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I have long described child Holocaust survivors as "elderly children." We were forced to grow

up overnight and lost pieces of childhood - of play and security, of comfort and predictability, of

parental love and guidance. Those few of us fortunate to have survived have spent lifetimes

catching up on what we missed.This account reflects the life journey of such a child

determined to achieve a sense of normalcy, regain a Jewish identity, and confront the

emotional legacy of the Shoah and the scourge of antisemitism.

This is the book we've all been waiting for. From the very beginning (or at least my beginning

awareness, decades ago) of your lifetime of groundbreaking work, I have been struck with the

uniqueness of your approach. There are many good scholars, you among them, but such

enormous hearts as yours are quite rare! I am grateful for the way you have listened to

survivors, for the accessible way you've shared what survivors have confided to you, and for

the hearts you have opened, yours, theirs and ours. - Ann Weiss, director, producer, film

maker, teacher, photojournalist, Author of The Last Album: Eyes from the Ashes of Auschwitz-

BirkenauThank you for one of the most inspiring books I have ever read. My admiration for your

accomplishments, for the most worthy causes in the world, have reached unfathomable depths

in my soul. Since we met in grade school, I knew you were smart and personable but had no

idea from whence you came. Your book transcends everything my mind could ever imagine.

You have shared your knowledge, thoughts, emotions and soul. You have fulfilled your destiny

and I believe, that was why you were saved and placed on this earth. - Lucie Hanson

Dallamore, BSW, MSWAlmost 40 years ago you were a visionary pioneer in assisting me to

start the child survivor group movement in Los Angeles, Vancouver, and then worldwide.

Through your honesty and sharing about your own separations, fears, and losses in hiding

during the Holocaust, you enabled many child Holocaust survivors who were traumatized then

to come forward from the darkness about their own experiences. You showed the way to

transform grief into compassion, and to contribute to Tikkun Olam - repairing the world. - Sarah

Moskovitz, Professor of Developmental Psychology, California State University Northridge,

Founder of the Los Angeles Child Survivors group, Author of Love Despite Hate: Child

Survivors of the Holocaust and Their Adult Lives--This text refers to the hardcover

edition.About the AuthorDr. Robert Krell was born in Holland and survived the Holocaust in

hiding. In 1951, his family moved to Vancouver, Canada. Robert became professor of

psychiatry at the University of British Columbia, often treating Holocaust survivor families and

Dutch survivors of Japanese concentration camps. He established a Holocaust Education

program for high schools in 1976, an audio-visual documentation program recording survivor

testimony in 1978, and helped found child Holocaust survivor groups in 1982. He was founding

President of the Vancouver Holocaust Education Centre which teaches 20,000 students

annually. Robert has authored and co-edited ten books plus numerous book chapters and

articles. He continues to write and speak on Holocaust related concerns. For his life-long work

in Holocaust education, remembrance and human rights, his recognitions include the Elie

Wiesel Holocaust Remembrance Medal and the Order of Canada. Robert is married to Marilyn

and they have three children and nine grandchildren. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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Advance PraiseThis is the book we’ve all been waiting for. From the very beginning (or at least

my beginning awareness, decades ago) of your lifetime of groundbreaking work, I have been

struck with the uniqueness of your approach. There are many good scholars, you among them,

but such enormous hearts as yours are quite rare! I am grateful for the way you have listened

to survivors, for the accessible way you’ve shared what survivors have confided to you, and for

the hearts you have opened, yours, theirs and ours. — Ann Weiss, director, producer, film

maker, teacher, photojournalist, Author of The Last Album: Eyes from the Ashes of Auschwitz-

BirkenauThank you for one of the most inspiring books I have ever read. My admiration for your

accomplishments, for the most worthy causes in the world, have reached unfathomable depths

in my soul. Since we met in grade school, I knew you were smart and personable but had no

idea from whence you came. Your book transcends everything my mind could ever imagine.

You have shared your knowledge, thoughts, emotions and soul. You have fulfilled your destiny

and I believe, that was why you were saved and placed on this earth. — Lucie Hanson

Dallamore, BSW, MSWAlmost 40 years ago you were a visionary pioneer in assisting me to

start the child survivor group movement in Los Angeles, Vancouver, and then worldwide.

Through your honesty and sharing about your own separations, fears, and losses in hiding

during the Holocaust, you enabled many child Holocaust survivors who were traumatized then

to come forward from the darkness about their own experiences. You showed the way to

transform grief into compassion, and to contribute to Tikkun Olam – repairing the world. —

Sarah Moskovitz, Professor of Developmental Psychology, California State University

Northridge, Founder of the Los Angeles Child Survivors group, Author of Love Despite Hate:

Child Survivors of the Holocaust and Their Adult LivesA beautiful book! What a carefully

detailed account of a life that, after a traumatic early life, was filled with success and joy. I

admire your memory. How indeed did you retain all the important events and your feelings

accompanying them? And the content! Not an everyday story even for a hidden child: your love

for the Munniks and their love for you. — Anna Ornstein, MD, psychoanalyst, Auschwitz

survivor. Author of My Mother’s Eyes: Holocaust Memories of a Young GirlThe first and most

important quality of a good memoir is that the author must be honest. You certainly are. Some

very painful topics are addressed head on. You write very candidly about your two mothers.

You describe your complex relationship with your mother Emmy unsparingly, you account for

her lifelong emotional pain, and you give full credit to her strengths. — Christopher Friedrichs,

Professor Emeritus of History, UBC, and Editor of A Jewish Youth in Dresden: The Diary of

Louis Lesser, 1833-1837I just finished reading your beautifully written book and wanted to say

how much it moved me, how gracefully you touched on each aspect of your life – your early life

in hiding in Holland, your integration into your new life in Vancouver, then marriage, children

and the loss of your parents. What a rich life it has been, with all of that as well as your career

as a child and family psychiatrist, and your travels and lifelong commitment to teaching about

the Holocaust. I was lucky to be a small part of that with you in the early 80s for the Holocaust

Education Days in the IRC building at UBC. You’ve written your story from the heart, with love

and humility and with great humour too, necessary to help the reader bear the devastating

stories of loss. I cried often, but I laughed out loud too. — Maureen Phillips, BA, MA, freelance

editor, writer and teacherA friend asked me, “What is False Papers” all about? Without

hesitation I replied False Papers is about fear: fear of being discovered, abused, and killed. It

was a fear that lasted for the duration of the Nazi occupation. It was a daily fear that seeped

into every moment like poisoned air. And only years later, I learned how such psychological



trauma can persist for many years after the original events that caused it. My scars, that

seemed closed, are re-opened by stress. And it explains my parents postwar erratic

behaviours, my mother’s depressions and my father’s mania. Their wartime wounds pursued

them. Robert accurately confirms my experience as a fellow child Holocaust survivor. — Robert

Melson, Professor Emeritus of Political Science, Purdue, Author of False Papers: Deception

and Survival in the Holocaust. Revolution and Genocide: On the Origins of the Armenian

Genocide and the HolocaustRobert Krell addresses both a wide and a specific audience in his

telling a difficult story that I've not read anywhere else - the public (successful and well-

recognized) life and the unremitting personal anguish. Many nights, I've woken from dreams

where his story has left me at lights out: the pain and anxiety and loss amidst so much that is

very good indeed. He has made these vivid without ever dwelling on them. They have been the

link on which he has threaded so many very interesting stories about his family and many

others. In some ways, Robert's book is an Honour Roll of those who have lived with everything

that being Jewish means, and have led Jewry for the past half century out of the trauma

wilderness during and after WWII. I thank you very much indeed for this work and for all that I

now carry after reading it. — Susanna Egan, Professor Emeritus English, UBC, Author of

Burdens of Proof: Faith, Doubt, and Identity in AutobiographyAs your book was published and

dedicated to your children and grandchildren, it will first and foremost remain a family treasure,

but will also be used as a historical document. You have written your story of survival during

the Shoah, your struggles in your youth, and you detailed your life as an immigrant. Your

chapter on ‘Irritants” is loud and clear. — Sidney Zoltak, survivor, educator, Author of My Silent

Pledge: A Journey of Struggle, Survival and RemembranceI love the book; the mixture of the

Holocaust and you is great and your humorous take on many of the events of your postwar life

is hilarious. I’m also repeatedly amazed at how you came into contact with so many famous,

infamous or just interesting people. — Peter Suedfeld, O.C., PhD, FRSC, Dean Emeritus of

Graduate Studies, UBC, survivor, Editor of Light from the Ashes: Social Science Careers of

Young Holocaust Refugees and SurvivorsSounds from SilenceReflections of a Child Holocaust

Survivor, Psychiatrist, and TeacherRobert KrellCopyright © 2021 Robert KrellPublisher:

Amsterdam Publishers, The Netherlandsinfo@amsterdampublishers.comFront cover: Robbie
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MessageA Special Note of GratitudeAbout the AuthorNote from the PublisherKind

requestFurther ReadingMany of us child Holocaust survivorsescaped the scene of the crime to

live our lives,but we did not escape memory(Robert Krell)In memory of my courageous

parents,Leo Krell(September 3, 1913 - December 20, 1994)and Emmy Krell Stelzer(June 2,

1915 - April 8, 2004)For my children and grandchildrenand for yoursPrologueLeo, Emmy, and

Robbie Krell, The Hague, 1940 (back garden of the home they fled in 1942)Fate and good

fortune have preserved me long enough to have become, at age 80, the “elder of the family.”

