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I dedicate this story to the people who, at risk of their own lives, took me 
in, a little girl the Nazi invaders were determined to exterminate simply 
because I was Jewish. I don’t really know anything objective about them 
or their lives, and can only guess at their reasons for hiding me. I can’t 
even remember the names of some of them. I can only describe how it 

was for me.

Not all were welcoming. Something as simple as a smile, a kind word or 
a hug would have made all the difference. Nevertheless, thanks to all of 
them, I survived to have a long and fulfilling life: a loving marriage and 

children and grandchildren. We are all very close. I look at them and 
count my blessings.

*

I was eight years old when I went into hiding, and during the next two 
and a half years, I lived in six different places. For me, a frightened and 
lonely child, it was a deeply traumatic time. The memories remain in 
vivid images, but the feelings were deeply buried for over fifty years. If 
asked, I would have said that nothing much had happened to me.

Our family survived when so many around us were not so lucky. After 
the war, when we were reunited, we never talked about the years of 
separation. I was never asked about what had happened to me, so it just 
became a non-event.

When I was suddenly left in strange places among strange people, my 
mother did not explain to me the reality of our situation. I had no idea 
that she was leaving me to save my life, or that the people looking after 
me were doing something dangerous and heroic.

Confused, miserable, I coped by learning to repress all my sad and angry 
feelings. What I did understand was that I needed to be ‘a good girl’, at 
all times so as to please my hosts.

The first place, in the summer of 1942, was a children’s holiday home. 
My sister, Danielle, aged three, was also there, but she was housed with 
the very small children, and we never saw each other. I can still recall this 
first separation from my home and my parents with surprising clarity.
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I am eight years old. I am standing in the middle of a playground. There 
are children all around me running, shrieking, climbing and laughing. It 
is a beautiful summer’s day. I don’t play, I don’t laugh, I just watch. I miss 
my parents terribly. I don’t understand what is happening, but I sense it 
is not good. I try to forget the ache in my stomach.

One day, the woman who runs the home sends me along with her 
fourteen-year-old niece on an errand. I am considered a responsible 
child. It’s a nice day, and it’s a relief to be out in the streets of my city. 
We travel on the tram and when we get off, I recognise the park. We are 
only two blocks away from my home. I get excited. We could easily walk 
there and see my mum and dad. But suddenly, it hits me that we mustn’t 
do that! It would be bad, in fact, very dangerous. My parents would 
be angry.

This realisation leaves me feeling even more scared, and I find myself 
fighting an overwhelming wave of homesickness. Yet it is such a lovely 
day! The sun is shining and the birds are singing.

By this time, the Germans were rounding up and deporting Jewish 
women and children as well as the men. My parents were themselves 
in a precarious situation. My mother had false identity papers, but my 
father did not. He also looked strikingly foreign, so he had to keep out 
of sight.

My mother was the one to take the risk of leaving the safety of home to 
do whatever was necessary to keep us going. Throughout the war, she 
visited both of her daughters from time to time. Just coming and going 
from a place where you were not supposed to be living was something a 
suspicious neighbour might notice, and report.

When we had been in the holiday home for only a few weeks, my parents 
discovered that there were quite a number of Jewish children there, and 
decided it was not a good idea for us to stay there.

My mother arranged for someone to come and move us to the country 
where we stayed with a couple who fostered children for a living. 
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They were in fact hiding four other Jewish children, but they certainly 
had no kind or compassionate feelings for us. We went hungry and they 
frightened us with stories of what would happen if the Germans got us. 
They asked my mother to come and work for them, and she accepted, 
but when she saw how they treated us, she left and sent a young woman 
to fetch us.

My next ‘home’ was with the family Van den Borren. They were kind and 
loving. A warm, smiling grandmother looked after her grandchildren as 
well as me. Their daughter was married to an American and they and 
their children also lived in the spacious three-storey home.

