed their stolen art? Had all the former owners “perished”?

One fact shared in the exhibition’s wall text shook me to my core: of the estimated 140,000 Dutch Jews, only about 35,000 survived World War II. Some 102,000, along with hundreds of Roma and Sinti people, had died in the Holocaust. Could that be right? That would mean that about 75 percent of the Dutch Jewish population was murdered in five years. In a single generation, the Nazis had managed to wipe out four centuries of Jewish tradition and culture in this city, in this Western European country? No wonder I felt that I was walking around in a void.

Although this won’t come as news to most Dutch people, I found it surprising at the time because I’d always thought that Eastern European Jews had suffered the worst. The Dutch death toll was, I learned, extraordinarily high by Western European standards. In France, 25 percent of Jews were killed during the Holocaust;[2] about 40 percent of Jews from Belgium were murdered. The Netherlands holds the dubious distinction of having the lowest survival rate of all the Western European countries. In Eastern Europe, too, only a few countries fared worse, such as Poland, where 90 percent of the Jewish population, three million people, were wiped out. Hungary lost 60 percent of its Jewish population—and I’d always thought that was one of the hardest-hit countries.

Before I’d moved to the Netherlands, I’d thought of it as a progressive country, known for its famous “tolerance,” its philosophical, scientific, artistic broadmindedness and receptivity. I’d gotten the impression, formed in large part by Anne Frank’s diary, that the Dutch had sheltered their Jews. That the resistance here had been active and effective. How had I come to this misunderstanding? Where was I really living?

I STAYED. IT wasn’t exactly intentional. The research for the novel that I’d hoped would be finished in ten months ended up taking six years; the book was eventually published in 2014. In the meantime, I’d got a job as a magazine editor, bought a surprisingly affordable apartment, learned the language so I could conduct my daily business in Dutch. My daughter, Sonia, was born in 2012, and that same year I started to freelance from Europe for The New York Times and art magazines.

Sometimes, when I thought about the fact that more than a decade had passed since I’d come for a “visit,” I had a queasy feeling, like in one of those nightmares in which, no matter which way you turn, you can’t find your way home. Other times, it felt like a conscious choice to live in a civilized country with universal health care and child-care subsidies, but often it was merely the decision not to go back to New York just yet.

In 2019, one of my brother David’s sons got a school assignment to create a family tree. He’d asked questions about the Hungarian side of our family, which had prompted my brother to engage in a little genealogical research.

Although it seemed like my grandfather’s story was by now merely the stuff of legend and fable, in the thirty years since his passing, a lot more information had become available to people doing genealogical research. And the internet had been invented. A number of research institutions could help people like us figure out lost family histories.

David contacted something called the International Tracing Service, as well as the Mauthausen memorial camp, and received a handful of official documents, including immigration forms that indicated Emerich’s former addresses. Copies of yellowed hand-written customs forms, typed ships’ logs, index cards scribbled in pencil, almost indecipherably. They were written in Czech, German, and Hungarian.

Nevertheless, I gleaned some basics: Emerich was born in 1905, the son of Samuel Safar and Fanny Eisenberg, in a town called Volove. He’d married my grandmother, Alzbeta Roth, in Vrable, Czechoslovakia in 1937, when he was thirty-two years old and she was thirty. Their wedding location was not far from Nitra, Czechoslovakia, where my mother, Marta, was born a year later, on July 19, 1938. She was their only child. Within a year or two, the family returned to Volove, where Emerich’s family presumably still lived. (My grandmother died when I was two; I know almost nothing about her family history.)

That winter I took a long weekend break to Prague with my partner at the time. We visited the ancient Jewish cemetery, while on a tour of the Jewish Quarter. I read the names of the slanting ancient tombstones attesting to centuries of Jewish history in the city—stones dating back to 1439, just about the era of Richard III—and scanned the white marble mausoleum indoors for the name Safar, among Prague’s World War II victims. I found Safars: Safar, Rudolph. Safar, David. Could these be some of our Czech relatives? How would I ever know?

Back at the hotel, I called up David’s email with Emerich’s immigration forms and asked the concierge if she could help me read the Czech. If this town, Volove, was near Prague, maybe we could make a side visit.

Leaning across the desk, the concierge informed me that none of the addresses on his list were anywhere near Prague. Volove, in fact, was no longer part of the Czech Republic, but now across the border in Ukraine. I went back upstairs determined, at long last, to stop being entirely ignorant about my grandfather’s life, and stayed up late into the night in the hotel bed with my laptop, scouring the internet.

I learned that Volove had been invaded twice during the war years. In 1939, when the Soviets marched into Poland, the formerly Czech town became part of the Soviet Socialist Republic. The German army occupied the town in April 1941. By that time, Emerich, Alzbeta, and Marta, my mother, had already fled.

Not long after the Germans arrived, all the Jews of Volove were forced to move to the nearby town of Bibrka, where they were confined to a ghetto. In March 1943, according to eyewitness testimonies, German soldiers herded them into trucks and drove them to a brickyard. They were told to undress completely and walk in pairs to a plank over a ditch. They were executed naked in groups of six.