Growing older carries consequences and responsibilities.So I have put pen to paper for you to

know something of your origins: knowledge and information gleaned from many sources.For

better or worse, this reflects my journey in life. Long ago I knew that I could never be a writer of

fiction, even had I possessed the talent. As a child, I heard too many stories that defy

imagination. No writer whom I have read comes close to describing what was told to me unless

that writer was also there.Here are my recollections and childhood fragments filled in by others,

then my own, filled in by me. I am not sure that this is a memoir or a collection of memories,

hence I prefer “memoiries.” And what I have not written serves to protect me, perhaps you,

from my darkness.No survivor of the Holocaust escaped without wounds. And those wounds,

only lightly healed over time, can be ripped open at the drop of a memory. Therefore we

cannot, we must not, tell everything.There are matters I have withheld to prevent disturbing

those around me. I have allowed family members and friends to see my inherent optimism and

love of life. I live with few regrets. Blessed with a fascinating career, lasting friendships, and an

incredible family, I have kept at a distance my profound sadness, chronic fears, devastating

shame, incapacitating shyness, nightmares, and preoccupations shaped by my earliest

experiences and forged in an atmosphere of potential annihilation.Death became an unwanted

companion yet also a liberating thought. If all else fails, there is always death. Although I never

contemplated suicide (do not give your enemies what they seek), in some unfathomable way,

death had lost its meaning for me. And from time to time, it felt like a welcome possibility, and I

took risks. During those moments of vulnerability and despair, I reminded myself that Jews are

forbidden to despair. That is not the Jewish way. We are commanded to dream and to hope.But

what I share I do so with love. Your existence has blessed my life beyond compare. Although I

feel as if my childhood were yesterday, I am quickly becoming an elderly Jew with stories to

tell. But that is how it should be. And as Elie Wiesel has written, “People will do wonderful

things if you will only tell them the right stories.”Shoshana, Robert, Simone, Marilyn, and

Michaela (1981)1B’reisheet (In the Beginning)1940–45"I went back into our collective history

and tried to find out who was the first hidden child in Jewish history. You may be surprised to

learn his name. Moses. You see there are precedents. Moses, too, was abandoned by his

parents simply because he was in danger." — Elie Wiesel (1991)After the war ended, I was

reunited with my parents. I was five years old. Leo and Emmy Krell were aged 32 and 30,

respectively, and they were alone in the world. Only three years earlier my mother had her

parents, two brothers, and one sister living in Poland, and my father had his mother and two

older sisters living in The Hague, Holland. His father was in Antwerp. In those three years, all

were murdered. But we who survived in Holland in hiding did not know that with certainty in

May 1945. Though much was suspected and rumored at liberation, little was known.At age

two, I was given away into hiding. We had received a letter ordering us to report for

“resettlement to the East” on August 19, 1942. My father, an obstinate man, chose to defy the

order because none of his friends who had gone earlier were ever heard from

again.Abandoning our home, I was placed temporarily with “Opa” Hol and Mrs. Mulder, former



neighbors of ours. Sjaan Mulder had a grandson named Pietje, the Dutch diminutive for Peter. I

remember him because he gave me piggyback rides and once bumped my head into

overhanging stairs on the way down to the front door. I told all who would listen “Hooffie

stootte, Pietje daan” (Banged my head, Peter did it). It was my first conscious memory.Robbie

and his mother (1940)In 1983, a Dutch survivor of Japanese concentration camps was referred

to me for treatment. As a psychiatrist, I had a reputation for working with camp survivors still

suffering from the consequences. Mr. Van Huizen (not his real name) had been severely

beaten during his internment and suffered from beriberi and other illnesses. He had recurrent

severe headaches, sometimes relieved only through visits to his local hospital for an injection

of morphine. He had damaged cervical vertebrae from carrying heavy loads on his neck and

shoulders during years of forced labor. Mr. Van Huizen was a tall, courteous, proud man. His

wife was of Indonesian descent, not imprisoned herself but deeply affected by the war and

sympathetic to her husband’s distress.Forty years later, Mr. Van Huizen was still experiencing

dreadful nightmares filled with thoughts of revenge and guilt over having such thoughts. He

was outraged that today’s “peaceniks” were critical of the US bombings of Hiroshima and

Nagasaki. He said that none of the prisoners would have survived a US invasion of Japan.

Their captors had told them they would be killed, and in any case, they were within several

months from death by starvation. Their lives were saved by the atom bomb.It was while Mr. Van

Huizen was in the camps that I also suffered from a headache, albeit minor and insignificant —

the one Pietje gave me when he banged my head.Mr. and Mrs. Van Huizen visited me faithfully

once a month for many years of individual and couples therapy. Medicine helped him sleep.

Talking about his rage relieved him emotionally. His wife learned to understand his struggle and

how to assist him. They traveled to Holland every few years. He reported having visited on one

such trip with a cousin in a small town in Holland. At an intimate gathering of friends, Mr. Van

Huizen spoke of his therapy to convince other war victims to seek help. He mentioned my

name and that I had been helpful. His cousin asked him whether it was possible that the

Robert Krell whom he mentioned was “my Robbie.” He sent his regards just in case. I wrote to

him asking whether he was the Peter as in “Hooffie stootte, Pietje daan.” He responded with a

touching letter of how he had missed me when I disappeared into hiding. “I thought of you as

my little brother,” he wrote.So that I could stay with Mrs. Mulder, my mother had packed me a

little suitcase. When she left, I apparently tried to follow her, dragging my suitcase behind me.

When she told me this story 50 years later, she said that I looked at her in a way suggesting

that I would never forgive her. Of course, I denied that, but she was right. She was always

much smarter than I was. Although my mom saved my life by having the courage to leave me

with virtual strangers, I never forgave her for leaving me. After all, a child’s world is small and

without perspective. The act of being given to strangers equals abandonment, never mind the

circumstances, which are beyond a child’s grasp.Cousin Milly, Robbie, and his mother

(1940)Soon, there were other things to remember. The elderly Hols entertained a visitor, an

acquaintance on her annual visit to see how they were doing. Violette (Let) Munnik asked them

who I was. They explained that I was Robbie Krell, a Jewish boy temporarily with them while

my mother found a hiding place for us. Their offer was for a few days only because the

Germans were moving the older Dutch men and women out of the cities and into the

countryside. Mrs. Munnik offered to take me for a few weeks. I stayed with her family for nearly

three years, from November 1942 to May 1945. Herein lies a mystery that cannot be

resolved.We left our home in mid-August, prior to the fateful day of August 19, 1942, which

would have seen us gathered in Westerbork, the Dutch transit camp from which trains left for

either Auschwitz or Sobibór every Tuesday packed with 1,000 Dutch Jews.The mystery



involves where I was between mid-August and mid-November, when I became Robbie Munnik.

Apparently, I stayed only a short time with the Hol family. My mother, who remembered

everything, claimed not to remember what had happened between August and November. She

told me that she had been too distraught during that time.Were there other moves, other

separations? I never cried again during the war. But since the war, I cry quietly at every

separation, before or after I say goodbye. For until I or you return, I feel that I will never see you

again.I remember my father’s last visit. I was probably two years and three months of age –

November 1942. I sat on his lap, my back pressed against a hard object inside his sport jacket,

a tactile feeling that I recall to this day. It was a gun, a rare possession for a Dutch Jew. He had

taught me to call him uncle, not father or dad. I urged him to please be careful.I was now in

hiding. Moeder, Vader, and Nora, my new 12-year-old sister, embraced me within their family. I

had become Robbie Munnik.One day, there was much noise outside. I peeked from our third-

floor apartment at the small park in front of Loenenschestraat 147. The square was full of

German soldiers. They were loud. They looked fearsome. Several were urinating against the

walls of homes.I was pulled back from the window. Someone might spot me, a dark curly

haired boy in a family of blonds. It was rumored that an NSB (Dutch Nazi) traitor lived kitty-

corner from us. It turned out that danger lurked closer than across the street.I began to develop

a well-honed sense of menace, knowing that something was very wrong. This feeling

intensified when Nora bundled me up, placed me in a baby carriage, and took me outside for a

long walk. We reached a section of town where part of the street was flooded. When a German

soldier approached, instinctively I pulled the blankets over my head. He had only come to help

Nora carry the buggy through the water to the other side. Finally, we turned back home. That is

all I recall. Going home. Where were we going? Why was I outside?I did not go out again. Or

did I? I recall a time seated behind Vader on a bicycle. We rode into the countryside and

brought back some cheese and vegetables. That was probably in the “Hunger Winter” of 1944

or perhaps toward the end of the war. For a long time, we had eaten only beets and tulip bulbs.