Jewish children were not allowed to go to school, so I was home all day. 
I was nearly nine and I discovered that I could read a whole book! This 
was very exciting, in fact a godsend. There was a multitude of children’s 
books in the house. I was allowed to read all day, and I escaped into a 
world of my own. There was also a grand piano and I was permitted to 
play the shiny notes.

Despite being treated with kindness, I remained anxious and lonely. 
While the lives of the people around me were normal, I knew that 
something terrible could happen any time to my family and to me.

One day, German soldiers came to arrest the American son-in-law. They 
were directed upstairs, which allowed him to slip away to safety. The 
soldiers came downstairs and interrogated the family. They noticed my 
dark hair and wanted to know who I was. I certainly did not look like the 
other children of the house, who were all fair except for one boy who 
had bright red hair.

The grandmother said I was the child of neighbours who often came to 
play with her grandchildren. It was decided that I was no longer safe 
there, and had to move.

I didn’t know it at the time, but after I left the Van den Borrens, these 
remarkable people agreed to take my sister Danielle in my place. She 
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had some resemblance to the dark-haired grandmother, and could 
pass as the child of a relative. She stayed there until the Liberation in 
September 1944.

I went home to stay with my parents until they found somewhere else for 
me. This was not a happy time. A number of people were hiding in the 
same house. There was a lot of tension, as they spent most of their time 
practicing to get into a hiding place as fast as they could. It was very scary 
and I was actually relieved when another place was found for me.

I was taken to Madeleine, a friend of the woman who had been our 
landlady before the war, a single woman living on her own. She was very 
strict and aloof. I helped her to wind wool, I dusted the furniture and 
willingly did whatever jobs she gave me.

A devout Catholic, she took me to church a lot, something I looked 
forward to. It felt so peaceful and safe. She taught me catechism and all 
about the Catholic religion, and I learnt it enthusiastically. Yet, whatever 
I did, I never seemed to please her. Her lack of warmth was so hurtful 
to me that one day, I got angry enough to say, ‘You are only doing this 
for money!’

There were some odd moments that lifted my spirits, like going berry-
picking with her in the forest and making jam. Madeleine had a radio and 
we listened to the clandestine BBC news. We had to use it very sparingly 
because if a valve in the radio burnt out, it could not be replaced. This 
activity was punishable by death but, in late 1943, knowing that the 
Allies were starting to win the war gave us great hope.

It is while I was staying at this place that my mother and I had a narrow 
escape. She had taken me as a special treat to visit my father, and she 
was bringing me back ‘home’. We were on a tram that was stopped 
by the military, and all the passengers were ordered off to have their 
papers checked.

My mother told me to run home, but I stood to one side, frozen with fear 
to the footpath. My mother had no option but to join the queue. They 
looked at her ID card and didn’t recognise it as false. Saved by a piece of 
green cardboard! 
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One day, I wet the bed. I had never done this before, and was overcome 
with shame, and even more so, with fear of the woman’s harsh words. 
I hid my damp pyjamas, but of course, I was found out. I desperately 
denied what was obviously the truth and she was horrified, more at the 
lie than the wet clothes. Madeleine would have kept me, but I was so 
unhappy that my mother looked for somewhere else.

I moved again. Another place, another way of doing things, this time 
in the country with a woman who kept a pub. I wore clogs and the 
people spoke Flemish. I learned the new language as fast as I could, but 
I couldn’t get on with the woman’s dog, which was a shame, because 
he was the most important member of the household. I was not used 
to dogs, and I learned the hard way. I was blamed for letting him get to 
my handkerchiefs, precious in a time of austerity, which he delighted in 
shredding. Another time, when I was asked to take some butter down 
into the cool cellar, nobody warned me to put it up high, out of the 
dog’s reach.