“Someone shot them with a machine gun, and they fell into the pit,” recalled a witness, interviewed by the organization Yahad in Unum, in 2009. “Some were wounded, others alive or shot dead … they were all in this pit.” He added, “The little children were shot in the arms of their mothers. We could hear shots from the village.”

The soldiers finished off with shovels all those who hadn’t died from the bullets. Witnesses said they heard the cries until two in the morning.[3]

I shut my laptop. I decided I would put it out of my head and go to sleep. Lying staring at the ceiling, unable to close my eyes, I shuddered at the horror I had opened myself up to by looking into my family’s actual past. Of course they had soft-pedaled the truth, and for good reason. Who wanted to know this kind of stuff? At the same time, I found myself marveling at my grandfather’s foresight. How had he known to get his family out of Volove ahead of the Germans? Was he really the mythical superhero of the fables after all?

The next afternoon, we visited the Kafka Museum on the high bluff over the expansive Vltava River. Peeking into the spotlighted vitrines in the dark rooms, which showcased Kafka’s first editions, journals, and love letters, I thought about how some men’s lives are so well documented, and how others are lost to history. I reflected on the meager information that I had about Emerich and everyone else in my family. What kinds of lives are preserved and archived? What can we read if we want to understand the fate of an ordinary person?

When I got home to Amsterdam, I spent nights and weekends trying to puzzle together more pieces of my grandfather’s story. It was, it seemed to me, far more harrowing than anything in my mother’s oft-repeated tales.

About a month after the Germans invaded Hungary, my grandfather was deported to a forced labor camp in Szentkirályszabadja, a town on the eastern edge of Lake Balaton, where he spent about seven months. In October, the Reich toppled the Hungarian government, and thousands of Budapest Jews were murdered on the banks of the Danube. A month later, Emerich was transferred to another forced-labor assignment at a ship-building factory, Ferihegy Flugplatz Fertorakos, back in Budapest.

He spent the winter there, but in the spring, on March 31, 1945, he was deported to Mauthausen. A month and half later, on April 15, 1945, he was moved to a subcamp called Gunskirchen, in the woods. He was probably one of the slave laborers who lived in tents while building the camp.[4] Three weeks later, on May 5, 1945, he was liberated by the 71st Infantry Division of the 3rd U.S. Army. Although some 90,000 people had died at Mauthausen and its subcamps, Emerich was one of 15,000 Gunskirchen prisoners who made it out alive.

The Swiss Red Cross took him to Hörsching, Austria, and from there on to the Jewish hospital of Budapest, where he was diagnosed with typhus. About a month later, he was released, and reunited with my mom and grandmother. By August 1946, they had established a home address in Budapest, but they later returned to Czechoslovakia.

I had some data, addresses, and dates. While I felt I was making some headway, the process of deciphering the information also felt strangely distancing. I knew the where, when, and possibly the what of things. But the how and the why—the crucial questions—had no answers. I couldn’t reach into his world. There was no one left who could help me understand all of this data. I’d left it alone for too long; I hadn’t asked the right questions when I still could have.

IT WAS A bright spring day in 2019 when I visited the NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies in Amsterdam for the first time. I was meeting two researchers there, René Kok and Erik Somers, who had curated an exhibition, “The Persecution of the Jews in Photographs: The Netherlands, 1940–1945.” I was writing an article for The New York Times,[5] about how so many of the images had been shot by bystanders, ordinary Dutch people who had witnessed the roundups of their neighbors from their Amsterdam apartment windows.

I’d long been fascinated by the NIOD, both for its hallowed reputation as a center of war and Holocaust scholarship, but also for its very special building. It is housed in an exquisite double-wide mansion on the Herengracht, dripping with baroque design features, including cherubs and deities, and Romanesque soldiers whose heads pop out from columns and pilasters. Other impressive buildings situated along this Golden Bend of the “Gentleman’s Canal”—one of the UNESCO Heritage canals that make up the city’s picturesque grachtengordel—are nowhere near as ornate. They tend to be more faithful to a Calvinist tradition of stoicism and spare design, and the NIOD building flies in the face of those principles. I appreciated its interesting gaudiness in contrast to the otherwise austere canal mansions on either side.

I found that the interior also reflected the same kind of whimsical splendor, as its nineteenth century owner had decided on decorating it in a “potpourri of styles,” in the manner of a seventeenth century castle,[6] hand-painted silk wallpaper, the Turkish-style mosaic tile encircling the sunken bathtub, the skylights that gave sight to the sun and moon, and the backyard complete with grassy lawn and horse stables, where the original owner had parked his carriage.

René Kok picked me up in the foyer and led me upstairs to meet Somers in a surprisingly nondescript conference room to talk about bystander photography during the war. While most of the surviving imagery we have from the occupation period in the Netherlands was taken by German or pro-German Dutch photographers for propaganda purposes, they explained, they’d been able to discover many new images taken by ordinary people who had clandestinely shot pictures out their windows, without getting caught.

