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Prologue

Spring, Jerusalem 2022

Thank goodness I can still see the path outside my door, framed by purple bougainvillea, palm trees and clay pots of pink and white impatiens. It gives me some peace, knowing who is on their way to my door and who is just walking by. From this chair in the living room of my garden flat where I spend most of my time these days, I look out to a large window which allows me to see my family and friends as they come down the path.

Most of all, I’m grateful to see Tali, arriving as she does every afternoon on the dot at 4.15. This youngest granddaughter of mine is now a young mother herself. She’s only ever lived five minutes away from me by foot. Even after getting married, she insisted on staying in the neighbourhood. She wants to be close to me, she says. Not necessary, I answer back, not really believing my words. Luckily, Tali knows better.

We share a kind of unspoken language. I find it hard to describe why, but I feel she understands me, and I her. She was just a toddler when her father was killed in a car crash on a rainy afternoon years ago. I stepped in as a second parent of sorts to help my daughter Ruthie, her mother, who became a widow and single mother to eight children that terrible day.

‘Wait!’ Tali calls out to her eldest daughter Neta whose hair is the colour of dark honey, just like Tali’s. She’s a beautiful, vibrant girl, now going on four. She’s already barrelling down the path, Tali trailing behind her, hands steady on the pushchair. It holds her youngest, Shaked, who was born at the height of the Covid pandemic. Even in lockdown, Tali would still come every day, but we would speak at a distance – me from the balcony, her down in the garden below, one arm wrapped around Neta, Shaked strapped into a baby carrier.

Buzz goes the doorbell. In sails Neta, in full pre-school glory, announcing herself to me and the world. ‘Savta!’ she bursts out, Hebrew for grandmother. Whatever is going on that day, whether it’s more bad news in the world or another ache and pain, I feel a warmth rising inside whenever I see her and break into a smile. She presents me with a drawing filled with hearts, balloons and the occasional Mickey Mouse sticker. Her eyes grow wide when I tell her Mickey Mouse and I are the same age, both born 93 years ago, in 1928. And then she settles down at my feet and, as she spreads out her shape-matching game, my mind travels back almost 90 years.

When I was only a little older than Neta, I had just arrived in Amsterdam with my parents, escaping Berlin after Hitler came to power and fired my father, a deputy cabinet member in the Prussian government during the Weimar Republic. We moved into a two-bedroom apartment in a residential neighbourhood, overlooking green trees and neat squares.

One day, not long after our arrival, I walked hand in hand with my mother to a local grocery. There, my mother noticed another woman talking in German to her dark-eyed daughter, who was about my age. The two mothers spoke briefly to one another, smiling, clearly relieved to find some familiarity in this foreign place. I was a shy child and I clung to my mother’s leg, unused to other children but curious about the little girl looking back at me.

She was to be my very first friend. A childhood playmate, neighbour and school friend. Our families became close as they navigated life as refugees in a new city, sharing their fears as the war, occupation and all that would mean for us moved inexorably closer. That little girl, so full of life, would become the most famous victim of the Holocaust. A symbol, in many ways, of all the hope and promise that was lost to hatred and murder. Talking about her story, our story, would later become a thread that bound me to her and kept our friendship alive long after she was gone. But from when we first met to when she abruptly disappeared from my life not long before my fourteenth birthday, to reappear fleetingly in the strangest and most tragic of ways, she was simply my friend, Anne Frank.




CHAPTER 1

Berlin

In one of my earliest memories, I am sitting on the parquet floor, watching some men wrap our blue velvet sofa first in blankets and then in brown paper. They tie it with string, making it look like a huge, ungainly birthday present. To my surprise, they then lift it up and, with some difficulty, carry it out of the front door of our apartment, leaving a large, dusty space where the sofa has always stood. I wonder what we will sit on now.

In other rooms, the dining room set was being packed up and paintings taken down from the walls, leaving yet more conspicuous empty spaces where our things used to be. Even the bronze bust of Otto Braun, the Prussian prime minister and leader of the Social Democrat Party, whom I vaguely understood to be an important man and my father’s friend and boss, was lowered into a wooden crate.

My mother – the far more practical of my parents – bustled around our home, trying to sort out the family silver. Meanwhile, my father stared unblinkingly at his beloved books on the shelves that lined the wood-panelled wall of our living room. He had carefully packed some away into boxes but there were many, many more, both still on the shelves and in piles around his feet.

‘You can’t take all of them, you know,’ Mama told him in a low, gentle voice.

We were preparing to leave our home, on Den Zelten 21A, Berlin, opposite the big Tiergarten park where fat yellow roses grew along iron gates and my parents would take me to play and sometimes to visit the elephants in the zoo. We were leaving our country too, but this was too hard for me to understand, aged only four. I was aware, I think, of the marching boots, the noise and the red-and-black flags that were now a regular sight in Berlin. And I would have noticed that my father – who used to be a busy man who left the house early every morning to go to his office – now stayed at home all day. But my memories of our home in Berlin are mostly fragments: the crunching sound my shoes made on Tiergarten’s pebbled pathways, the way the apartment vibrated from the tolling of the bells from the church across the road built in memory of Kaiser Wilhelm and the soft sounds of our grand piano being played by mother.

Our apartment, my first home, on a tree-lined street is not there any more. It was bombed by the Allies some years later. But I know that it was spacious and elegant, with high ceilings, thick Persian rugs and Art Deco wooden chairs and tables. My mother, Ruth, (or Rutchen, as she was known to family) had an eye for beautiful things and our home was filled with art and fine porcelain. She had the help of a cook and a maid to run the house and we enjoyed a comfortable life of relative privilege.