What I found most uncomfortable was having to sleep in the same bed 
as the woman of the house. She was never kind to me, and I hated it. 
Perhaps she did not like it either, because she decided to make me sleep 
on a deckchair, the only piece of furniture in an otherwise empty room. I 
was unable to stretch out and was so uncomfortable that I tried laying it 
flat on the bare hard floor!

I tried not to be a nuisance. Although I always kept my feelings to myself, 
I did once break down and cry when my mother came for a visit. It 
seemed to me that the war would never end. Afterwards, I felt bad about 
crying, making it hard for my mother once again.

It is June 1944. The Allies have landed in Normandy. I move to my sixth 
place. Here, I breathe a sigh of relief. I am again staying with kind people, 
a woman and her elderly father, who leave me to myself. She is busy all 
day in her optometrist shop, but the grandfather talks to me. He explains 
things about history and geography on a world map. I am an expert 
cleaner by now, and any chores I do around the place are very much 
appreciated. The old man takes me to his vegetable plot. He proudly 
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shows me the corn and other vegetables that he grows. He teaches me to 
weed, because it’s hard for him to bend.

Finally, the long-awaited day of liberation came. I stood by the window 
as the liberators’ lorries and tanks rolled down the boulevard. People 
jumped on them and threw flowers. I wished I could be down there with 
the celebrating crowd, but I felt numb. I didn’t know how to rejoice.

I went home to my parents and little sister, something I had longed 
for every day of our separation. Home at last where I belonged! But 
strangely, our reunion was a great disappointment. I didn’t know what I 
really expected, but it felt so empty. No jumping for joy, no excitement, 
no celebration! I remember asking for a particular food, which we didn’t 
have, and then bursting into tears. It was not about food, but about the 
sense of desolation I could not articulate.

We never talked about what happened to us, as if it had not happened. 
The priority now was getting back to a ‘normal life’. My father went back 
to work, and I went back to school to catch up on my education. I had 
learnt the importance of pleasing and fitting in, so I did it once more.

My parents were not the only ones to want to leave the past behind as 
quickly as possible. At that time adults generally believed that, because 
children were too young to understand what was going on they didn’t 
really suffer. The sooner it was all forgotten, the better! All the feelings 
remained unacknowledged, our experiences never discussed, their 
importance denied with a blanket of silence.

It took another forty-five years before I began to look back on those 
years. In 1990, I already had two granddaughters when Dr Paul Valent, a 
psychiatrist and himself a child survivor, gathered a group of people who 
had been children during World War II in Nazi-occupied Europe.

We were able, all of us for the first time, to talk about our experiences 
and found we had a lot in common. We thawed out those deeply frozen 
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feelings of sadness, anger and a sense of having been abandoned. We 
gave each other support and the recognition that we had never had from 
the older generation. It was a liberating experience.

We could finally make some sense of all the childhood images that we 
had carried for so many years. And we realised that early trauma can 
leave a deep and lasting effect. One of my discoveries was that after two 
years of separation, my parents and I were really strangers to each other.

When we migrated in 1949 to Australia, we lost touch with the people 
who had helped us. At that time, I felt no gratitude towards them. That 
came much later, as I was able to gain insight through sharing the stories 
of my experiences with other child survivors.

In the late 1990s my sister and I nominated two families who helped 
us stay alive, for the award of ‘Righteous Among the Nations’. This is an 
award with which the State of Israel honours non-Jews who saved the 
lives of Jews during World War II.

We attended two very moving ceremonies in Brussels. At one, the 
ninety-five-year-old rescuer of my parents, Marguerite Preud’homme, 
attended, and it was humbling to see how grateful she was for being 
honoured with the award. At the other ceremony, it was Marie Cape, the 
granddaughter of Charles and Madeleine Van den Borren, who received 
the posthumous award.

I was by then a grandmother, and so was she. Her children and 
grandchildren were there, as were my sister’s daughter and 
granddaughter. It was seeing the generations together that brought 
home to me, very dramatically, how fortunate I am to have been granted 
a precious life and a loving family.
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