I’d looked at the photographs in the accompanying book before the interview and spoken to Judith Cohen, the director of the photography archive at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, to ask how rare these were. She’d confirmed that it was very difficult to find images taken by “non authorized” photographers, especially of Jewish raids, or Razzias.

“We all know the who, what, when, and where of the Holocaust, but the why is a mystery still,” she had told me. The “why,” she elaborated, “is why so many people let it happen, why they collaborated, or watched from the sidelines, or made it possible in one way or another for the Nazis to round up and deport their neighbors. ‘What were ordinary people thinking? What were they doing?’ If you can get bystander photos, that explains a little bit of the why.”[7]

I was riveted by this comment, which spoke directly to the questions I’d been considering while at the Kafka museum in Prague.

I told her that I’d been particularly struck by a snapshot on the cover of the book that accompanied the exhibition of a young Dutch couple strolling happily through Dam Square, next to the Royal Palace in Amsterdam, in January 1943.[8] They both wore the Star of David on the lapels of their winter coats, and yet they looked so happy, as if they were about to get married. (I would learn later, the couple, Ralph Polak and Miep Krant, became engaged that day.) I couldn’t stop staring at their faces. The image just took my breath away. How could they be so vibrant and cheerful, while so clearly marked for death?

“It’s important not to read history backwards,” Judith Cohen said. “It’s important to keep in mind that nobody knew how it would end.”

The thought played through my head again and again as I spoke to Kok and Somers. The photographs, however, told a story of bystander fear, but also bystander complicity. One could look out the window, while drinking tea, and see their neighbors, marked, forced into public squares, driven into trucks, beaten, humiliated, deported. It had happened just outside their doors, outside their windows. Everyone could see everything.

Suddenly, René tapped me on the shoulder, breaking me out of my musings. “Before you go, can I just show you one more thing?” he said.

He led me down through the mansion’s carved cherrywood staircase under a pendulous chandelier, through the modern study hall with its glass atrium below the carriage house, and down white marble stairs into the basement. There, he heaved open a bank vault door, one-foot thick, and pressed into the NIOD’s archives, announcing that we were about to dive “below sea level.”

The archive, stark and bright like a scientific lab, was filled with rows of metal filing cabinets. Using a hand crank, René Kok opened a single wall, revealing hundreds of camel-colored boxes. Inside these, he said, were personal diaries, written by ordinary Dutch people during the war. There were more than 2,100 of them.

“We opened the Institute three days after Liberation,” he explained. “We asked people to bring in their personal documents about the war. The diaries came pouring in.”

In these files were the stories of shop clerks, resistance fighters, train conductors, artists, musicians, policemen, grocers. Anne Frank’s diary was submitted here, too. He said the range of the collection was vast.

He pulled a file from the wall and opened it. The first thing that jumped out at us was a portrait of Hitler, pasted lovingly onto the black-and-white marbleized notebook cover. Inside, we found hand-drawn sheet music for SS marching songs. I’d never even imagined SS marching songs—but that made perfect sense.

“Did you say more than 2,100 diaries?” I asked.

René drew out another file from the wall. This one contained hand-painted watercolor illustrations. I gasped at drawings of Nazi soldiers standing in an open doorway, a civilian silhouetted in the hall. Another folder contained school notebooks filled with youthful poetry, pretty floral-patterned journals, bound, typed editions thick as textbooks.

Why was René showing me all of this? He explained that the Institute had recently initiated an “Adopt-a-Diary” program to make these journals more accessible to the public. His colleague René Pottkamp was coordinating a team of volunteers, who had already started to scan and transcribe them, and soon they would digitize them. Although they contained rich textures of the war, some of them were illegible or indecipherable.

“I see researchers coming in here and they’re excited to read these diaries,” he explained. “But you see after one hour”—he mimicked a person’s eyes drooping—“And then another hour”—he pantomimed a head nodding, falling to a desk. “It’s tiring to read someone else’s handwriting.”

Many of the diaries had been photocopied and the copies were poor, on cracked old mimeograph paper. Others had been preserved only on rectangles of microfiche, white text on a black background that could make one dizzy. Sometimes the copies were so small that they required a magnifying glass. By transcribing and digitizing them, NIOD was salvaging them from obscurity.

I could only stand and marvel. I felt that I had been introduced to a trove of writing that would give me direct access to the war period and an understanding of not only the facts—the what, where, and when—but also the how and why. How it felt to live through it, through the eyes of individuals from every walk of life.

It was neither the story of the Jews of the Netherlands, nor the history of their persecutors, nor exclusively the resistance story. It was all of them. Each of their voices was represented here, potentially offering perspective on the entire war generation. These diaries might be another way for me to read history forward, as Cohen had suggested, day by day, moment by moment, just as we all live our lives, without knowing what comes next.

Were these ordinary diary writers people like my grandfather, Emerich, facing the unknown, day to day? Would I be able to find him, somehow, here, amid all these pages? Or could I, at the very least, somehow use this material to get closer to his story?