Mama had been an elementary school teacher, but as an upper-middle-class wife of a government official she had regretfully left the profession according to the convention of the day. She loved working with children and being in the classroom, but it was not thought correct for a married woman, with a husband to support her, to take a job from a single woman. Mama would get on the floor and play games with me and delighted in my stories and questions about the world, which she would answer with patience and detail. I liked to watch her get dressed in one of her tailor-made silk or velvet gowns, ready for one of the many evening outings to concerts, cabarets, receptions and even formal balls to which my father was invited as a high-ranking government official.

As an only child for many years, I basked in the attentions of both of my parents. I believe their marriage was a happy one, though they were quite different people. Whereas my mother, who was 12 years my father’s junior, was fun and outgoing, witty and a smart observer of people, my father was more serious and could be preoccupied, even brooding – but he also had a charisma that drew people to him. He was a natural leader who could inspire and connect to others. Though a pessimist – of course he preferred to call himself a realist – somewhat in contrast to my mother’s can-do pragmatism, he was still a warm man, known in our community as someone who enjoyed helping others. His talents as a communicator, both in the written word and as a speaker, took him far professionally in his chosen field of politics. He always had the patience to answer my questions and make me feel like the most important person in the room.

At the start of the Great War, my father, Hans, had recently graduated from university with an economics degree and begun his career as a business and economics reporter. In 1915, aged 25, he was drafted as a foot soldier to serve in the German army and sent to the Eastern front to fight the Russians. Thankfully, a year later, he was transferred to Germany’s general headquarters of the Eastern front in Kaunas, Lithuania. He later said how grateful he was to emerge not only alive but uninjured from his time in the icy mud of those death-filled trenches fighting the Russians, where so many lost their lives.

In Lithuania, two things happened that would change the course of his life. First, to his great relief, he was removed from frontline duties and his journalism skills were tapped for the war effort by none other than General Erich Ludendorff, the celebrated war hero of that time, known as the ‘brain’ of the German army. Ludendorff gave him orders to edit a Lithuanian newspaper, even though my father knew nothing about the country and did not speak the language. He joked years later: ‘I was probably the only journalist in the world who was unable to read the newspaper he edited.’ Instead, Lithuanian-speaking German soldiers translated what he wrote.

As the war went on, Ludendorff’s prowess as a military strategist turned disastrous when he stymied and then outright refused all attempts at making peace. His ambitious push for victory in the final stages of the war backfired. When post-war Germany staggered under the weight of resentment and shame from the Versailles Treaty that ended the war in the harshest of ways for Germany – lost territory, reparations it could never hope to pay and the hyperinflation and hunger that followed – Ludendorff acknowledged no missteps of his own. Instead, he promoted the ‘stabbed in the back’ theory, which blamed Jews for Germany’s defeat, claiming Jews had conspired against Germany from within during the war. Captivated by conspiracy theories, he was among the first of the German elite to endorse Adolf Hitler. He argued that for Germany to recover, a massive new world war was needed, one that would forge a new German empire beyond anyone’s previous imaginings. Ludendorff’s actions helped enable Hitler, with catastrophic results for my family and for all of European Jewry. During the First World War, though, by keeping him off the battlefield, Ludendorff may well have saved my father’s life.

The second thing that changed for my father – which had a profound impact on him and, by extension, on the life of my family – was that, while serving in Eastern Europe, he encountered and became enchanted with the world of religious Judaism. My father was the son of a banker who had grown up fully assimilated, with little connection to Jewish tradition. On Christmas Eve, his family even put up a Christmas tree, aglow with candles. He had encountered devout Jews back home in Germany, and no doubt some from Eastern Europe, but I believe that like most secular Jewish Germans, he would have likely viewed them negatively, in accordance with the prejudices of the day – backwards, loud, unmannered. This was a time when many Western European Jews were abandoning any trappings of Jewish ritual life and intermarrying with non-Jews at record rates, with some even choosing baptism as a way to get ahead professionally and to help ensure they would not be a target of antisemitic bullying and violence. So my secular father’s embrace of Orthodox Judaism was highly unusual. Nonetheless, during his military posting to Bialystock, he became besotted with the tenderness and closeness of the Hassidic religious Jewish communities and their culture. He met rabbis, studied Hebrew and got to know large, warm, devout families, which changed his attitude to religion for the rest of his life. He learned how to pray for the first time, sang spiritual songs, attended Sabbath services and then stayed on for Sabbath meals in modest but close-knit homes, enchanted by the melodies and spiritual life infused in them. He decided to take on observant Jewish life himself.

In 1919, after returning to Germany, my father joined the Social Democrat Party – which played a key role in forming the Weimar Republic with hopes of seeding a new democratic culture – and took part in negotiations for a new government in Prussia. He became the head of the Prussian state government press office and a deputy cabinet minister. He was prized by his colleagues, who described him as having exceptional levels of energy, knowledge and a conveniently long memory that came in handy in political sparring. He was a proud German and one of the highest-ranking Jewish officials in the government, probably the only observant one. If called into the office, close to the Reichstag, the German parliament, for a meeting on a Saturday, he could walk there and still not break the Jewish Sabbath. In his ornate, high-ceilinged office he’d read a daily page of the Talmud, an overview of rabbinic discussion of Jewish law over the centuries. On Sundays, he’d go to his office to read his letters and get a head start on the week’s correspondence. Sometimes he’d take me along; I have a memory of walking there with him, hand in hand.

My father had a front-row seat to the internal workings of the government and the country and fumed when, in January 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg, the former general and war hero, relented to advisors who said making Hitler chancellor would appease his ego while allowing cooler minds to rule behind the scenes. ‘How blind they are,’ Papa railed. After the Nazis took power, my father was put on ‘indefinite suspension’. His offence was never put into writing, but he had been known for speaking on radio programmes and in newspaper columns about the importance of safeguarding democracy. I imagine being Jewish also made him an easy, early target for firing at the beginning of Hitler’s ascendance in the German government. Several other Jewish government officials and employees lost their jobs at the same time. Many of his fellow members of the Social Democrat Party, which was outlawed by the Nazis, along with all other political opposition, were arrested. Some were sent 300 miles away to Dachau, near Munich.

