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Prologue
MAY 8, 1995

My dearest granddaughter Jenny,
For years you’ve asked me about my experiences during World War 
II. I haven’t told you much because I felt you were too young to 
understand the horror and fear we lived with during those times. 

I realize that you’re now mature enough to hear my whole story. 
You’ve heard parts about how we lived in the Netherlands—in Den 
Haag, and then in Nunspeet. You knew we were hidden and eventually 
saved, but I’m now giving you the details of those years, including the 
letters I wrote to my oma—my grandma—and others. 

Having me write letters was a trick used by my mother to keep 
me quiet during the days when I couldn’t go to school, or when we 
had to whisper all the time. Like you, I was talkative, curious, and 
independent. Only when my imagination was engaged and I was 
writing, could I focus. 
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When Oma died after the war, I went through her belongings. In 
an old trunk at the foot of her bed, I found all my letters, tied neatly 
into bundles, ragged from being read over and over. I had written them 
on paper bags, notepaper, old receipts, pages torn from books, and 
wrapping paper from food deliveries. I took what the Underground 
brought me, wrote the letters, folded them up, and gave them back 
to the Underground to deliver to Oma. They didn’t look fancy, but 
the stories inside made them come alive. 

Jenny, here is my gift to you—my story, told with the help of those 
letters, about my childhood, long hidden in memories.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE LEAVING

The first thing I remember from that time was someone shaking me 
and calling my name. 

“Walter, wake up! Walter!”
I opened my eyes and saw my mother’s face close to mine. Her eyes 

were overflowing with tears, and her hands were shaking. 
“Hurry. You have to get dressed. I’ve put your clothes on the bed. 

Wear all of them. If you need help, ask your sister.” Then my mother 
turned and left our room. 

My sister was sobbing as she stuffed clothing into her rucksack. 
Hannah looked fatter than she had the day before. She wore a long 
skirt with a short skirt on top. Blue cuffs emerged from under the 
sleeves of her white sweater and she had on two pairs of socks—blue 
ones and red ones. At the foot of the bed I saw my rucksack bulging at 
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the seams and next to it a pile of clothing—two shirts, two sweaters, 
two pants, two underpants, two pairs of socks. Confused, I began to 
dress myself in layers. 

“Hannah, what’s happening? Why are you crying? Why is Mama 
crying? Why are we packing? Why do I have to wear all these clothes?”

“We’re leaving Zwickau for the Netherlands. We have to catch 
the early train,” she said, her voice thick with tears. “Hurry and get 
dressed.” Her back was to me, but I saw her shoulders shaking, and 
she was sniffling into her sleeve. 

Oh, I thought, a train! How exciting! I’d only heard the whistles of 
the trains as they entered our city and only seen photographs of them 
in magazines. Now I was going to travel for real in a shiny black train 
that would hiss, whistle, and clank.

I was only five and a half. Hannah was four years older, so she 
helped me button my shirts and pull one pair of pants on over the 
other. She had to tie my shoes because I was so padded that I could 
hardly bend over. And I was too hot.

Hannah handed me my rucksack and told me she’d packed for me 
while I was asleep. 

“Did you pack Affe?” Oma had made a stuffed sock monkey for me 
when I was a baby, and it comforted me. Affe (German for monkey) 
was always under my covers when I slept, but now it was gone. That 
monkey was my favorite plaything and went everywhere with me, 
especially into the kitchen when my oma and mother baked. I could 
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smell yeast and cinnamon in the stuffing, reminders of home, and I 
wanted to take those memories with me. 

“Yes, he’s there,” Hannah said. “Look.” She opened my rucksack 
to show me Affe peeking out, jammed into a corner with legs over his 
head and arms akimbo. 

“Now we have to go.”
The kitchen was spotless, as if nobody had ever lived there. We all 

stood around for one last look. I remember Papa’s lined forehead, and 
Mama’s red braid peeking over the collar of her coat. Her eyes were 
red and watery. Oma’s gray hair snuck out in wisps from her knitted 
hat, and she looked dazed. Her eyes were red-rimmed, above a straight 
line of a mouth clamped shut so hard that her lips disappeared. She 
nodded, distracted, as if someone was talking to her inside her head.

Oma had lived in that house most of her life. At the time, I didn’t 
know the huge significance of our move because my parents sheltered 
me. I was to learn the truth three years later. It was an adventure for 
me when we left, even though everyone else was sad. I didn’t know 
why, so I just followed instructions like a good little boy. 