Most important, was I allowed to read all these? And if so, how soon could I get started?
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“VAST QUANTITIES OF THIS SIMPLE, EVERYDAY MATERIAL”
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Radio Oranje reporters, including Loe de Jong (center), gathering around the microphone

Courtesy NIOD photo archive
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On March 28, 1944, the crackling voice of Gerrit Bolkestein, Dutch minister of education, arts and sciences, came across the airwaves from London on Radio Oranje, the broadcast station for the government in exile. Ten months earlier, everyone but Dutch National Socialists and other German sympathizers had been forced to turn in their radio sets, under threat of punishment. But lots of people kept a hidden device, and on this occasion, those who had them huddled around their illegal transmitters in closets or attics or by the back door of the barn to listen:

“History cannot be written on the basis of official decisions and documents alone,” Bolkestein told his listeners, who’d spent nearly four years living under German occupying forces. “If our descendants are to understand fully what we as a nation have had to endure and overcome during these years, then what we really need are ordinary documents—a diary, letters.”[1]

He urged Dutch citizens to preserve their personal journals and other intimate correspondence that conveyed their private struggles and personal wartime ordeals—materials that the Nazi overlord did not even want them to have. “Not until we succeed in bringing together vast quantities of this simple, everyday material will the picture of our struggle for freedom be painted in its full depth and glory.”[2]

Bolkestein and other Dutch officials had fled the Netherlands after the German invasion in May 1940 and had been operating in exile. It had been a painful four years, as they’d seen their country overtaken by fascist ideology and hundreds of thousands of their citizens drafted into service for the Nazis, deported to work camps and concentration camps.

By the spring of 1944, the end was in sight. At the very least, there was reason for hope. The war had reached a turning point at Stalingrad, the Allies were making clear advances, and the German army was finally in retreat. Even in pro-German circles, the general expectation was that an Allied invasion of Western Europe was only a matter of time.

On Radio Oranje, Bolkestein let the people know that the stories of individual struggles, personal experiences, written in ordinary peoples’ own words, would be valued by future historians. He promised those listening that the government would establish a new national center for war documentation, and that it would collect, preserve, and publish this material, which would illustrate the character and stamina, the courage and endurance, of all of his countrymen and women.

A young raven-haired Jewish girl named Anne Frank, an aspiring teenage writer, was listening. She tuned in from her hiding place in an attic on the Prinsengracht, where she’d lived in fear for nearly two years, while the vast majority of her friends, schoolmates, and their families had been dragged away.

Anne had been writing in her diary since her thirteenth birthday, when she received it as a gift, and addressed it as “Kitty.” That was just weeks before she, her father, Otto, her mother, Esther, and her older sister, Margot, had moved into the attic, which they would end up sharing with four near strangers.

“Mr. Bolkestein, the Cabinet Minister, speaking on the Dutch broadcast from London said that after the war a collection would be made of diaries and letters dealing with the war,” she scribbled in her journal the next day. “Of course, everyone pounced on my diary … Ten years after the war people would find it very amusing to read how we lived, what we ate and what we talked about as Jews in hiding.”

The young diarist immediately set aside “Kitty” to begin a new, revised version she planned to call “The Secret Annex,” which she hoped to publish as a novel. “The title alone would make people think it was a detective story.”[3]

Anne Frank was among thousands of Dutch civilians tuning into Radio Oranje that night who dared to hope that the war would be over soon enough for them to publish their reminiscences. Some picked up their pens and started to jot down notes, inspired by Bolkestein’s suggestion. Thousands of others had been recording daily wartime experiences since the first day of the German invasion. “Many people started these diaries from the tenth of May 1940, saying that they never had a diary before,” said Kok.

WE TEND TO think of history as a story that is written at some temporal remove from the events described. Was it unusual that Netherlands’ Minister had already obtained approval from the Dutch Cabinet to found an institute focused on a war that hadn’t even ended? It would be another half a year before the Allies won any significant battles in the Netherlands, and fourteen months before the entire country would be liberated.

The idea to create a study center of the still-unfolding present had been conceived by exiled Dutch-Jewish journalist Loe de Jong, who had become a famous Radio Oranje voice out of London during the war period. Behind the scenes, it was De Jong who had convinced Minister Bolkestein to press for the initiative in the Dutch Cabinet. He also penned Bolkestein’s March 29 speech.[4]

He was unaware that, back at home in the occupied Netherlands, another group of historians, led by an economics and social history professor, Nicolaas Wilhelmus Posthumus, was developing a similar plan. Posthumus, a scholar with a strong affinity for archival research, had already established several libraries and study centers to preserve documents about economic and social life, and by the end of his life he’d set up fifteen such institutions.

In 1935, he had established the International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam, “to acquire archival treasures from the possessions of the hunted and the defrauded,” in a time of “political crisis and persecution” as the Nazis rose to power in Germany.[5] He’d also supported his wife, Willemijn Hendrika Posthumus–van der Goot, a Dutch economist, journalist, and peace activist, in establishing the International Archive for the Women’s Movement, a feminist studies library, also in Amsterdam.