In April 1933, laws were brought in to exclude Jews and anyone who spoke out against the Nazi party from government and the civil service. A number attempted to sue. In their lawsuits, they proudly held up their Germanness, their deepest loyalty and love for their country, with many pleading their steadfast service to the state and, in some cases, their Iron Cross medals, won fighting for Germany in the First World War. Many of the 100,000 Jewish men who served had willingly volunteered, thinking this most essential declaration of life-or-death dedication to the fatherland would lead to their final full acceptance and integration. But their words were lonely protests, doomed defences in a world where the extinction of reason had already begun.

Of course, I was too young to understand the terrible changes that swept through our country in the earliest years of my life. And I know my parents would have tried to shelter me from any fear. But I sensed their anxiety; I became clingy and protested against sleeping alone. Most often, the sound of change came from the radio, usually accompanied by my mother hissing to my father to lower the volume so I would not hear. But by our last year in Berlin, 1933, the noise of political upheaval came floating through my bedroom window and it became increasingly difficult for my parents to carry on as normal.

First, there was the cacophony of trombones, clarinets and SS men’s marching boots: a torchlit parade throughout Berlin celebrating Hitler’s appointment as chancellor, as they sang out about being soldiers for a ‘new era’ committed in blood to ‘the racial struggle’. Torches lit up the street below like a glowing river, illuminating the billowing swastika flags, white and black against red.

Then, a few weeks later, in February 1933, we were woken by the noise of sirens and fire trucks. The sky was bright and full of smoke. The Reichstag – only a five-minute walk from our apartment – was on fire. I went running to find my parents but my mother quickly tried to shoo me – and my questions – back to bed. I can only imagine the expression on my father’s face and the depths of his feelings as he tried to absorb the symbolism of democracy aflame.

More fires burned in May. In the name of ‘purifying Germany’, students had met with professors to decide which books were ‘un-German’ and should be confiscated from the nation’s libraries and incinerated. Books were crammed into trucks and cars, and young people carried armfuls to a square between the opera house and the university, before feeding them to the flames. In our apartment, we could smell the smoke rising from the many thousands of volumes.

* * *

All over Germany, Jewish families were asking themselves the same impossible questions my parents were – what shall we do? How will we make a living? Is it only a matter of time till saner minds prevail? Or must we leave our home? Where can we go? In a country where protestors were punished by being sent to a concentration camp, non-Jewish dissidents – writers and artists among them – were facing similar dilemmas and were among the first to flee.

It was incredibly painful for my mother and father to face up to the increasingly apparent truth that we would have to leave. My mother was especially devastated by the idea of abandoning a country she loved fiercely. She adored the vibrant cultural and intellectual life of Berlin, its concert halls, art museums, the discussion of books and ideas. She gave me the middle name Elisabeth in tribute to Goethe, her god and Germany’s too. Both my parents were products of interwar German intellectualism and liberalism, shaped by the previous 150 years of growing social acceptance for Jews. Our home bridged German philosophy and literature with Jewish tradition; among those books my father so reluctantly packed into crates, some never to be seen again, were volumes on German politics and literature and Jewish thought. Some of them he had even written himself.

But my father feared that his past government position and his warnings and criticism of the Nazis on the radio and in newspapers marked him as an enemy of the state, and that he could face possible arrest. He prided himself on his sober, realistic assessments and he simply did not see a future for our family as Jews in Germany with so much hostility and violence simmering beneath the surface. My family had called Germany home for a thousand years. Among my ancestors were rabbis, philosophers, journalists, economists, professors, lawyers, bankers and teachers. But I was to be the last of my family to be born there when I arrived in 1928. We were no longer safe.

My extended family, like so many Jewish families across Germany, were scattering to various countries around the world. Mama was the middle child of three siblings who were good friends to one another and all equally devoted to their parents. Her family, the Klees, were extremely close, making the decision even harder to take. Their parents wanted to stay in Germany, as did my father’s mother; they could not imagine starting their lives again in a foreign country. But my mother’s brother, my uncle Hans, a lawyer like their father, was trying to decide where he might go, ultimately choosing Switzerland so he could continue to practise law in German. Their sister, my aunt Eugenie, was fired from the Institute for Cancer Research in Berlin, even though she was a leading expert in tissue engineering. She and her husband, Simon Rawidowicz, tried urgently to find academic posts for themselves abroad, sailing first to Leeds, England, and later to Chicago before settling in Boston.

It was finally decided: the three of us were going to England. My father had managed to secure a job in London at Unilever. And so our Berlin apartment was emptied until only our own voices echoed in its vacant rooms. On the morning we left, the boycotts, the Brownshirts beating people up in the streets, the Nazi marches and chants no doubt echoed in my parents’ minds, but I thought mainly of my beloved Tiergarten. As I turned my back on the park for the last time, I could hear the sounds of children chasing after one another in games of tag. Balancing suitcases and trunks, we made our way to the station to board a train to Hamburg, the first leg of our journey to England.

* * *

We arrived safely in London under grey, leaden skies. This metropolis of eight million people, twice the size of Berlin, built of limestone and brick, where we had few contacts and no family, felt overwhelming. Luckily, both my parents spoke English, although my mother was the more proficient of the two – she was a talented linguist who also understood French, Greek and Latin. London was the capital of the British Empire and so I saw faces from around the world for the first time and watched in awe as ships from Asia, the Caribbean and Africa steamed up the mighty Thames.

Papa, an economist by training, had been offered a good job at the Unilever corporation. But our stay in England was to be brief. Only after arriving in London to start in his new role was he informed the position included working on Saturday, the Jewish Sabbath.

‘In my government job in Germany my Sabbath observance was respected, but not here in England?’ he railed, flabbergasted, reporting the news to Mama.