Moeder cooked them and told me that I was eating potatoes. I ate the mealy tasting bulbs and

thanked her for giving me potatoes. I knew what they were, yet I played along in her minor

deception. There was no reason to distrust these wonderful people. But just in case, I

developed a strong spirit of cooperation and mostly kept silent. I did not complain. I was never

sick. If I felt unwell, which I do not recall, I made no mention of it. I was a good boy, a pleasant

child.Vader read to me. Nora taught me to read. Moeder spat on a handkerchief to wipe my

face. I was loved.Every Christmas, I was allowed to decorate the tree. Once, I shattered a little

silver bugle. I experienced an overwhelming sense of panic. I felt that I was Robbie Munnik, but

nevertheless, would they keep me?By war’s end, I had forgotten my parents. Apparently, my

mother had visited me once in January 1943, at great personal risk. She told me years later of

that visit. Because of the curfew, she stayed overnight in my room. I woke up, said, “Hi, Mom,”

and went back to sleep. She said that she was surprised and elated that I had recognized her. I

did not see her again until May 1945. Or so I thought.That May, I stood on the roof of our

apartment complex with other cheering Dutchmen, watching British airplanes release

parachutes over the city. I heard people say that it was white bread being dropped.Soon after, I

was taken to my mother’s hiding place, a small apartment on the Rijswijkseweg. All alone, with

false papers, she had lived there for three years in fear of discovery, with little food, and without

her husband and baby.The apartment was on the main floor. I do not recall the reunion,

perhaps because of the unfolding drama outside. I looked out the street-level window as

German troop carriers rumbled by, fleeing The Hague, with Canadian tanks in close pursuit.

What looked like an elderly man appeared in the doorway across from us. A German soldier



shot him. Someone pulled me back from the window by my legs. I cowered under a table. How

did we get there during the fighting? Why did we go at all? How did we get back home? It was

the day before liberation.The next night, I was in bed as usual by 7 p.m., my bedtime. There

were celebrations in the street. It was May 5, 1945. I wanted to go out. Moeder and Vader

insisted that I sleep. I cried and yelled and screamed. After all, I had not protested or

complained for three years.The consequences of those times have stayed with me throughout

my life. The war years did not simply end with liberation. I remained a good boy, quiet and

compliant. I did not complain, especially about illness. I did not ask for anything. My basic

attitude and determination had been shaped. Do not disturb anyone; rely on yourself.When I

recounted to my father my recollection of his last wartime visit and sitting on his lap, when I

had felt his gun against my back, he vigorously challenged my memory. He said that he had

always carried the gun in the right-hand pocket of his jacket for easy access. Although we were

talking at least 30 or 40 years after the war, and I had been only two and a half at the time of

that visit, I insisted. When a certain memory is indelibly tied to your sense of self, in this case,

my wartime self, you do not relinquish it easily.About a week later, he called me: “Rob, you

were right. I remember that visit all too well, and instead of flinging my jacket onto a chair or

sofa, as was my habit, I did not for fear the gun would fall out of my pocket. I did not want to

upset the Munniks. Instead, I placed it in my inside pocket and wore the jacket. Then I sat you

on my knee.” The gun was decommissioned by the RCMP in Canada because my dad wanted

to keep it as a souvenir. I have it.The mystery of my buggy ride with Nora also unfolded many

years after the war, also about 40 years later. I asked her where we had been going. Her first

response was that she had not taken me. So I described my memory of it in detail. When I

insisted that it had happened, she reluctantly agreed. I asked her why she had taken such a

risk. Nora told me that she had decided that a baby should see his mother. To my question “Did

we get there?” Nora said that we did. I thought that we had turned back, but we managed to

visit my mother. And of that visit, I have no memory. For good reason. While we were there, the

Gestapo knocked on the door. My mother opened it and successfully talked them out of a

search. She spoke in her accented German and used her cover as a Swiss national. Nora and

I hid under the bed. It was too close a call, and I obviously blocked it out of my memory.When

we arrived home, Nora’s parents punished her. They were furious. But she was just a 13-year-

old with good intentions. And there were no consequences except for a likely increase in

anxiety and fear. That was the overriding emotional climate in any case, except that I have

never quite come out from under that bed.The Munnik family lived in fear of my being

discovered. Dutch Christians hiding a Dutch Jew were also sent to concentration camps. The

suspected Dutch Nazis living across the street were a constant concern. Nora could have

talked at school but didn’t. Vader’s three brothers and one sister knew of me. They kept silent,

as did our neighbors.I returned to Holland in 1961 for the first time since our emigration ten

years earlier. My heart beat with excitement when I got off tramline 6 from downtown in The

Hague and walked to the Loenenschestraat.The long block of apartments consisted of street-

level doors leading to street-level homes and stairs to the second level where there were four

doors. I knocked on the second door facing me, beyond excitement with anticipation to see

Moeder. The door to my left opened instead. Mr. de Vries looked at me and asked if I was

Robbie and whether I had come to visit my hiding family. I greeted him and assured him that

this was the purpose of my visit. He then expressed his disappointment in me. Naturally I asked

him why he was disappointed. He replied that I had never thanked him for not betraying

me.Betrayal! Had he told the Germans about me, he would have condemned his neighbors to

almost certain death. Of course, he would have received a loaf of bread as a reward for turning



in the Jewish boy. That is how so many Jewish children were caught. Various estimates

number Dutch Jews in hiding as between 25-30,000, of which approximately 14,000 were

children. Of these children, over half were found, deported and murdered.I shut his door for

him, and at that moment, Moeder opened her door with the string pulley that ran from the

upper stairway. I stepped inside to the safety of her embrace. That evening, Nora came to visit

me. I had instantly loved my sister when I was taken into their home. She must have been

delighted as a 12-year-old to get a little brother. I have fond memories of her returning home

from school every day and playing with me. My earliest memory of her is seated at the dining

table, where she taught me the alphabet and to read and write.I don’t recall her ever being

angry with me, but then again, I gave her no reason to be angry. My behavior was so good that

it might have distorted her view of what children of that age can be like. Her own were not so

easy.Years later, I wondered how she had been able to stay silent about me, not to reveal my

presence. Had she refrained from bringing home playmates and friends because of me? I don’t

know. I should ask her. Basically, she cooperated in hiding me and, to my knowledge, had

compromised my safety only once, the dramatic journey to my mother’s hiding place.I loved

Nora. And she loved me. That is the simple version of our relationship.After liberation, I was

returned to my parents. On one of my many visits back “home” to the Munniks, I met Nora’s

boyfriend Joop (Lo) Lorier – a strapping, broad-shouldered man with a huge smile on his

square-jawed face. Lo was handsome, a soccer player, my future brother-in-law. The two had a

Dutch-style, ten-year engagement, married, and had three children: Marion, Hans, and

Renée.We left for Canada before their wedding and the births of their children. Nora and Lo

were a great couple, in love to the end, his death from heart disease at age 82. My wife,

Marilyn, and I managed to visit him several months before his death while he was in the

hospital. Although he had lost some weight, he was handsome as ever and looked 20 years

younger than his age. There were ten years between all of us; Lo was ten years older than

Nora, who in turn was ten years older than I was.On one trip to Holland, when Nora and Lo

asked me what I would like to do, I suggested we go to Westerbork. Nora’s response surprised

me: “Jongetje (little boy), why would you want to do that? That place has nothing to do with

you. Why are you so preoccupied?” I was flabbergasted. Nora didn’t really understand that “that

place” had a great deal to do with me. It was where we were meant to be in August 1942 but

had not gone. But my grandmother and my aunts, Frieda and Mania, were deported from there.