Almost immediately after the Nazis invaded Holland, Posthumus saw the necessity of an archive to collect evidence of the impact of the occupation, and he gave his first lecture on the matter in the May days of 1940. Two years later, he was fired from his professorial post at the University of Utrecht for his anti-fascist attitude. Later the Nazis confiscated large portions of his archives; twelve Rhine barges full of materials from the Social History institute were shipped off in 1944 alone.[6]

This did not stop him; Posthumus was already clandestinely collecting source material about the war and the occupation in 1942; working from an office at a publishing house in Leiden, he planned his “National Office for War Documentation,” built a team of board members, and started fundraising.[7] In January 1944, this group met secretly in an Utrecht café to draw up the institution’s research and publication plan.[8]

These were not the only historians on the European continent who were already thinking and planning ways to record the war for posterity. Before the 1942 liquidation of the Warsaw Ghetto, a group of writers, journalists, and archivists led by Polish-Jewish scholar Emanuel Ringelblum collected as much material as possible—photographs, memoirs, diaries, poetry, letters, children’s drawings—and buried it underneath the ghetto. Today that extraordinary trove, Oyneg Shabes, is probably the world’s largest recovered archive of Jewish pre-war and wartime documentation. Similar such collections were discovered from the ghettos of Vilna, Bialystok, Lødz, and Kornvo.

“In hundreds of ghettos, hiding places, jails, and death camps, lonely and terrified Jews left diaries, letters, testimony of what they endured,” wrote historian Samuel D. Kassow. “For every scrap of documentation that surfaced after the war, probably many more manuscripts vanished forever.”[9] The workers for the Oyneg Shabes realized, wrote Kassow, that they “might be writing the last chapter of the eight-hundred-year history of Polish Jewry.”

Isaac Schiper, a leading Polish-Jewish historian of the inter-war period, understood the value of these materials not just for telling the Jewish side of the story, but for establishing the future of history.

“Everything depends on who transmits our testament to future generations, on who writes the history of this period,” he told his fellow inmate at Majdanek concentration camp, not long before he was killed. “Should our murderers be victorious, should they write the history of this war, our destruction will be presented as one of the most beautiful pages of world history, and future generations will pay tribute to them as dauntless crusaders. Their every word will be taken as gospel. Or they may wipe out our memory altogether, as if we had never existed, as if there had never been a Polish Jewry, a ghetto in Warsaw, a Maidanek. Not even a dog will howl for us.”[10]

The emphasis on collecting witness testimonies, first-hand memoirs, and other personal artifacts attesting to lives of those who would soon die, was not limited to Jewish communities facing extinction. A new form of “history of the present time” arose in the aftermath of World War I, wrote Egyptian-French historian Henry Rousso, out of a need to explain the vast destruction of civilian populations, attacks on noncombatants, massacres of prisoners of war, and demolition of nonstrategic urban centers.

“The terrible question had to be confronted: how to preserve the memory of the dead and disappeared without sepulchers,” Rousso wrote, “how to come to terms with the collective losses, give meaning to events that seemed beyond the reach of reason?”[11]

World War II was not merely a military conflict but “an extraordinary assault on civilians,” wrote historian Peter Fritzsche. Its ideological violence played out in urban centers, in public squares, on public transportation, and inside businesses and homes. Often, it was characterized by civilian betrayals among neighbors, even within families. “The war erased whole horizons of empathy,” Fritzsche wrote. It fundamentally altered human relationships, and as such, it was intimate, personal, and close to home.[12]

Historians recognized that they had a role in shaping the new “collective memory”—a term coined by French philosopher and sociologist Maurice Halbwachs between the two world wars—as a way not just to record events, but to transform human behavior, to try to heal society. This new way of writing recent history emphasized the “moral witness,”[13] voices of survivors who could speak on behalf of the dead, because the dead had a lesson to impart to humanity: we could do better, be better.

AS BOLKESTEIN HAD promised, the Dutch government founded the Rijksinstituut voor Oorlogsdocumentatie (RIOD), or Netherlands State Institute for War Documentation, (later renamed NIOD), on May 8, 1945, just three days after Liberation. People from all walks of life arrived to donate their notebooks, scrapbooks, collections of battered loose pages, index cards dug up from holes in the ground, unsent letters, drafts of memoirs, personal photographs, and notes scribbled on Monopoly money and cigarette rolling papers.

The Institute’s founders actively solicited materials through a radio and poster campaign, too, and went door to door asking people to submit their personal documents. Loe de Jong,[14] who was appointed director of the Institute in October 1945, personally traveled across the country soliciting submissions, including from former collaborators, leaders of the Dutch Nazi party, the Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging or NSB, and the head of the German police in the Netherlands, SS Obergruppenführer Hanns Albin Rauter. Materials could also be dropped at the central office on the Herengracht, or at additional bureaus in The Hague and even in Batavia, the capital of the colony then known as the Dutch East Indies.[15]

The Dutch were the first to actively preserve such materials from the war era, wrote Rousso, but many other European countries quickly followed suit, including France, Italy, Austria, and Belgium. “Everywhere in Europe, often at the impetus of the state and on the margins of the academic world, history institutes and committees were created with the mission of collecting documents and testimony and of producing the first histories of an event that had only just ended,” Rousso wrote.[16]

The Netherlands was certainly a pioneer in focusing on the individual, civilian, subjective experience of the occupation period. The Institute’s archive represented a radically democratic source: the words of victims and collaborators, bystanders and participants, were all intermingled on the shelves. In the decades since, these sources have allowed countless scholars to explore the human side of war.