When he told his employers he was not prepared to break the prohibition against work on the Jewish Sabbath, his contract was rescinded.

For my father, being a committed Jew went beyond being the deeply spiritual person he was. It meant being fully bound to the ‘mitzvot’, Hebrew for commandments, with Sabbath observance being one of the most central tenets. It was through observing these rules and rituals that he found purpose, a gateway to living a good and meaningful life. These values he found in his Judaism were not something he was willing to abandon, even if they were sometimes painfully inopportune.

It was a fateful decision, one that would reverberate in ways we could never have imagined. England was and would remain safe ground. Meanwhile, Europe was only getting more dangerous as the Nazis continued their rise to dominance. But for all his wisdom and understanding of the politics of the time, my father could not have dreamed of what was to come. No one could have foreseen the horror that was to descend a few short years into the future. So we were again on the move, this time to Amsterdam, in search of refuge.




CHAPTER 2

Amsterdam

‘Neutral’ is not a word most five-year-olds know, but I did.

Even in 1934, there was growing talk of another war but, like Switzerland, the Netherlands had been neutral throughout the First World War. No matter what happened, everyone reassured themselves, neutral countries don’t get involved in wars and are certainly off limits for invasion. The Dutch had a reputation of being fair-minded and liberal, and the country did not have the entrenched antisemitism seen in so much of Europe. Importantly, we would be just across the border from Germany. It was also close enough for my mother and me to visit my grandparents and other family and friends still there (though my father thought even a visit would be too risky for him). These are the reasons I believe my parents chose the Netherlands as a new home for our little family of three. In Amsterdam, we could lay low and let the madness hopefully burn itself out. My mother especially harboured hopes that we would only be temporary exiles and that, with time, we would be able to return home.

So it was that on 20 December 1933, the city of Amsterdam registered my father’s arrival by emblazoning Goslar, our family name, across an entry form in sprawling, elegant cursive. Father’s full name followed in the line below with his date of arrival and the address of the hotel where he stayed those first weeks as he tried to get his bearings and establish himself in yet another new country, while we stayed with my grandparents in Berlin. Three months later, a clerk added my mother’s full maiden name, Ruth Judith Klee, followed by my own, and the date of our arrival: 19 March 1934. A simple piece of paper, a tool of officialdom. But one which would change everything for us.

The tulips were starting to bloom when my mother and I disembarked from the train in Amsterdam. Our shoes tapped against the cobblestones and we tried to stay out of the way of hurrying cyclists. After weeks of separation from my father, I was so happy the three of us were together again. I felt safe walking hand in hand with both my parents. Still, I let go and walked ahead, briefly lost in how the golden light spilled on the canal, magnifying the reflections of the barges skimming by. But then I felt my mother suddenly yank my arm back as I stepped too close to the water. For a moment, I was scared, my feeling of calm shattered.

‘We are now in the Jerusalem of the West,’ my father declared, trying to sound enthusiastic, as we took those first steps through the city as a family.

He harboured hopes this Jerusalem would be a stopgap until we could get to the real one, nearly 3,000 miles east in the Levant. Zionism at the time was the movement to establish a Jewish homeland in what was in biblical times the Land of Israel, where Jewish statehood had once existed 2,000 years earlier. Its proponents saw it as an answer to centuries of exile and struggle in the diaspora: a safe haven and movement of Jewish rebirth. But with Arab–Jewish tensions brewing, the British, who ruled what was then called Mandatory Palestine, were making it increasingly difficult for Jews to immigrate. Getting a visa took time, luck and money. My father was told he’d need to declare a large amount of capital to even apply for a visa, which he did not have.

Although my mother’s father, Alfred Klee, was a leader of the Zionist movement in Germany – as was my own father – Mama didn’t share her husband’s dreams of immigration to the Middle East. She had travelled with her parents and brother and sister to British Mandate Palestine on a family visit as a young woman of 20 and witnessed the hardscrabble lives of Jewish pioneers on early kibbutzim and settlements. It was not an easy life and she had promptly decided it was not for her.

‘I can’t work that hard,’ she said, only half-joking.

After the months of uncertainty, there was at least a reassuring solidity in the brick and stone buildings and bridges linking Amsterdam’s criss-crossing streets and canals. Even more snug and secure was the feel of the Rivierenbuurt, Dutch for River District, the name of our new neighbourhood in the southern part of the city, wedged between the Amstel River and two major canals, where most of the streets – including ours – were named for Dutch rivers.

We climbed the stairs to our new apartment at the top of a flight of stairs on Merwedeplein 31. My father pushed open the big bay windows in the living room that overlooked the square. ‘Welcome home!’ he announced. It was a lot smaller than our Berlin home. No more high ceilings, wide balcony or extra rooms. There was also no maid or cook to help my mother with the housekeeping. As the wife of a senior official in the Prussian government who’d always had domestic help, this was entirely new territory.

Looking out of the bay window, I could see below us a triangular-shaped expanse, filled with sand, its edges marked by a low hedge and flowerbeds where children of different ages were playing and riding bikes. The apartment blocks all around were in the same light brown brick as ours, although a number seemed to still be under construction when we arrived. Trucks full of cement, plaster and tiles were parked on street corners and I was surprised to see construction workers walking along scaffolding planks high up in the air. Towering over the neighbourhood was a 12-storey building. ‘The tallest building in all of Holland – right here!’ neighbours proclaimed. We would learn to call it, as everyone did, ‘the skyscraper’.

We were the tenth Jewish family from Germany to move in on our street when we arrived in early 1934. But we were just the beginning of a tidal wave of increasingly desperate Jews looking for refuge. Eventually, Tram Line 8, which ran between our neighbourhood and the Jewish quarter in central Amsterdam, would be nicknamed the ‘Jerusalem Line’ and the 24 tram, linking the Beethovenbuurt neighbourhood, another area in which many German refugees settled, to downtown was called the ‘Berlin Express’. There were also Jewish immigrants from Russian, Belgian and Czech backgrounds. The global economic crisis had not spared the Netherlands and some apartments had stood empty since they were completed two years previously. So our landlord was happy to have Jewish refugees from Germany like us arrive, anxious for a place to live and able to afford the rents that were considered relatively high for what were billed as ‘luxury’ apartments, since they featured modern perks of running hot water and central heating.