Mama gave me a piece of bread and some cheese to eat and helped 
me with my jacket. We crossed the threshold and left the home in 
Zwickau, Germany where I’d lived since my birth. Papa and Mama 
carried suitcases wrapped with leather straps. They both strained as 
they walked, tilting over to one side. I held Mama’s soft, warm hand. 
Papa helped Oma with her satchel, which was small enough for her 
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to carry. Mama and Hannah and I had our rucksacks on our backs. I 
felt like a wobbly Humpty Dumpty. 

The sun was still asleep. As we walked down our road, all was still. 
The birds weren’t up, and all of the homes were dark. Our steps on 
the stones crunched, and the heavy suitcases caused my parents to 
breathe heavily. 

When we got to the train station, my throat caught. In front of 
us was a shiny black engine. Steam flowed from the top and hissing 
came from the wheels. My father helped Mama, Oma, and Hannah 
step into the compartment. A man in a uniform lifted me up and onto 
the train. He seemed to know my father, because he put his hand on 
Papa’s shoulder and said, “Good luck.”

We sat in two facing double seats. Nobody said anything. People 
slept in their seats with blankets and coats draped over their bodies. I 
wiped away the steam on the window and looked outside. Darkness 
surrounded us. 

Once the train started, I could hear the clickety-clack of the wheels 
going faster and faster. The whistle sounded far away and our coach 
rocked from side to side. I removed my coat and one sweater. Mama 
unpacked some food from the small rucksack she’d carried on her 
back. We spread a cloth on the seat between Hannah and me, and 
Mama set out bread, cheese, and apple slices. Once I’d eaten, I fell 
asleep rocked by the motion of the train. 

Suddenly I was shaken again. “Put on your sweater and jacket,” 
Mama said.
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“We’re changing trains in Leipzig. We have to stay together and 
hold each other’s hands,” said Papa. 

I’d never heard of this place before but I had no time to think about 
what excitement waited at the station. We had to hurry. And remem-
ber, Jenny, I was roly-poly with all my clothing, so it felt as if I was 
being dragged by my mother while my feet flew over the platforms. 

We left the train and walked up some stairs, across another plat-
form, until we found a bench, where we waited. I wanted to ask many 
questions, but Papa’s face warned me against doing that. His brow was 
furrowed, and his mouth was set with tight lips. He wiped perspiration 
from his forehead. I held my tongue, thinking someone would tell me 
what was happening, but nobody spoke. 

The train arrived and looked just like the first one. Once more, we 
found seats facing each other, but this time the people around us were 
awake and talking and drinking from thermos cups. The car had a 
mingling of smells from coffee to pastry to cheese, and many voices 
from young to old. 

Oma told me to look out the window for wild animals now that 
there was sunshine. Hannah read from her book. Mama knitted, and 
Papa read some newspapers that had been left on the seat. I looked 
out the window and thought about the life I’d left behind. It was all 
jumbled together—toys, books, rubber boots for walking in puddles, 
stones to throw, sticks to turn over stones, smells of baking from our 
kitchen, the people at the market where Mama and I went to buy 
food, my stuffed monkey who was my best friend, the sweet taste of 
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cherries from the tree in our backyard, memories of my opa and his 
sweater that smelled of tobacco and sweat when he hugged me. I tried 
to remember his face but he’d been dead a long time. I dozed off and 
on, for what seemed like a whole day. 

Suddenly Papa exclaimed, “We’re in the Netherlands!” and the lines 
on his forehead disappeared. He grinned. Mama’s face crumpled up 
and turned red. Oma woke from her nap. Hannah looked up, scowled, 
and continued to read. Even though I was little, I knew she was mad 
at Papa and Mama because she didn’t want to leave her friends. She 
hadn’t smiled or spoken to them the whole trip.

When we left the train I stood on a platform surrounded by suit-
cases, rucksacks, and a language I didn’t understand. Mama grabbed 
my hand, and we began to walk. Coats swished in my face, hands and 
legs moved swiftly past me. I was in a jungle of people. 

The date was April 29, 1937. I was almost six and about to experi-
ence a new childhood. 
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After escaping from Germany, Walter and Hannah couldn’t know that their carefree years in 
the Netherlands would end with the invasion of Nazi soldiers in 1940. Soon after this photo 
was taken they would be forced into hiding if they were to survive.