I said that I would go by myself, no problem. I wanted to say Kaddish for them. Nora and Lo

then insisted on taking me and were overcome by the sight of the memorial, 103,500 bricks –

one for each Dutch Jew sent to concentration camps and murdered. In the museum offices, I

found the names and dates of my deported family members.Something about my relationship

with Nora was skewed, off kilter, but not my love for her, just our memories. In 1991, a Toronto

author, Andre Stein, interviewed me for a book he was writing. I became the subject of the first

chapter, “The Hidden Children: Forgotten Survivors of the Holocaust.” Sometime later my

mother sent the book (published in 1993) to Nora, who wrote back in 1999, titling her account

“Memories of Nora Munnik (1940-1945).” It is remarkable both for what it tells and for what it

hides or distorts. She wrote in English, not in her more sophisticated, elegant Dutch:In

November 1942, something was going to change in my family. Being twelve years old at that

time, I was told a little boy would come in for a longer time to live with us. Good news for me. I

always liked little ones. So I did not ask why and for how long. I accepted.I remember the day

the little boy with the dark brown eyes and brown curly hair came in. I was delighted and asked

my mother if I could go out with him, tried to show him to my girlfriends. I was allowed to take

the little boy, named Robbie, outside and walked with him in his baby carriage in our



street.While we were sitting on the steps of our apartment building, a woman living at the end

of the same building passed by and saw me with the little boy. She stopped and asked me:

Nora, what is Robbie Krell doing with you? I did not know any answer but thought it was none

of her business.So back home I told my parents what happened and saw how frightened they

were. I remember my father went out and talked to that family and had to tell, “We hide the little

Jewish boy and we hope that you keep silent until this war is over.” They were very good

people, and they kept silent until the war was over, so saving our lives, and that of Robert Krell,

my new little brother. Thank G-d for that.I know from what Moeder told me that some of this did

not unfold as Nora recalled, but these early recollections are of relatively little consequence

compared with later ones. Nora described how I was learning to call her mother Mama and her

father Vader after initially calling him Uncle Albert. She stated, “It might have been difficult for

the little one, for in the same period, his hidden parents came to see him weekly (emphasis

added) in our apartment. I remember it always was a secret visit with the tension of ‘Is all going

well, did no one see us arrive?’”The problem with Nora’s memory is its normalizing of an

enormously abnormal situation. When we were finally talking about the details of the war in the

1990s, Nora once admonished me, saying that for all intents and purposes I had lived a normal

life. It wasn’t, as I’d stated in the book chapter, as if I hadn’t left the apartment in which I was

hidden. She told me that I had enjoyed weekly visits from my mother, that I had played outside,

and that I had been taken to the countryside on occasion. The last claim triggers in me the

memory of possibly being in the country somewhere. But there was one part I could confirm

with my mother, her weekly visits. I called her and asked, “Mom, how many times did you see

me during the war?” She said twice, once in January 1943 and once several weeks before the

end of the war because she could no longer stand not seeing me. Her personal accounts of

two visits contradict Nora’s memories of frequent visits. How can that be? I can only surmise

that it was part and parcel of Nora’s normalizing of my life. Her life, except for my presence,

was fairly normal. Nora went to school every day, her father seemed to be in no imminent

danger at work, our food rations were as meager as anyone else’s. She would resume her life

with me in the late afternoon and evening and thought that I had a “normal life.”As Nora wrote

in her memoirs:For a long time nothing special happened, the little one was doing well, we

played together and I went out with him like sisters do with their little brothers. He was and still

is a very clever boy and picked up the things I taught him very quickly.This sounds extremely

normal. Nora talked about me as if she went out with me often, but that happened only once in

my recollection. I couldn’t go outside for fear of being identified, as she noted in her memoirs,

and her parents had to ensure that the one woman who had spotted me would keep silent until

the end of the war.Then, after a long discussion about hunger and the kinds of meals Moeder

tried to cook for us in the Hunger Winter of 1944, Nora described taking me in my baby

carriage to my mother, who apparently prepared a very good meal for us. Not only did Nora get

the year wrong, but also, if the visit had taken place in the Hunger Winter, it was even less

likely that my mother would have had anything in the house to make us a good meal. Nora

related that:He told me he remembered one time a German soldier helped us cross a viaduct.

My first reaction was I cannot remember, so it is impossible that you know something about it.

But discussing the memory it came back in my mind, and I know that he was right. The same

day that I described above we returned back home and then happened the third awful thing of

that day, wherein the German occupants played their part. One more reason to thank G-d we

survived. So after a long period after the war, I had to face how deeply impressed my little

brother had been that day.Years later, I discovered a partial answer to Nora’s distorted

memories and her need to establish in her mind normalcy for my situation. I had dealt with the



Holocaust in a more open way than Nora had. She did not want to think about it for one

moment, for she would have to acknowledge that I had suffered in the Shoah. And in fact, she

told me that any traumatic consequences for me were a result of my being separated from her

and her family after liberation because my parents asked for a two-week period for me to

become adjusted to them again. That separation was so traumatic for Nora that it became her

Holocaust trauma. She continued in her account:Now in this last year of this century, I received

a book written by my little brother, Robert Krell, titled Messages and Memories - Reflections on

Child Survivors of the Holocaust.The first page reading: Dedication – In Memory of My Hiders

(1942-1945) Albert and Violette Munnik and Nora. Written by hand: For my sister Nora, with

love, Robbie. I read his book and was astonished how being hidden as a baby influenced his

life to this day. But I understand his struggle to let people know that the hidden children are

now about the last survivors of the Holocaust. I know in his mind there are moments he

remembers in a different way than I do. Rather normal after all those years and the age he was

at that time. So now I wrote the story out of my own memories. One thing should be sure: let

people know what happened in your life. Tell your children what has happened in your life and

what has influenced your way of living, although you know they are not really interested in your

old stories. Tell them that history is important, in spite of the fact that History lessons in Dutch

schools start from 1950, ignoring two World Wars. It appears not so important to know about,

but it is.Albert Munnik (Vader), Violette (Moeder), Nora, and her husband, Lo Lorier

(1951)2Liberation?1945–50After liberation, life became very complicated. In a manner of

speaking, my life in hiding had been simple. As a child at the mercy of my merciful hiders, I had

been treated well, unlike some Jewish children who had been beaten, sexually abused, moved

dozens of times in the dead of night, or hidden under abhorrent conditions in dark basements

or sewers, covered with grime and surrounded by insects and rats. I had had it good. But

strangely, even those “good” circumstances exacted a psychological toll that never quite

healed. After all, my relatively “benign” circumstances were still completely off the scale of what

is normal, including separation from my parents, shattering of security, and vague awareness

of persecution that contributes to the feeling of shame experienced by a child as having done

something wrong to cause the situation. Years later, as a child psychiatrist, I would see this

phenomenon in children who, faced with parental separation, assumed responsibility. They

thought that, had they behaved better and cooperated more, their parents would have stayed

together. In the self-oriented world of a child, the feeling remains that he or she has committed

an unforgivable transgression. We children who survived the war generally agree that the

Holocaust did not end for us with liberation. In fact, it was after the war that its impact gradually

made itself known in daily life.My parents survived the war. How lucky. And they came to take

me back. How unlucky. I loved the Munniks. I now thought that they were my parents. Leo and

Emmy Krell had to convince me that I was theirs with some small photos of me as a baby with

them. I don’t know how they saved those tiny pictures.My dad took me to our new home on

Spui 149, in the heart of The Hague, on his motorcycle. I cried all the way. My parents did

promise that I could always see Moeder, Vader, and Nora. It was true. I became the son of two

sets of parents and traveled between the two homes. If my parents were on vacation, I simply

moved back in with the Munniks. Our three-storey house was about 400 years old, located on

the corner of Spui and the Gedempte Gracht. The main floor became a fur salon, the second

floor served as our living quarters, and the third floor was the “atelier” where fur coats were

made by my father and his assistants. I was five years old that August. Earlier that summer my

father and I were in a truck driving through the province of Groningen in the north of Holland.

All along the way, stopping at farms, we picked up dark-haired, dark-eyed children. We also



stopped in downtown Groningen, the capital of the province. And there, in the marketplace,

hundreds of men were paraded in a circle and jeered by onlookers. They were Dutch Nazis,

traitors and murderers. Of course, the children whom we collected were Jewish children who

had been in hiding. Most had been orphaned. We brought them back to The Hague. I think that

they were put in orphanages for later placement with surviving relatives or brought to Israel on

Aliyah.In September, I was sent to the kindergarten in the church on the same block as our

home. It was a school annex, and I became a Catholic, or so I thought. The nuns taught us,

and I was the favorite of the Mother Superior. Almost weekly, I received a picture of Jesus to

take home. I relied on my parents’ judgment about where to post it, and my father suggested

on the inside of the bathroom door “because there everyone would see it.” That seemed

logical.Robbie Krell next to Mother Superior, kindergarten (May 1946)The real meaning

escaped me. I didn’t know that I was a Jew, nor did I have any idea what a Catholic was. My

hiding parents were non-practicing Dutch Protestants, their only religious tradition being a

Christmas tree with presents delivered by Sinterklaas, the mythological figure of St. Nicholas

from Spain, who arrived in Holland every December 5th and in whom I believed most fervently.