In the first few days Mama focused on unpacking and trying to make our apartment feel like home. Out came the dark green bedspread that covered my parents’ bed back in Berlin, and the chair upholstered in the same fabric. On the wall in the living room she hung a Van Gogh print of a red and black fishing boat beached on a sandy strip, lapped by the waves of the Mediterranean Sea. She said it made the room feel bigger. Looking back, I wonder if she identified with that boat, washed up somewhere she had not intended to be, hovering in the in-between, the invisible line between sea and shore.

French doors made of glass divided the dining room from the living room. Our walnut formal dining room table and chair set never did arrive from Germany. But the patio furniture for a patio we no longer had did. So we ate our meals at that wicker table, sitting on its matching chairs, covered in white pillows with tiny red flowers. Every week, my mother would buy flowers and place them in a white ceramic vase, one of her many tasteful touches to our life. And I immediately loved my new room, fascinated by my Murphy-style bed that folded into the bedroom wall between a pair of built-in bookcases every morning after I woke up.

Wanting us to settle in as soon as possible, my father talked enthusiastically about the bookstore around the corner, the handful of cafés and shops all within walking distance. But we were in a leafy, quiet area on the edge of the city, so there were no fine shops or department stores along smart, tree-lined streets, or café-crammed squares overflowing with people like those on our doorstep in Berlin. My mother never got over her homesickness for the city of her birth. It clung to her even on that first day of new beginnings in Amsterdam, the three of us finally back together after those months apart, although she tried hard not to show it. She was 32 years old to my father’s 44. She had loved her life in Berlin and did not relish starting over. Neither did he, but he was so gloomy about the situation in Germany that I think it was easier for him not to dwell on my mother’s nostalgia for what until recently they had both cherished as their homeland. I wonder now how much I absorbed of my parents’ anxieties as newly displaced people.

Learning Dutch was our first obstacle. Mama, who so loved languages, dismissed guttural Dutch as a ‘throat condition, not a language’. On the one hand, it was close to German, on the other, a slightly different arrangement of words created – sometimes comically – entirely different meanings. My parents were confused at first when they read signs that meant one thing in Dutch and another in German. For example, a sign on a front door instructing visitors on how to summon attention. In Dutch, the word ‘bellen’ means to ring a doorbell, whereas in German it means to bark like a dog. At first we were insulted – did it mean they thought we barked like dogs?!

And most Dutch people had a sign next to their door to deter travelling salesmen: ‘Aan de deur wordt niet gekocht,’ meaning ‘No purchases at the door.’ However, to a German eye, this reads as ‘We are cooking at the door.’ This sort of thing made for funny misunderstandings in our early days in Amsterdam. But unfortunately, it was about the extent of Dutch I was exposed to before I started school.

Mama was finding her way around the neighbourhood, learning which shops carried which produce and household supplies for cleaning and organising our new apartment. For someone like her, accustomed to domestic help, this alone was challenging, but she was also doing it as a newcomer and in a foreign language she did not yet speak. She gradually grew her cooking repertoire, becoming a competent cook, but not a natural one.

One morning, I went to pick up some groceries with my mother. I loved venturing out with her, hand in hand, to get another glimpse of our new surroundings. In one of the aisles of a local shop we overhead German and turned our heads to see who was speaking. A woman was talking to her young daughter. The two mothers began chatting, relief in their voices to have found someone familiar in this foreign place.

The little girl with the dark pageboy haircut and I just eyed one another shyly. We did not say a word. Timid around other children, I took a step backwards, half hiding behind my mother, clutching her skirt. But the little girl and I kept staring at one another in shared silence and a measure of shared comfort.




CHAPTER 3

New Friends

I was shy on the best of days, but setting off for my first day of nursery school at the 6th Montessori school on Niersstraat, I was positively petrified. I cried leaving our apartment and, though usually an obedient child, tried to hold onto the front door handle as I begged to stay home. For months, my main company had been my mother or other adults. And I hardly spoke a word of Dutch.

‘Enough, Hanneli,’ Mama said sternly, using the name most of my family called me, while peeling my fingers off the door. ‘It’s always difficult to start anything new. We are going now and you are going to be fine. You’ll see.’

The pep talk continued as we walked down our street to a three-storey brick building with a façade of narrow floor-to-ceiling windows. I understood that this was where I was to be left by my mother and I felt my stomach drop. I whimpered but she cut me off with a look that said she was not tolerating any more fuss. She opened the large wooden door of the school and, once inside, I clutched Mama’s hand even harder and dragged my feet slowly down the tiled hallway, even though that meant scuffing my new patent leather shoes.

We went into a classroom where there were lots of children looking extremely busy. Some sat at small desks, playing with wooden blocks; others traced letters or sat on mats working on their writing. I spotted a girl with glossy dark hair that was almost black. I couldn’t see her face as her back was turned towards me. She was playing on a set of silver bells. In that moment, she turned around and looked at me. In a flash, we recognised one another. It was the girl from the corner grocery store! We instantly rushed into each other’s arms as if we were long-separated sisters, sentences in German flowing between us like a volcano of connection. My clenched stomach released; my anxiety vanished and I smiled.

‘My name is Annelies. You can call me Anne,’ said the girl.

As two little girls who didn’t know Dutch, we were thrilled to find one another and I didn’t even notice when my relieved mother tiptoed her way silently out of the door. Anne was also a new girl at the school. Her family had recently arrived from Frankfurt, another big German city. We both had liberal-minded parents who had decided that the modern Montessori approach, which promised children freedom to follow their own curiosity, was right for us. Instead of grades, learning was child-centred, with pupils choosing what they were interested in.