At the same time, the Institute became an authoritative center for war history. De Jong, its early director, would write a definitive national history, Het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden in de Tweede Wereldoorlog, or The Kingdom of the Netherlands in the Second World War, published from 1969 to 1988 in twenty-six thick volumes, which was preceded by a twenty-one-part television series he hosted, De Bezetting, or “The Occupation,” broadcast on the country’s only TV channel, from 1960 to 1965.

This “historian of the nation,” through print and screen, thereby established a national narrative, which “quickly constructed a consensus about the war that was both public and popular,” the British historian Bram Mertens argued.[17] It defined the collective memory of the post-war era. The nation’s story, by his accounting, went something like this: The Netherlands was an essentially good country, with many resisters, who had struggled against a cruel invader, and ultimately prevailed. There were those who were “right in the war” and “wrong in the war”—in Dutch, goed en fout, according to De Jong, in the aftermath of the war.

From this narrative was born the Dutch “myth of resistance,” as it has frequently been called, dominated by stories of heroic homespun defiance against Nazi efforts to destroy Holland’s tolerant value systems. This dominant myth, however, faced clashing narratives that didn’t achieve the same social traction. In that sense, the post-war memory culture was not defined by a single myth, but a “mythscape,” as the political theorist Duncan Bell has proposed: a broader discursive landscape in which the nation struggled to define its national character in relationship to its wartime past—and continues to do so.[18]

DE JONG SET up a Diaries Department at the Institute in March 1946, led by his deputy director, A. E. Cohen, who strove to ensure that “all categories of diaries” would be represented among those preserved. This meant he wanted journals written by farmhands and schoolteachers, wealthy landlords and poor ragpickers, Nazi sympathizers and communists—people from all walks of life. They “need not be many but they should be various,” Cohen wrote.[19]

The Institute would read and review each submitted diary and decide whether or not to keep it, copy it, or return it. Jitty Sjenitzervan Leening, a former student of languages and history at Leiden, was largely responsible for these choices, said René Kok. She wrote critiques of each submitted work, some as short as a sentence, and others as lengthy as three pages. Every diary handed in to the Institute, whether retained or not, received a number. By the end of the fifties, Sjenitzer-van Leening had logged #1001. Today, the collection consists of more than twice as many.

Anne Frank’s diary was assigned #248, but Jitty’s summary is one line long, a note that the Institute had “taken or intended to take steps to acquire the original.”[20] Anne’s father, Otto, had her writings at the time, and he was trying to find a publisher, which he eventually did. “Het Achterhuis. Dagbrieven van 14 juni 1942 tot 1 augustus 1944,” by Anne Frank, was first published in 1947. It subsequently became one of the most translated books in the world. When Otto Frank died in 1980, he bequeathed all of Anne’s original manuscripts and three photo albums to the NIOD.

René Kok still remembers the day that November when a public notary arrived from Basel, Switzerland, with several boxes containing the materials. “For the Institute, it was like having the original Night Watch or the Mona Lisa in our hands.”

I asked him once how he rated Anne’s diary in comparison with the two thousand others currently maintained in the NIOD collection. He said that it is still a standout. “There were many people in hiding who wrote their own stories,” he said, “but her talent was unbelievable.”

The diary of Anne Frank was stored at NIOD for many years in the bank vault, then placed in a special safe in the archive cellar, but in 2019 was transferred to the Anne Frank House museum, just a couple of canals away, where part of it is usually on display.[21]

FOR THIS BOOK, I intentionally chose not to excerpt the best-known diaries of the Institute’s collection, by Anne Frank, Etty Hillesum, Abel J. Herzberg, or other worthy diaries that have been previously published in full, such as camp diaries by Loden Vogel, Renata Laqueur, and David Koker. While they all deserve attention, each for its own sake, my goal here was to add new and different voices to the mythscape. Anne Frank’s diary is a literary gem, but it is relied on too much to tell the entire story of the Dutch occupation and also the Holocaust. To me, it is one point on a map. More diaries, more perspectives, help us to get a far better sense of this geography and topography.

To find the diaries I would use in this book, I started by asking advice from the experts at NIOD, René Kok and René Pottkamp. Like A. E. Cohen, I was seeking a range of perspectives, not many but various. I wanted to juxtapose and balance voices from the occupation period and provide a rounded view of the war. I also hoped to explore gray zones, territories of moral indecision, and moments of social collapse.

I first asked René Pottkamp, coordinator of the Adopt-a-Diary program, to explore which diaries had already been transcribed and digitized, figuring that would make my translation go faster. At that point, about ninety diaries were finished and uploaded, but many of them were shorter diaries from 1944 and 1945, and I was seeking diaries that spanned the war. I had to expand my options.