I too hung my stockings above the fireplace, listened for his arrival, fell asleep, and woke up to

collect my presents.I knew so little. I was but an innocent child caught in a skewed world. My

learning curve increased substantially with the arrival from Switzerland of my mother’s first

cousin Itzhak Stelzer and his eight-year-old daughter, Milly. Some weeks later, we drove into

Belgium to get his wife, Rachel (who had no papers), drove to the border, where she got out

and crossed the field in darkness, and picked her up again on the Dutch side. We sped off and

hit a cat, and at home the Stelzers were reunited.Uncle Itzhak (Oom Ies to me), Tante Rachel,

and cousin Milly became our closest family members. Milly came back into my life, older and

bigger than I was but still only eight or nine. I can remember being dressed and sitting on a

table when she greeted me. There is a photo of us on a tricycle before her family fled. I am

perhaps one in the photo, and she is four. Then she disappeared. I did not remember her. She

might have remembered me. I never asked her. But Milly became the most important person in

my life for the next five years. Fluent in Dutch, French, and Yiddish, she became my translator

and best friend. We were inseparable.Then the stories began to unfold because the Krell home

had become a transit center for returning survivors. The deportees somehow knew where to

find us. They spoke in Yiddish, relating horrific stories of trains and torture, beatings and

hunger. And Milly translated for me. We were ages six and nine. I fought against learning

Yiddish – no one told me that it was not German. I didn’t want anything to do with Germans. I

refused to eat a dish called Nasi Goreng in an Indonesian restaurant. I thought that the name

was connected to the Nazi Goering.The wounded souls returned. My dad’s friend David Gazan

came back. He had escaped via France and Portugal, enlisted in the British Forces, and

served in the Military Intelligence. His wife had been deported and presumed killed in

Auschwitz. His son, Albert, had been hidden successfully in Amsterdam. David was crying over

his loss in our living room. Then there was a knock on our side door downstairs. My father

called upstairs, “David, your wife is back.” She was in bad shape physically and emotionally. I

can still hear the muffled sobs of their reunion.And Simon Neis returned. I don’t know his

connection to us. But Simon was a very handsome young man who took Milly and me to the

beach. We loved him for paying attention to us. His back bore the scars of lashes. He went on

to Palestine.Sergeant Charles Gottfried came back. Impressive in his US Army uniform, he

helped Jews return to homes stolen from them. I heard that he would knock on a door to

announce that Mr. and Mrs. So-and-So were back. As often as not, the new “owners” refused to

let the few returning Jews reclaim their homes. Sergeant Gottfried would then requisition a half-



track, ram the gun barrel through the front door, and announce that they had 15 minutes to

clear the place.In the mid-1980s, I received a call at my office from Mr. Bader. He and his wife

were looking for my parents. They were passing through Vancouver on their way to San

Francisco. He asked me if I remembered him. Of course. He too was a furrier in The Hague

and a long-time friend of my parents. I told him that my parents were on vacation, and he

asked me to pass on his regards. The Baders were going to California to visit Charles

Gottfried. Sergeant Gottfried? Yes. I couldn’t believe it. The soldier who had visited our home in

1945 wearing his US Army uniform now lived in Sausalito with his girlfriend. He had never

married.A few months later, Charles called to say that he was coming to Vancouver for the Bar

Mitzvah of his friend’s son. We went for breakfast, and he told me stories for three

hours.Charles was 15 when he escaped Holland via Belgium, France, Spain, and Portugal.

Thrown in jail, he met David Gazan. They managed to go to England. Charles lied about his

age, enlisted in the US Army, and fought his way back into Holland.His father had been my

father’s Hebrew teacher when my father was a child. An even more amazing connection was

that Charles as a 14-year-old professional photographer had taken my baby pictures. I looked

at the photos, and his business stamp is on the back of them. He was hardly a stranger when

he appeared at our home in 1945.Charles told me that his unit had stopped at Vught, a

notorious concentration camp on Dutch soil. He claimed that he had brought the commandant

to justice. After the war, Charles studied interior design in Berkeley. He worked on President

Richard Nixon’s Western White House and Secretary of State George Schultz’s home.Charles

made frequent trips to Israel. He was a pleasant, engaging individual but had never fully

recovered from the war. Caught by the Gestapo in Belgium, he had been tortured. He had

escaped there too, but he had never escaped his memories and was apparently finally writing

his memoirs. To my knowledge, they were never completed. He did leave artifacts with the

Simon Wiesenthal Center in Los Angeles, but I don’t know what they are. My family visited with

him several times in San Francisco before he died at a relatively young age. I think that the

stress of war and his many losses took a decade off his life.We began to learn of the extent of

the catastrophe. There were estimates that, of The Hague’s prewar Jewish population of about

20,000, only 1,300 had survived the war. In our immediate family, few were left. My

grandparents had been murdered. My paternal grandfather had been deported from Antwerp

via Mechelen to Auschwitz and my paternal grandmother via Westerbork to Auschwitz with her

daughter (my father’s half-sister Frieda). Her other daughter Mania had been caught in 1943,

leaving her son in hiding with Jacob and Betsie Groot, but we did not know that. My dad and

his hider, Jacob Oversloot, had scoured the city and found my first cousin, Nallie, playing on a

sidewalk. My parents offered to adopt him, but he refused to leave his rescuers. Like

everything, it was more complicated than that.Moses Hersh Krell, Robbie’s paternal

grandfather (1930s)Mania Krell, Frieda Krell (Piperberg), Leo Krell, and Esther Malka Krell

(circa 1916)Robbie’s maternal grandfather, Yakov Avraham Stelzer, flanked by his two sons,

Itzhak and Mendel (late 1920s)Robbie’s maternal grandmother, Kreindle Stelzer (Klausner),

with her daughter, Raisele (early 1930s)Nallie was born on May 3, 1939, so he was just over a

year older than I was. When his mother, Mania, gave birth to him, she met Tante (Auntie) Bets

Groot in the hospital. Mrs. Groot’s newborn infant had died. Mania was separated from her

husband and worked as a psychiatric nurse at Apeldoorn. After the German occupation, when

curfews made travel by Jews nearly impossible, my father lost track of her. Mania apparently

avoided capture and deportation until 1943. She was murdered in Sobibor but she had

managed to place Nallie with her hospital friend, Bets Groot and her husband. My parents did

not know them.When my father found him after the war, Nallie had become part of the Groot



family. He also had an older “sister,” Geertje, who loved him as Nora loved me. A Jewish

organization tried to take Nallie to Palestine. Its mission was to provide homes for Jewish

orphans, but it didn’t know that Nallie had an uncle alive. My father went to court to

successfully contest his removal from Holland.Every second Sunday, Nallie would come over,

and we played together. Milly frequently joined us. In the summer, the three of us would go to

the beach and swim and play. We thought we were normal. How wrong we were. How could we

be normal surrounded by death? Nallie had lost his mother. His divorced father had also been

murdered. We were his only family. Milly and her parents had narrowly escaped to Switzerland.

But there she had been taken from her parents and placed with harsh, punitive people while

her parents were interned in a refugee camp. They had been allowed monthly visits during

which Milly had begged to be reunited with them, only to be torn away again. How could we

comprehend that each of us lived with our own private pain? We played, as children do. We did

our best.Mania Kats Krell with Nallie (Naftali) Kats, Robbie’s first cousin (circa 1941)At first, we

heard stories. Then Auschwitz became a familiar word. Tante Rachel had lost three sisters and

a brother. Oom Ies had lost his two sisters, one of whom, Bronia, had come from Poland with

my mother to Holland in the early 1930s – first cousins and best friends. Of Holland’s 140,000

Jews, 108,000 were deported. Few returned. Almost 80 percent of Dutch Jews had been

murdered.Now we knew what “resettlement to the East” had meant. First a trip to Westerbork

and then to Auschwitz or Sobibór. Before the cattle wagons, there were actually trains with

passenger compartments. The doomed were told to wear their warmest clothes, such as furs,

for they were going to a cold climate. It made it easier for the killers to rob their victims of their

most valuable possessions.We then found out that my mother’s parents, two brothers, and little

sister had been murdered in Poland, circumstances and places unknown.Oom Ies took me to a

synagogue for the first time, a little shul in Scheveningen. There he introduced me to some of

the men, probably all survivors of one kind or another. He asked me to tell them what religion I

was. I told them that I was a Catholic, and they roared with laughter. I did not understand and

felt exploited. But I loved my uncle, and being with him was enough to endure being laughed

at.Oom Ies and Tante Rachel opened a little fabric store in Scheveningen on Badhuisstraat

156. They worked day and night. Their living quarters were in the back. On weekends, I would

ride my bike there. Milly and I would work on our stamp collections and go swimming. My

parents could afford to travel, and on our family holidays, Milly would come with us. We were

kids. We shared a bed. When my parents went out, we stayed behind and played. We jumped

on the bed in the nude and ran around. That stopped when Milly reached puberty around age

11. She became self-conscious, more serious, and very mature for her age.In 1946, I started

grade one. The walk to school took me past De Bijenkorf (a department store), De Haagsche

Courant (the newspaper headquarters), De Groote Markt (a marketplace), and then down a

side street to the school. The route was important. My friend Frankie Thomas and I would stop

at the newspaper company in the morning to read the headlines in the windows. And on the

return trip, we would watch performers at the marketplace or witness the skinning and gutting

of live eels prepared for sale. I once asked my father if it hurt the eels to be gutted like that. He

said that if they could scream it would be heard around the world. That was too much for my

imagination, stoked as it was with tales of terror and torture. I transferred that pain to the

victims of the Germans and their collaborators and to myself.Frankie and I would stop at De

Bijenkorf about twice a week and read books that we could not afford. The salespeople knew

us and left us alone. Frankie and I were the top two students in class but inexplicably not

competitive with one another. We assumed that those spots were ours and interchangeable.