I was instantly dazzled by Anne, this first friend, though I quickly understood that we were very different. I had a habit of hunching into myself, tilting my head sideways and thinking about what I wanted to say before saying anything. I wasn’t used to being around other children and was easily intimidated. I was gangly and tall for my age. Anne had pale olive skin and was shorter than me by about a head – a slip of a girl, almost fragile, with large, flashing dark eyes that seemed to laugh when she did. But her slightness belied her big personality. She was excellent at initiating ideas for games and leading other kids. She was confident, even with adults. She would ask an adult anything; in fact, she always seemed to be asking questions. I marvelled at how she came up with so many. When we met, her dark brown hair was cropped into a short bob swept to the side. I also wore my hair short, like most girls our age did then, but mine was chestnut brown with a little wave. Sometimes my mother fastened it to the side with a big bow. But I always made sure my hair covered my ears. I detested my ears because I thought they were too big.

Anne and I were thrilled to discover we were also next-door neighbours. Our side-by-side apartment buildings had identical flights of concrete stairs that led up to the front doors. It took me less than a minute to swoop down from my apartment and race up to Anne’s. Her place was a floor above ours, so I’d ring the brass doorbell, she’d answer and then we’d bounce up the steep, carpeted staircase inside, holding onto the cream-coloured painted railings that led to a hallway with light blue patterned wallpaper.

Soon we were walking the ten minutes to school every day together, sometimes with Anne’s big sister Margot, who was three years older than us. She was exceptionally bright and kind, and had a more serious nature than Anne. Even though I was younger, she never spoke down to me. How wonderful to have a sister, I thought. Margot went to a more traditional school called Jekerschool on Jekerstraat, just a few blocks away from our school.

Every day, with the help of patient teachers and the will of children desperate to fit in, Anne and I learned new Dutch words and phrases. Very quickly we were speaking fluently (and teasing our parents for their mispronunciations). But of the two of us, I was the only one to retain a slight German accent. With time, we felt like Dutch girls. Our friends came from various backgrounds, some Dutch, some of whom were Jewish too. Others were refugee children, like us. But we did not think much about the differences between us, nor did we feel them. Our memories of Germany were dim and we quickly embraced our new country, rushing headlong into wanting to be like everyone else.

Anne and I soon found a way to communicate from our apartments whenever we wanted. All we had to do was put our heads out of our front windows and call out to one another – me from the second floor, her from the third.

‘An-nah,’ I would call out in a singsong voice in the mornings from my window when it was time to set out for school (Anne was pronounced ‘Anna’). We chose the Dutch national anthem as our personal whistle, so we knew who it was calling out when we wanted to meet up to play outside or go to one another’s home. Anne had trouble whistling, so sometimes she’d just hum the tune. Once the whistle exchange was completed, we’d meet on the pavement below for the ten-minute walk to school. A stream of non-stop chatter would ensue.

‘Hanneli, did you hear about the new Popeye film?’ Anne might ask, and then recount to me the entire story arc of the film she had seen with her family over the weekend. She’d tell me about her mother fretting over her latest ailment – she stayed home sick quite often – or about her excitement over an upcoming visit from one of her grandmothers. She did a lot of the talking, I did a lot of the listening, but there was plenty of back and forth too.

We liked to have sleepovers, to which Anne would bring a small suitcase. I remember her sitting on my bed, brushing her hair and – as young as we still were and despite the fact that our trips were mostly limited to the three yards between our apartments and going to school – talking about wanting to travel the world.

As an only child who longed for siblings, I looked up to Margot. I thought she was beautiful, with her large bright eyes and clear skin. Later, when she needed glasses, I even thought they only added to her sophistication. She radiated a calm, quiet kindness and liked to help people in need. I would have enjoyed having a big sister like her. She had a head for learning and discipline and was quiet, an introvert to Anne’s spirited, talkative self. She was also athletic, and later on would become a rower and a good swimmer. I observed with the intense interest of an only child as Margot played the role of peacemaker in her family. She was extremely obedient and never talked back to her parents. ‘Anne, do calm down, take it easy,’ she’d coax when Anne got agitated. Margot was her mother’s pet (and Anne her father’s) and she wanted to preserve the peace and quiet in the house she knew her mother prized.

I knew right away after meeting Anne that she loved being the centre of attention. She was full of life and lit up the room. Though as a reserved child myself, I also admired Margot’s quieter grace and poise. I wanted to be like Margot: smart, beautiful, good hearted. I also liked to see how protective she could be of Anne. If I ever get to be a big sister, I told myself, I wanted to be like Margot.

Anne had lots of self-confidence, much more than I did. We argued sometimes – not serious things, typical childhood disagreements, forgotten moments later – but her opinions and energy could ocasionally feel exhausting to me, accustomed as I was to a quiet house and being around adults. Sometimes when we played games, Anne would get restless, especially if she wasn’t winning. She was so bright and far less unquestioningly obedient than me. ‘God knows all, but Anne knows better,’ my mother joked when I returned home with details of another ‘know-it-all’ Anne moment.

One day, on the way to school, Anne and I rounded a corner to see chairs and tables dangling in the sky. We watched open-mouthed as they descended from the windows of the apartment of a girl named Juliane. She too was from a German Jewish family, who also lived on Merwedeplein Square. Our parents explained that in Holland people move houses with ropes, lifting heavy furniture through windows with them. That’s because the narrow houses were built on stilts, as anything at sea level here was at risk of flooding. For us, it was great entertainment. Juliane’s family was moving to New York City. ‘You should come to America too,’ Juliane’s mother urged Anne’s mother, Edith.