Then I dove into the two large files of Jitty’s summaries, finding her critiques quite charmingly specific: “Unimportant diary by a schoolteacher,” read one. “Trivial commentary, and lots of inaccuracies.” Or else, “Excellent diary of a tram conductor. It can be a bit monotonous, but the way he describes the atmosphere is outstanding.” René Kok had pasted small yellow Post-it notes on Jitty’s reviews of diaries that he found particularly interesting, so I paid special attention to those, which helped me narrow down my choices efficiently.

While I naturally sought well-written diaries, that wasn’t my first concern. Some of the diarists were skilled writers, while others were untrained. My primary selection criteria was the diarist’s ability to draw the reader into his or her world. Although this book started out as an effort to document “ordinary” lives in wartime, none of the individuals I ended up choosing was generic or quotidian. I found each one’s life story to contain twists and revelations that were extraordinary.

Three of the diarists I’ve chosen are Jewish—one lives through the occupation in hiding, one writes from a concentration camp, and one maintains a life in Amsterdam for a while, as a member of the Jewish Council. Two diarists I’ve chosen were Dutch Nazis, one of them a police agent in Amsterdam and another the wife of an aspiring Nazi official, a socialite in The Hague. One diary writer is a member of a resistance organization, who saved many lives; the final diarist is a seventeen-year-old factory worker, with no political affiliation.

They are all, in one way or another, crucial documentarians of the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands, and their stories illuminate the private, personal war that every individual faced under the thumb of fascist oppression. Some of these voices have never been heard; others have been, but, in my humble estimation, not nearly enough.

Each of their stories shines a light into a dark corner of the war. We learn of the justifications and denials of a Nazi police chief who kept a rare 3,300-page, eighteen-volume scrapbook of the “New Order.” We listen as a Jewish grandfather desperately moves his twin two-year-old grandsons from hiding place to hiding place. We see a young Jewish secretary’s ethical struggles as she is forced into the untenable position of passing on the Reich’s persecutory measures. We grasp what it takes for a grocer’s family to provide shelter to dozens of Jews hidden in the woods. We witness the psychological unravelling of a Dutch Nazi wife, who’d pinned her hopes on an Aryan future that won’t materialize. The diaries, running the course of the war, show us life-and-death struggle on a daily basis.

The French literary critic Philippe Lejeune has described the diary as “a daunting face-off with time.” It forces us to read history forward, as Judith Cohen suggested, because “it is always on the very crest of time, moving into unknown territory.” When we read diaries, Lejeune wrote, “we agree to collaborate with an unpredictable and uncontrollable future.”[22]

The Dutch experience of war, its uncontrollable future, began, for most of these diarists, early in the morning hours of May 10, 1940, as the first German Luftwaffe paratroopers descended over Dutch soil, in and around The Hague.

They appeared at first as mere dots. Then, as they fell, separating, they became a kind of choreographed modern ballet midair: a thousand leaps followed by the fluttering of a thousand skirts. Anyone walking outside in the early morning hours and who happened to be looking skyward might have seen them. A sudden rain of sea anemones.

Many observers reported that the aircraft had at first seemed to be headed across Dutch airspace toward Britain. This was to be expected, as the Germans were already at war with England. But the bombers turned sharply over the North Sea and returned. Then there was a sudden barrage of paratroopers, bombs, and several bridges detonated. The morning’s tranquility, and the illusion that the Netherlands would maintain the neutrality it had managed to preserve during the Great War, were soon shattered.

The diarists will take it from here …




THE  DIARISTS

(in alphabetical order)

 

Douwe Bakker (1891) was born in Nieuwer Amstel, present-day Amstelveen. In 1918, he became an inspector at the Central Criminal Investigation Department of the Amsterdam Police Department. When the Nazi Party came to power in Germany in 1933, he joined the Dutch National Socialist Movement, Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging, or NSB. During the German invasion, he was one of several Dutch NSB police officers arrested under suspicion of treason, but, once the Germans secured power, he rose quickly in the ranks of the police. In 1941, he was appointed to a special unit to investigate enemies of the German occupying forces, the Inlichtingendienst. In 1943, he celebrated his twenty-fifth year on the job with his wife, Agnes, and their two children. Beginning in 1939, he wrote in his diary nearly every day, paying special attention to the Nazi progress, air and sea battles. Ultimately, his diary amounted to just under 3,300 pages; the last book in the archive ends in October 1943.

Meijer Emmerik (1894) was a Jewish diamond cutter who worked in the Amsterdam diamond industry. He and his wife, Vogeltje (Fietje) Worms, had one daughter, Lena Emmerik (1918), who was married to Sam Vogel, another diamond worker. Lena and Sam’s twin baby boys, Max and Loetje, were born in 1940. As a baby, Loetje had tuberculosis, and he required special medical care. Meijer’s extant diary, a bundle of loose pages titled “Mijn belevenissen” (My Experiences), began in September 1943, when he arrived in the southern province of Limburg, somewhere between the towns of Helden and Beringe, to go into hiding with the help of a Catholic resistance organization. He had kept a diary before that, but he left it in Amsterdam when he fled, so the first part of his surviving diary recaps what he’d written in the lost one.