Frankie became a very important person in my life, my best friend in elementary school.I also



sometimes walked to school with a slim Indonesian boy whose name escapes me. We talked

about concentration camps. One of his parents had been in a Japanese camp. I told him that I

expected to die someday in one. By that time, at age six or seven, I had heard so much about

death and concentration camps and being Jewish that I must have wondered how I had

escaped that fate and feared that it was yet to come – the crazy logic of a slightly crazy Dutch

Jewish child. But not that crazy.As members of the Scouts, De Gouden Pijl (the Golden Arrow),

we all went swimming one day. Perhaps I was eight. A pudgy boy jumped in the pool and

headed straight for the bottom. Eddie Aardewerk. Why do I remember the name? He was

drowning. I jumped in and struggled to pull him back up for a breath of air. Now we were both

drowning. I heard a voice, that of another scout, say, “Let the Jews drown.” The scout master

jumped in and hauled both of us out. It was the first of many incidents in which I heard

antisemitic insults.I was not a fighter, partly because it was not my nature, partly because I

tried not to draw attention to myself. For all practical purposes, I remained in hiding: quiet,

cooperative, studious.In grade two or three, sitting on high stools at a chemistry desk, the boy

next to me insulted me. Normally, I would have ignored it, but he had a German accent, so I

knocked him over. No one ever suspected me. I wasn’t known to do such things. He landed

hard, so I had no further problem with him.There was one incident, however, not an antisemitic

one, that stands out. My grade three teacher was Mr. Sanders. He was tough. He hit kids who

could not learn even though they tried. I suspect that they had learning difficulties. One day, I

yawned in class, and he smacked me in the face. I was stunned. I walked out of class as he

yelled at me to come back NOW and went home, up to the atelier, and told my father. I said

that I wasn’t going back to that school. My dad left work, went to the school, found Mr. Sanders,

and told him that we didn’t make it through the war to get beatings from him. He promised him

that, if it happened again, he’d come back to kill him. We got along after that, and I wasn’t hit

again.In 1961, when I returned to Holland, I called Mr. Sanders to say hello. He was excited.

“Sure I remember you, Robbie. Still have that mop of curly hair?”Although I was a good

student, I somehow failed to learn Hebrew. When I was seven or eight, my parents hired a

Hebrew teacher for me, Mr. Krakauer. I could learn anything – geography, history, math,

French, no problem – but when I sat with Mr. Krakauer for an hour or two of Hebrew lessons

weekly, nothing, zilch. When we had our first Passover seder with Oom Ies, Tante Rachel, and

Milly, since I was the youngest, I was requested to recite the four questions. I couldn’t. The

adults were so disappointed and so angry that I cried. I felt deeply ashamed. I did not

understand until many years later that Mr. Krakauer himself was a Holocaust survivor, probably

deeply depressed over his losses. Despite my seemingly normal life, I was equally depressed. I

could not learn from him. It was not a teacher-pupil relationship. It was a meeting between two

traumatized people, one younger, one older. I could not master Hebrew, the language required

to reconnect to the Jewish people, my people. My guess now is that my ambivalence about

becoming a Jew was the obstacle. To this day, I read Hebrew at a snail’s pace.Leo Krell, Dutch

army (1940)In 1945, my father had a motorcycle. We toured the city. I sat on the gas tank,

between his arms, a thrilling ride. One time he disappeared for an entire day. Upon his return,

he revealed that he had driven into Germany and taken photos of rubble in destroyed cities. It

did his heart good. It slightly, only slightly, diminished his rage.My father did not lose his sense

of humor overall. Jokes and witticisms came easily to him. Less so to my mother. Her

bitterness was overwhelming. I was five, and I didn’t know that it was grief. I didn’t know that

their mourning would never cease. I didn’t know that they were still waiting for hopeful news

that someone had survived.There was no news. By 1946, it was clear. Every immediate family

member had been murdered. The dates of their deaths were not known. And there were no



known burial sites. My parents, each from observant Orthodox Jewish families, had no place to

mourn.Robbie, Milly, Nallie, and the 1939 Hudson (1946)Robbie with his father, Leo Krell

(1947)Soon after the war, my dad bought a 1939 Hudson convertible. It was huge. It had an

electric transmission. About once a month we drove to Antwerp on the weekend. At the border,

my parents were usually searched while I sat in the car and waited anxiously. What if they

didn’t come back? Were they being arrested? Who would know what had happened to me? To

me, uniforms represented an enemy. It turned out that there was good reason to be anxious. I

always wore the pants with the watch pocket for these trips, and that’s where my parents

stuffed the currency being smuggled across the border. I still don’t know to what purpose. No

one ever searched me. I still get nervous at border crossings.Other than illicit trade, why did we

keep going to Antwerp? Perhaps because my dad wanted to find his father. My grandfather,

separated from his family, had worked as a baker in Antwerp. If he had survived the war, he

could not return to Holland, only to Belgium. I wasn’t fully aware, though, of the continuing

searches for family members or word of what had happened to them. It was not until much later

that news trickled in, and it was all bad news.My parents traveled quite a bit. In Sweden, they

visited Leo Gruber, apparently my father’s cousin. With Jacob (Jaap pronounced Yaap) and

Jeltje Oversloot (my dad’s hiders), they traveled to Switzerland in 1948. When they returned, I

made my parents promise to take me there. They did. Usually with Milly as my travelling

companion, I had already been to Belgium, Luxembourg, and northern France, but this time

just the three of us got into the Hudson and drove farther into Strasbourg, where the car broke

down. We were towed into Switzerland, where the beast was fixed.We drove to Zurich. When

we went to the zoo, I heard a couple speak Dutch. I told my parents, who went to meet them.

Han Blein and his wife became long-lasting friends with my parents. They were Jews, and she

was an Auschwitz survivor. Han had been in the resistance and was now a toy magnate.

Among other things, he piloted his own plane.Then we went to Interlaken and through the

passes to Grindelwald, my favorite place in the whole world, and on to Lugano and the lake

country. The captain let me steer the sightseeing boat to stops all along Lake Lugano. Then we

went to Milan and saw da Vinci’s The Last Supper as well as the cemetery where every grave

is adorned with a sculpture worthy of Michelangelo. I think that some are by him. I have visited

all these places again as an adult.In 1949, my parents went to Israel on the Negbah, a cruise

ship. They told me that in the hold were North African Jews. They sailed in comparative luxury

and toured Israel. Actually, they went to see about the possibility of moving there. Before the

war, my parents had been active in Zionist youth groups. The situation for Jews in Europe,

particularly where antisemitism thrived, had become intolerable. Theodor Herzl, a secular Jew,

born in Hungary, then resident in Vienna, recognized that the time had come for a Jewish state

to be re-established where Israel had once flourished. Zion and Jerusalem had remained at the

heart of Jewish prayer during the dispersion. Thus, Zionism became the liberation movement of

the Jewish people in the countries of their continued persecution and oppression. The

movement gained momentum in the late-19th century and actually held the eighth Zionist

Congress in The Hague in 1907.My parents, like so many others, were imbued with a love of

that idea, a return to the ancestral home. My father’s grandparents had actually done so in the

late 1890’s. But the war had diminished my parents’ zeal, and there were pragmatic

considerations. Although loving the country, they could see no future there. After all, their

business was furs, and the climate in Israel was hot. They had only one son who would have to

serve in the army, and they’d had enough of war and were not prepared to lose me.I was ready

to go to Israel. Emigration became the topic of conversation in the household. But there were

other possibilities – I heard my parents talk of the United States, Australia, and Canada. When



I became aware that we were emigrating, I fought against going to Australia. I didn’t care how

big an island it was. It looked geographically too isolated for me.We received visas for the

United States, but my parents gave them to the Oversloot family. Then we received new visas

for Canada and left for Vancouver in March 1951 on the Diemerdijk from Rotterdam. I took a

long walk through The Hague and said farewell to my favorite spots. My boy scout group gave

me a doll dressed in our uniform at a party held for me.The ship was a freighter with

accommodation for about 50 passengers. It was child heaven. After a choppy ride through the

English Channel, we were on the open ocean. I stood at the rising and falling bow of the ship.