* * *

As my friendship with Anne deepened, so did the bond between our families. They often came to our home for Shabbat dinners and Jewish holidays like Passover and we spent New Year’s Eve every year at the Franks’ home, the adults talking into the night and the children trying to stay up as long as we could. New Year at the Frank home became a tradition and always included a sleepover. I loved being in their house on Merwedeplein 37, Apartment 2. It felt an extra notch more elegant with its green velvet curtains, Persian rugs in rusts and reds and always the aroma of something sweet wafting in from the kitchen. Mrs Frank, Anne’s mother, was a wonderful baker. To me, the apartment smelled like vanilla and books.

Mrs Frank, her dark hair tucked into a matronly bun, was kind, if a little reserved with us children. She and my mother got along very well and were thrilled Anne and I were so close, ‘like sisters’, they would say. They were both 12 years younger than their husbands, and both terribly homesick for Germany and their loved ones there. I know that Mrs Frank also felt the loss of the relative ease of her former life, just like my mother did, especially with her husband working long hours.

It’s never easy being a refugee, especially for mothers, charged with keeping homes and young children afloat, and Mama and Mrs Frank leaned on one another for help and moral support. They could complain to one another about the burden of doing all the shopping, cleaning and cooking with little or none of the domestic help they were used to back home. Everything was new and perplexing. They could not understand their children’s homework; it was hard navigating cultural clues and their accents in Dutch were thickly German. They exuded the German penchant for order and manners and wanted us to love Beethoven and Bach and German poetry as much as they did. I noticed a certain sadness clung to the mothers in our lives – my mother, Mrs Frank and also Mrs Ledermann, the mother of our good friend Sanne. It was a longing you could almost smell.

The Ledermanns had fled Berlin with their two daughters around the same time we did. Mr Ledermann had originally baulked at the idea. He had a prosperous law practice in Berlin representing large companies, and it’s hard to be a lawyer when you don’t speak the local language and are not trained in the specific laws of the country. Both Ledermanns were reluctant to give up their weekend outings to museums, fine restaurants and concerts, but Ilse Ledermann, who was Dutch-born and had family in the Netherlands, kept pressing her husband Franz to make the move. Mrs Ledermann had a brother-in-law who was a journalist for a Dutch newspaper. He had been sent to cover Hitler’s trial back in 1923 when he was charged and convicted of treason in Munich. The memory of Hitler’s courtroom antics, the raging diatribes and, perhaps even more than that, how the judges did not even try to silence him, left an indelible impression. It made him certain that, now Hitler was in power, he would act on his threats against the Jews. He called Hitler an unstoppable danger. Leave, he urged them, as did Mrs Ledermann’s other Dutch relatives. Mr Ledermann, a proud German, continued to reject the idea of immigration, until the Nazi boycott laws made it virtually impossible for lawyers to practise and he relented.

The family moved into an apartment just around the corner from Merwedeplein, on a parallel street called Noorder Amstellaan. Mrs Ledermann had to adjust to life without nannies for her two little girls, nor cooks and maids. A pianist, she’d had two grand pianos in their large Berlin apartment, but both were sold ahead of the move to Amsterdam. Her husband was a musician too, and they would host classical music concerts in their living room on Sundays.

Mr Ledermann and my father decided to run a two-man refugee relief agency out of our apartment, with my mother assisting as secretary. The two men would sit on opposite sides of a writing table passing documents back and forth between them. My mother was the only one who could type their correspondence and her black typewriter sat in our living room, put away only for Shabbat. They mostly assisted fellow German Jewish refugees as they resettled in Amsterdam. They helped them sort out their economic and legal matters, including trading real estate they might own in one country for property in another. My father brought his expertise in business and economics and Mr Ledermann his legal background. For three years, Mr Ledermann went back to law school to get his Dutch law degree – we were all so proud and impressed. His family threw him a wonderful party when he graduated.

My father did not have the heart to charge much for their services, with everyone feeling the financial stress of the upheaval and the times, so he and Mr Ledermann did not scratch out much of a living. But it was my father’s only source of income at that time. I would have liked to have a bicycle or ice skates, like Anne and my other friends had, but my parents did not have extra money for what in our new circumstances were considered luxuries. Making a living in a new country was a struggle for all of our families, but any difference between us and our Dutch friends was lessened thanks to the Dutch penchant for thriftiness. They shunned showiness and preferred not to talk about money.

The Dutch Jews we encountered felt themselves to be very Dutch and they were not entirely sure what to do with ‘us’. So while they were horrified by the political violence and persecution that had sent Jewish families like mine scurrying to the Netherlands, they were wary of upsetting the delicate balance of acceptance they had found in Dutch society, especially the more wealthy and established Jews, many of whom were Sephardic. There was also a certain resentment among some Dutch Jews, especially the working-class ones (many with Eastern European origins), who thought the German Jews looked down on them as less cultured and educated. And when refugees started arriving in larger numbers, some feared their more brash, outspoken style was upsetting the equilibrium they had carved out for themselves in low-key, modest Dutch society. Although there was less of a cultural history of antisemitism in the Netherlands than other parts of Europe, there was still an undercurrent of it among some. So Dutch Jews as a whole did little to absorb the influx of German Jews, which is why my father and Mr Ledermann’s services were essential. They helped many people in our community, help that would be remembered in the future.

While my father and Mr Ledermann were serious and occupied with their work and events unfolding in Germany, Mr Frank was a different sort of man. Distinguished-looking at about six feet tall, with a salt-and-pepper moustache and sparkling eyes he had passed on to Anne, he was the kind of father who would sit down at bedtime and spin stories with his children. We all adored him; he seemed like a novelty to us – a father who was fully accessible, not shooing us away to read the newspaper or attend to more worldly affairs. Mrs Frank would lose her patience sometimes, especially with Anne who needed a lot of attention, but Mr Frank delighted in her bottomless curiosity and seemed to genuinely like hearing what we kids had to say. And he could be very silly. He taught Anne and me a nonsense song that he told us was in Chinese and for years we believed him.