Inge Jansen[fn1] (1904) was a member of the NSB, married to NSB member Adriaan Jansen,[fn2] a tuberculosis doctor. Adriaan aspired to become a part of the German occupation’s medical establishment, and Inge engaged in social networking to support his career aims. He briefly became an official at the Nazi Department of Public Health at the Ministry of Social Affairs. Inge wrote in her diary, a single hardcover book with lock and key, starting in 1941. She wrote infrequently and sporadically, and her entries were brief. The diary was largely a record of social engagements, but her contacts included many top-ranking SS occupation officials and NSB leaders.

Mirjam Levie, later Mirjam Bolle (1917) was raised as an observant Jew and became a Zionist in Amsterdam. After school, she met Leo Bolle, who was also a Zionist; they fell in love and got engaged. In 1938, Leo left for Palestine (then a British Mandate territory), and they planned that she would soon follow. In the meantime, she became secretary for the Committee for Jewish Refugees, an aid organization helping German Jews fleeing Nazism in Germany. When the war broke out, she was prevented from leaving the Netherlands, and they could not reunite as planned. Nevertheless, she began writing letters
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NIOD researcher Rene Kok introduced the author to the institute’s diary archive in 2019. It is held within a former bank vault in the basement of the NIOD in Amsterdam. The entire wall of camel-colored boxes contains World War II diaries written by Dutch civilians—more than 2,100 in total.
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The author and her daughter, Sonia, try to open the archive’s door.

René Kok
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An exterior image of the NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust, and Genocide Studies on the Herengracht in Amsterdam’s historic Canal District.
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Amsterdam police officer Douwe Bakker wrote about 3,300 pages in eighteen notebooks. His earlier diaries were smaller; his later ones larger.

Photos by Stuart Acker Holt

[image: Image Missing]

In addition to keeping notes on his daily life, Bakker clipped images from newspapers and inserted them into his diaries, so it also served as a scrapbook of the fascist movement. Left: Mussert’s rally on Dam Square in Amsterdam. Right: Seyss-Inquart’s Nazi gathering in front of the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.
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Ina Steur, who worked as an office clerk for the Werkspoor factory in Amsterdam during the war, kept her diary in a single black notebook. She kept it in her drawer until she discovered that her younger brothers and sisters would take it out and read it aloud when she wasn’t there. After that, she hid it under a hatch in the living-room floor.
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Ina in her later years, with her daughter, Anneke Dijkman, who had her NIOD diary published in Dutch.
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Dutch Nazi socialite Inge Jansen kept her diary in a single hardcover blank book known as a gendeboek or “memory album.” She wrote infrequently and haphazardly, and her entries were not in chronological order.
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Journalist and Algemeen Handelsblad foreign desk editor Philip Mechanicus kept a diary during the seventeen months he was imprisoned at Westerbork transit camp in Drenthe. The first volume that survived the war is labeled #3, so it seems we’re missing the first two. The rest were smuggled back to Amsterdam to his non-Jewish ex-wife, Annie Jonkman, who delivered them to NIOD after the war.
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Diamond industry worker Meijer Emmerik lost his first diary when he fled Amsterdam, so he started a new one while in hiding somewhere near Beringe in the southern province of Limburg. He wrote by hand on loose pages, first completing a summary of his previous diary and then writing of his experiences in hiding. At right, Rebecca Emmerik, who translated his diary.
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Mirjam Levie, a secretary for the Amsterdam Jewish Council, at first wrote letters to her fiancé Leo Bolle on loose pages, which she typed up herself. Later, when she understood that it had become a kind of diary, she wrote in small notebooks, which she managed to smuggle out of Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. It is preserved at NIOD along with her identity card. Below, Mirjam Bolle telling stories at her home in Jerusalem in 2022.
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Epe general store owner Elisabeth van Lohuizen kept her diary of her resistance work in notebooks of different sizes and shapes, as well as on loose pages. She wrote more than nine hundred pages from the beginning of the war until after liberation.
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Engagement portrait of Jozef Vomberg and Betje Wijler.
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Resting place of Elisabeth and Derk Jan (Dick) van Lohuizen.
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Some of the diaries in the NIOD collection are lavishly decorated or contain beautiful illustrations, such as this diary by J.C.M. Kruisinga, a notary from Vriezenveen.
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Above left, an anonymous Dutch Nazi created a diary with Hitler on the cover; inside, he drew sheet music, musical notes, and lyrics to a German Nazi marching song.

Photos by Nina Siegal, courtesy of NIOD
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The “tea house” Airbnb the author rented in the Veluwe Forest near Tongeren and Epe.

Photo by Nina Siegal  
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A memorial sculpture at Camp Westerbork in Drenthe, used as a transit camp in World War II. Some 107,000 Jews and more than 200 Roma and Sinti people were deported from the camp to concentration camps in “the East.” Only about 5,000 returned after the war.

Photo by Nina Siegal  
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The author with Rebecca Emmerik, looking at the wall of Emmeriks in Daniel Libeskind’s National Holocaust Names Monument in Amsterdam, March 2022.

Photo by Ronald Spierenburg
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