We went through the Panama Canal, stopped at Colón, continued up the coast to Los Angeles,

visited with the Oversloots, and went on to San Francisco, Victoria, and Vancouver – five

weeks in all. I saw dolphins, and the sailors put lanterns on the deck to attract and catch flying

fish. I swam in a small saltwater pool on deck and learned to play ping-pong. I loved it all. I was

the world’s most eager immigrant.I left Milly and Nallie, Moeder, Vader, and Nora, and Frankie,

but as much as I loved them and would miss them, I felt that I had to get out. I was done with

The Hague, this city of ghosts. Everywhere we walked reminded us of those who were missing.

My father would point to the home of his mother. I was unable to hold these places in my

memory. There were so many former homes of family members and friends. I hated being told,

but I kept silent and pretended to be interested.Playing the piano bridged my former life in

Holland with my new life in Canada. In grade three, I started to learn piano with Gerard Boshoff

in Delft, and every week I took the tram to his home for a lesson. Sometimes he came to our

house to teach me and later to Milly’s home. He was a sweet, patient man and Frankie’s uncle.

That’s how we got his name.One year later, I participated in a public piano recital playing

Burgmüller’s “Tarantelle.” I was so nervous that I couldn’t remember what note to start on, so I

closed my eyes and let the memory of my fingers choose. It was the right start, and I ripped

through it successfully. After the recital, I was asked for an encore. My father played violin, and

at home we played some duets, such as Monti’s “Czárdás.” But he was impatient with me and I

quit. I had a piano, a Bell, which we took with us to Canada, not knowing that it had been made

there. My father never touched his violin again after we moved. I don’t know why. Despite my

performance anxiety, playing the piano was good for me. In grade five in Canada, I got the part

of Franz Schubert in the school play. For some reason I do not recall, I had performed a

Johann Strauss waltz on a radio program, and a school teacher had heard me. She insisted

that I take the part in the play. My lines were few, and I couldn’t speak English. Schubert

probably couldn’t either. I continued my lessons with a Dutch Canadian teacher, Allard de

Ridder, the conductor of the Vancouver Symphony Orchestra. He was more interested in

composition, and I needed someone to copy (a real pianist), so my piano career ended when

he asked me to give up baseball – at about age 13. But there was one nice moment, a recital

at his home organized by his elegant wife, the granddaughter of Felix Mendelssohn’s brother –

close enough for me. I did well that day. The audience of parents and invited guests were

appreciative, but I was done.I also realized how much I hated the anxiety, recognized the limits

of my talent, and dropped piano playing from my life except for an occasional “Für Elise” or

“Liebesträum” for some impressionable young woman. It almost always worked.A postwar

miracle occurred. Although my parents had convinced me that I was theirs with a few small

photos, there were no pictures of my family of origin. When we fled in 1942, all photo albums

were left behind. Keeping them could have identified us. Who can even imagine fleeing one’s

home without family pictures? Someone left our albums on a coffee table in our fur store soon

after liberation. There was no note. I guess they had stolen enough, but it was decent to give

us back our memories. Even some thieves suffer guilt. There were my maternal grandfather,



grandmother, uncles, and aunt; there were my paternal grandparents and aunts, one of them

Mania, Nallie’s mother. There was also a treasure trove of baby pictures of me, some with Milly

and a few taken by Charles Gottfried, the teenage photographer.Jeltje Oversloot (May

1966)Jacob Oversloot (May 1966)3A Bond Forged in WarParallel to my being hidden with the

Munnik family, another perilous venture was unfolding involving my parents.Shortly after the

fateful day of August 19, 1942, when we fled our home disobeying the order to report for

“resettlement” and after my being placed at Sjaan Mulder’s, my parents were sheltered by Jaap

and Jeltje Oversloot. Jaap and my dad had worked as furriers at Maison de Bonneterie, a

fashionable department store. They were friends. My father remained hidden there throughout

the war. He was in the attic making fur coats, stoles, gloves – whatever could be sold by

Jaap.The Oversloots had four children, one a sickly infant. Jel also needed care. My mother

looked after the entire family, and the infant reminded her of how much she missed her little

boy living with the Munniks. She told me after the war that it had been so overwhelming that

she’d decided to leave. The Dutch resistance provided falsified documents identifying her as a

Swiss national, enabling her to find a small apartment where she remained until the end of the

war.Jaap and Jel were uncomfortable living in post-war Holland. As devout Christians, they felt

betrayed by the large number of Dutch Nazis who had collaborated with the enemy. The

Oversloots obtained additional visas to those my father secured and they left in 1950 for Los

Angeles, settling in Altadena, California.We drove down that winter through the Oregon and

northern California passes in snow and ice to visit the Oversloots. Our first car was a Ford

Prefect without even a heater. My dad, misjudging the size of a rock in the middle of the road,

broke the axle. Three US soldiers heading back to base and on to Korea pulled our car out of a

ditch. Overnight, a garage mechanic fixed the car while we froze in a nearby motel.For our next

annual visit, we had a 1948 Plymouth that had a great heater. It saved our lives when we got

stuck in snow drifts in Lassen Park and had to back out for eight miles to the sign that read:

“Lassen Closed for Winter.” We did not lack for adventures. But all was well when we arrived at

the Oversloots.Our routine included Christmas dinner, listening to well-meant prayers,

celebrating New Year’s, watching the Rose Parade in Pasadena, and maintaining this

emotionally valuable relationship.At age 16, I made the 1500-mile trip there myself. I loved

driving through the Redwoods at night, the car’s headlights playing off the giant trees. And I

always stopped in San Francisco and then onto Altadena to pop in unannounced and to be

embraced by “Tante Jel.”Their oldest child was Jeannette followed by Johanna, Jaap, Jenny,

and Julia. Then they ran out of J’s. Jaap, “Jack,” was my age, and we spent time together, such

as driving to Pebble Beach in his Studebaker Silver Hawk. We happened upon Marlon Brando

filming One Eyed Jacks and had lunch with the crew.Then there were other highlights.Jenny

married a Vietnam vet, Chris. Chris was terrific, but he had PTSD. I suspect he was pretty wild

even before his war experiences.Johanna married Don, a neo-Nazi white supremacist. How

that happened none of us ever figured out.For the most part, the girls did not marry well. An

understatement.One Christmas dinner, Don said something racist, which sent Chris flying over

the table, knocking everything to the floor, including Don, whom he pummeled and threw out of

the house. Then we sat back down to dinner at the home of the Righteous. The Oversloots

were inscribed at my initiative, with my parents as corroborating witnesses, at Yad Vashem,

Jerusalem, the site of Holocaust remembrance. It is the ultimate recognition of altruism – the

saving of Jewish lives under Nazi occupation.Julia Oversloot, the youngest, was born in 1945.

During a turbulent adolescence, she lived with us for many months. That period was good for

Julia and for my mother. She also cared for Julia’s mom, Jeltje, shortly before her death from

cancer.Julia has retained a strong connection. She called me to speak at the Holocaust



memorial conference she was organizing in Reno, Nevada, in 2015 with the Osher Lifelong

Learning Institute (OLLI). I agreed, requesting it being titled “The First Annual Holocaust

Commemoration.” It was established and has had its fifth or sixth iteration.How did it come to

be Julia’s initiative? Born after the war, she had escaped the scars borne by her older siblings

who were unable to talk about the war. Yes, Dutch-Christian children suffered also – from fear,

lack of food, and in Julia’s family, the danger of sheltering Jews at home.Johanna was posted

at the end of the street to warn if German or Dutch police search parties were on their way. All

the kids had serious responsibilities, especially keeping secret my dad’s presence.When I

spoke at the University of Nevada to an audience of about 400, Jackie surprised me with the

family’s Yad Vashem Medal of the Righteous. It is on permanent loan to the Vancouver

Holocaust Education Centre (VHEC). Jack spoke beautifully. Everyone was in tears.That night,

at a large family dinner Julia hosted, various family members stated that they had never heard

Jack speak publicly or even privately for that matter. He was usually silent.I asked Jack how he

got that reputation, for we had always talked. He told everyone that in the war, as a child, he

had been told, “If you speak, you die.” So he did not.The sponsors of the conference told me

that they would take Julia and family members on a trip to Israel. Julia and her daughter went

the next year, a dream come true.Julia is extremely smart and talented, and yet, the task she

set herself seemed at first beyond her reach. She came to interview me, and in 2011 produced

a two-volume book, So We Don’t Forget: A Dutch Gentile’s Story. Volume 1. Life in the

Netherlands and Volume 2, Life in America. It is an amalgamation of stories of the Oversloots

and the Krells with photos and much extraneous material. She sweetly inscribed the book “To

Rob, the best example of life after the Holocaust and the best listener I know.” No matter the

flattery, the book, while valuable to family, is not suited to the general public. I suggested that

she produce a condensed version. So amazingly enough, a very readable version appeared

shortly afterward titled Decency and Luck: Two Dutch Couples During World War II. Its cover

has the wedding photos of Jaap and Jel Oversloot, Leo and Emmy Krell, and a large photo of

my parents and me – just before our world was destroyed. And for good measure, its back

cover features a photo of a reunion of the Oversloots, Munniks and Krells at my graduation in

1965 from UBC’s medical school. Such memories. Thank you, Julia; you are a treasure.
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P. Blevins, “Quite an interesting book. Sounds from Silence: Reflections of a Child Holocaust

Survivor, Psychiatrist, and Teacher is by Robert Krell. This is a very interesting book as it is

written by a psychiatrist who specializes in traumatic experiences especially those of children.