Jo di wi di wo di wi di waya, katschkaja,

Katscho, di wi di wo di,

Wi di witsch witsch witsch bum!



We’d beg him to sing it for us again and again. The song was one of our own private jokes we’d laugh about even when we were older. Another favourite activity of ours for some reason was watching him pour his beer into a tall glass. We’d watch the foam rise and rise over the cup’s edge, waiting for it to spill over – but it never did.

When we were young, Mr Frank’s companies, Opekta and Pectacon – one for making jam preserves, the other a spice company – were located along the Singel canal, though they later moved to a larger location on the Prinsengracht canal. Sometimes Anne and I would take the tram there on Sundays with her father, to explore and play in the maze of offices and spaces of the four-storey seventeenth-century canal house while he got in a few extra hours of work. It felt like a huge adventure. There were spice mills and a warehouse, pungent with the scent of spices packed in crates. Upstairs, we sat at empty desks and played on the telephones and intercom, and sometimes, when the adults were out of sight, we’d spill cups of water
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Hannah with her family. From left to right: Hannah’s grandmother Therese Klee; Hannah; Hannah’s uncle Hans Klee; Hannah’s aunt Eugenie; Hannah’s baby sister, Gabi, on the lap of her grandfather Hans Klee; Hannah’s mother, Ruth, and Hannah’s father, Hans Goslar (standing).
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Hannah, aged three, with her father, Hans Goslar, in Berlin.
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Hannah with her grandfather Alfred Klee, a lawyer and close associate of Theodor Herzl (the founder of modern Zionism).
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Hannah beside her mother, Ruth, and her baby sister, Gabi, in Amsterdam.
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Inscriptions in Dutch from Hannah to friends in an autograph book.Source: Anne Frank House, Amsterdam.
[image: ]
[image: ]
Hannah and her sister, Gabi, on the right, with neighbours. The little boy is George Goudsmit. His mother, Maya Goudsmit, told the Nazis she would keep Gabi if they came to deport the Goslar family.
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Hannah and Anne play with friends in a sandbox in Amsterdam in 1937. From left to right: Hannah, Anne Frank, Dolly Citroen, Hanna Toby, Barbara Ledermann and Sanne Ledermann (standing). The Ledermanns were close friends of the Frank family – Barbara survived the Holocaust by using false papers and living underground, but her sister Sanne and their parents, Franz and Ilse, died at Auschwitz.Source: Anne Frank Fonds Basel / Getty Images.
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Hannah and Anne with friends in Amsterdam, c. 1935. Sanne Ledermann is on the left, beside Hannah. Anne and Margot Frank are fifth and sixth from the left.Source: Anne Frank Fonds Basel / Getty Images.
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Hannah and Margot Frank on the beach at Zandvoort, the Netherlands, c. 1935.Source: Anne Frank Fonds Basel / Getty Images.
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Hannah pointing to a map of the Netherlands at the 6th Montessori school in Amsterdam c. 1936. The map was not labelled, so students would have to memorise names of cities and towns and identify them on the map.
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Hannah and Anne Frank in their classroom at the 6th Montessori school in Amsterdam, 1938. Hannah is on the far left, seated towards the back, and Anne stands in a white pinafore to the left of their teacher.Source: Anne Frank House, Amsterdam.
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Anne Frank and Hannah playing at the Merwedeplein in Amsterdam in May 1940.Source: Anne Frank Fonds Basel / Getty Images.
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Hannah and Anne with friends in Amsterdam at Anne’s tenth birthday party on 6 June 1939. From left to right: Lucie van Dijk, Anne Frank, Sanne Ledermann, Hannah, Juultje Ketellapper, Käthe Egyedi, Mary Bos, Ietje Swillens and Martha van den Berg.Source: Anne Frank Fonds Basel / Getty Images.
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Otto and Anne Frank (centre) with other guests at the wedding of Miep and Jan Gies, 16 July 1941.Source: Anne Frank House, Amsterdam.
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Jewish families rounded up and forced to leave Amsterdam.Source: NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, Amsterdam.
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Dutch Jews board a train to take them to Auschwitz.Photograph by Rudolf Breslauer, c. 1942–1943.
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Celebration of Hanukkah in Westerbork, the Netherlands.Photograph by Rudolf Breslauer, c. 1942–1944.Source: NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, Amsterdam.
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Transit camp at Westerbork, the Netherlands, c. 1940.Source: NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, Amsterdam.
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Life at Bergen-Belsen, Germany.Source: Imperial War Museum, London.
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Jewish prisoners from Bergen-Belsen in the immediate aftermath of the liberation by American troops in Farsleben, Germany, on 13 April 1945. They had been on one of three trains that set out from Bergen-Belsen towards Theresienstadt concentration camp at the very end of the war. Hannah and her sister, Gabi, were on another of the three trains, dubbed ‘the lost train’, which meandered for almost two weeks before being liberated by Red Army soldiers.Source: Maidun Collection / Alamy Stock Photo.
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Hannah and Gabi with their aunt Edith after the war, c. 1947.
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Hannah and a fellow young nurse hold two of the babies in care at the hospital, Jerusalem, c. 1948.
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Hannah meets with the actress who played Anne Frank in the first Hebrew production of the play The Diary of Anne Frank, 1957.
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Hannah with her husband, Dr Walter Pinchas, in Jerusalem after the war.Source: Paul Schutzer / The LIFE Picture Collection / Shutterstock.
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Hannah with her husband and children, Yochi, Chagi and Ruthie, in Jerusalem.Source: Paul Schutzer / The LIFE Picture Collection / Shutterstock.
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Hannah at the Anne Frank House, Amsterdam, pointing at herself in a photo on the wall, October 2012.Source: Marcel Antonisse / EPA / Shutterstock.
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Hannah holding up a photo of her childhood friend Anne Frank in 2022.Source: Eric Sultan / The Lonka Project.
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