Traumas he uses are those of the Holocaust and other genocides which bring to light the same

traumas that children have in divorces and other tragedies they experience. The results of

those traumas may not show up until later in life.Robert tells his memories of his past as well

as those of others who experienced it with him and surrounds all of it with history and with his

knowledge obtained through his profession as a psychiatrist. It is interesting how the same

situations are seen differently through his eyes and those of others.Robert was born to Leo

and Emmy Krell in The Hague, Holland. When he was two, they received a resettlement letter

on August 19. 1942 and immediately went into hiding. They left Robert with family friends until

they could find some place. He stayed with Hol and Mrs. Mulder and their grandson, Peter. A

friend, Mrs. Munnik was visiting and asked about Robbie as she knew him as Robbie Krell. The

result of the visit was the Munnik’s took Robbie in November and kept him for three years as

their own. He was happy with Moeder and Vader and Nora, their 12-year-old daughter. Nora

doted on him. It is interesting how her version of some of the events differ from his recollection.

He viewed things from the eyes of a child who had been abandoned and she saw it through the

eyes of a normal existence.His parents stayed with the Oversloots, family friends, for a while.

Mother ended up feeling like a servant and moved out on her own with false papers stating she

was Swiss. She visited Robbie several times but it was quite risky for all so it was rare. He

saw his father when he was about 2 ½ and then not until he was five. Although he could

understand the circumstances under which he was hidden with the Munniks, he never forgave

his Mother for giving him away. He grew up as a quiet child who tried to please everyone and

who never cried. He was afraid they would give him away too.After the war, he was reunited

with his parents. He wanted to stay with the Munniks. He ended up having two families. When



his parents were away, he would go to the Munniks. He was very close to Moeder Munnik but

there was a barrier between him and his Mother. Neither could quite bridge that barrier. He

also lost the closeness with his Father. However, he always felt he needed to be near and

protect his parents. They had another son later and the age difference kept the boys from

being very close. It wasn’t until they were grown that that occurred. The parents eventually

divorced and he felt he needed to keep an eye on his Father’s finances and protect his

Mother.Interestingly, in 1983, he was helping victims of the Japanese Concentration camps

deal with their problems. He worked especially with Mr. Van Huesen. Later Mr. Van Huesen

and his wife were visiting cousins in Europe and one of them asked if the doctor could have

been “his Robbie Krell”. They got in touch with Robert and it turned out that the “cousin” was

Peter, the grandson of the Maulder’s who kept Robbie at first. Peter had never known where

“his little Robbie” had disappeared to.Robert intersperses memories with patients he had and

people he met and history; but it works and works well. He is 80 when he writes his thoughts

down.  The book is really good.”

DD Gott - Donadees Corner, “What does it sound like to be hidden away from the monsters of

the German armies, SILENCE!. Robert Krell – Sounds from Silence – Reviewed 7/31/21 –

Read 7/15-16/21Dr. Robert Krell is a man that has worked hard in teaching others what the

sound of silence means to many survivors of the holocaust. In this book, he put pen to paper

and tells us of the things that he remembers and many of the others that he has contacted and

had conversations with. He has dedicated his life to the treatment and recognition of those

survivors and gives us many resources to read, people to contact, places to go, and

organizations that will help. As you read this book, he goes over the things that he has learned

about the members of his family and many of their friends and what they went through. Not

only the horrors of the camps but what about the children that were given up so that they would

possibly survive, as in his case. What is the cost to them, how did they survive and continue,

knowing that they might never see their child/children again? But he takes it a step further, in

that he gives us a good look at what happened to those survivors in their future lives.As a

psychiatrist, he shares his insight into the continued trauma that the survivors go through from

childhood to adulthood. We have many books around us talking about the physical horrors that

the survivors experienced but not many have shared with us what happen to them in their time

after the fact. How did they adjust, where did they go, did they ever go back, and many did but

at what cost? Dr. Krell has worked with numerous types of survivors and now shares with the

world his work and the goals that he has accomplished so that they will never be

forgotten.What did I like? I was very impressed with the work that Dr. Krell has accomplished in

establishing so many different organizations to help in the lives of so many. Not only treating

but also in the memory of what happened during that period of our history. I have said this

before, not many educators are teaching the whole story of what happened. If you ask your

children today what they know about it, many will look at you with a blank face. We need to

remember, we need to honor the survivors, we need to teach our children that this is not an

acceptable action to ever occur again. I for one appreciate the fact that there are so many out

there working to keep this part of our history from disappearing.• ASIN: B097JV6MY1•

Publisher: Amsterdam Publishers• Publication Date: 8/1/2021• File Size: 24226 KB• Print
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Rafaela, “A great story. This one of the best books I’ve ever read. Dr Robert Krell was born in

Holland and his parents had to put him in the care of a different family so he could remain safe



during the war. What makes me really like this book is that it made me see how the post war

affects the survivors. Even children who were born after the war suffered with the traumas of

their parents and it’s something that usually we don’t read about. The war continues in the lives

of the survivors and their offspring. When we read books about the Holocaust usually they talk

about life during the war not after it, Sounds from Silence talks about both periods. The author

gives us something more, his opinion as a Psychiatrist about the effects of the Holocaust and

this is really enlightening. Highly recommend this book, it made me learn new things about

the Holocaust.”

ES, “Couldn't stop reading this!. Due to limited time I had struggled to begin reading this book,

but once I began I had trouble putting it down. I've always been horror-stricken of what

happened during the Holocaust, as well as amazed and somewhat hopeful about the resilience

of survivors. Dr. Robert Krell, a specialist who has treated many of these survivors has penned

a most enlightening non-fiction account of what it means to be a survivor, based upon his own

childhood experiences and that of others.I highly recommend reading Sounds from Silence...

and sharing it with others.”

Deb, “Critical to understand Holocaust survivors. I received an advance copy of this book and

found myself drawn into the story. Krell survived the Holocaust because his mother found a

Christian family willing to hide him. He writes about how the Holocaust shaped his life and how

he channeled his hidden feelings into creating a Holocaust education center in Vancouver. This

book is critical for understanding the unspoken horrors of the Holocaust.”

Jo Sorochinsky, “Hidden child survivor; Canadian psychiatrist, a leader in Holocaust education.

Robert Krell survived the Holocaust as a child when hidden by a Dutch Christian family. His on-

going close ties with the family led to a rift with his birth mother, one neither ever managed to

mend. While his parents lost their faith, Robert embraced Judaism and devoted much of his life

as a doctor and psychiatrist to working with not only Holocaust survivors but those from other

atrocities as well. He has travelled the world, written books and articles and worked tirelessly to

ensure no one can ever again claim "We didn't know." His humanity and perspective enables

him to relate to peoples everywhere who are fighting for their survival - in Canada, in too many

places throughout the world. An inspiring story of an individual's passion to make a difference -

and he did.”

DF, “This is an incredibly important book which deserves to be read, and reread.. Sounds from

Silence: Reflections of a Child Holocaust Survivor, Psychiatrist and Teacher is written by a

Canadian everyone should know about. I have read this book from cover to cover. It is

authentic. Beautifully written. Brutally honest. A life journey of a Jewish child hidden during the

Shoah by a Christian family, who has devoted his life to helping survivors who escaped the

horrors of the Holocaust and their families and to educate others about the effects of racism,

bullying, human rights abuses and antisemitism. He share his story in bite size chapters. Some

will make you laugh out loud. Some will make you weep. Some will make you angry. And some

will make you shake your head. I encourage you to buy this book for yourself and buy one for a

friend. Read it deeply so that it will inspire you to seek out more knowledge about the Shoah

and about the rise of antisemitism in the world today and what you yourself can do to change

its trajectory. It takes a lot of courage to write so openly about ones life - especially when

hidden as a child where any sound could mean death. This is an important book and belongs

on high school and university's’ reading lists. It is worth your time.”
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