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Foreword

When I was 7 years old, the Germans invaded Holland and I, 
a Jewish girl, lived under German occupation for five years, 
most of the time in hiding. Obviously that experience had a big 
influence on our family and on my personal life. But at the same 
time, I want to stress that the war is only part of my story. Up 
till now I have lived a long and happy life, of which I am about 
to tell. I enjoyed my family and work, my volunteering activities 
and my leisure times, and I always looked for the silver lining 
behind the clouds. 



10

Behind the Clouds  |  Gila Lien Kidar Levie

v

Chapter 1

My name is Lina Hendrica Levie (or Lineke), daughter of Jozef 
Levie and Kitty Carolina Hompes. I was born on June 17th, 1933 
in our family home in Zwolle, in the very same room where 
my mother was born. In those days home births, assisted by a 
midwife, were common practice. My mother, who had given 
birth to children twice before, was awaiting me eagerly and 
quietly. The only thing that worried her, was the availability 
of the midwife. Someone else in our small Jewish community 
was pregnant as well, and mummy feared they would go into 
labor at the same time. Luckily, the other child, a boy, arrived 
earlier, so my mother could relax. 

I was the youngest of three children. My brother Jules (Juda) 
was born in February 1928, and my sister Riek (Hendrica Lina) 
in November 1929. Because of the age difference, that is more 
meaningful at a young age than when you are older, Jules and 
Riek were always playing together, and did not involve me in 
their circle. These dynamics, that persisted for a long time, 

My parents Jozef 
Levie and Kitty 

Carolina Hompes
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influenced our relationship. I never felt very close to them. I 
was, and still am, on my own. 

Of course, there were my parents too. My mother, Kitty 
Hompes, born in 1907, and my father, Jozef Levie, four years 
her senior. We lived in the center of Zwolle, on Melkmarkt 
18A. That was also the location of our family business “De 
Gebroeders Hompes N.V.”, a wholesale business in textile, 
with over ten employees. All of them non-Jews. At that time, 
that was of no importance. Jews or non-Jews, we had a very 
good relationship with all our acquaintances and neighbors.  

According to my mother, I was a quiet and easygoing baby. 
But at the age of three, when my mother needed hospital care 
and I was sent to stay with my father’s aunt Sarah and her son 
Abraham, who was a cantor in Stadskanaal (Groningen), other 
personality traits presented themselves. Because I could not 
pronounce the name Lineke, I called myself “Inka”, which 
uncle Abraham turned into “Inka Pinka”. One day my aunt 
wanted to dress me. I didn’t like the clothes she had chosen, 
and said: “Inka Pinka does not like. Inka Pinka does not want 
to dress in these.” Apparently at that age I already had the 
good taste for clothing, that has defined me until now.    

May 10th 1940, the day of the German invasion, was a Friday. 
All I remember of that particular day is my father acting like a 

Riek, me and 
Jules. The three 
of us
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nervous wreck. The following morning at 6:00, mummy woke 
us up and told us to get washed and dressed. She took a suitcase 
and filled it with clothes and other items. When I asked what 
was going on and why we were leaving, she answered that we 
would try to reach the coast and sail to England. But we didn’t 
get far at all. Only a few miles from home we got stuck at the 
river Ijssel. The bridge was closed, while other bridges were 
blown up. Instead of crossing the river, we turned around, and 
before 10.00 o’clock came back home again. 

Unlike the first day of the war, I will never forget that 
second day. My father, anxious and frustrated by the fact that 
he didn’t succeed to bring his family to safety, was unable to 
communicate. He sat on the steps in front of the house, the 
radio next to him, crying, and even a bit aggressive. As you 
can imagine, his behavior affected us children too. To calm 
us down, mother sent me to the grocery shop to buy some 
chewing gum, a sweet that we were otherwise never allowed 

to touch. Then finally, around 5 o’clock in 
the afternoon, the German soldiers came 
marching down the streets. I remember 
the “clack, clack, clacks”. At that frightful 
moment we knew for certain that the 
Germans had occupied our town. 

This is how my life as a child in the 
Second World War in Holland started. My 
life of being a Jew and an intended victim 
of Hitler and his horrible Germans, called 
“rotmoffen” by the Dutch. For five years 
these “rotmoffen” forced me to hide, and to 
fear. They formed my character. I decided 
that it is important for myself, my children 
and grand-children, that the world should 
not forget. 

But let’s return to my early childhood. 
Our family lived in the center of Zwolle on 
the Melkmarkt.

Looking back at 
the past
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At this particular spot, there used to run a river. After it 
ran dry in the 19th century, they built a wide street with a big 
square in the middle, where on Fridays and Saturdays the 
market was held. Fresh and smoked fish, vegetables, milk, 
eggs, flowers, there was a lot of produce to be bought, up till 
today. The other days the square was used for parking. For us 
kids it was the ideal place to play hide and seek, or to skate 
between the parked cars. 

The house was surrounded by four churches. From my bed, 
I could see one of the church clocks, the famous “Peperbus” 
(pepper mill).

View from my 
bedroom in  
Zwolle
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Each time we passed the churches and the door was open, 
we children were forbidden to look inside. God forbid, we 
would get interested. Little did my parents know that some 
time later, during my years in hiding, when I had to pretend 
to be Christian, I went to church a lot and was indeed 
interested to hear the stories from both the Old and the New 
Testament. I loved history.

The building that we occupied, was about 350 years old, and 
absolutely huge. It was over 40 meters long and 7 meters wide, 
4 floors high, with another 2 floors below ground. They were 
in fact two buildings, with two entrances, on two different 
streets. One entrance led to our private quarters and the 
other to the company quarters. When you entered the private 
house, you had to pass a long corridor of about seven meters 
long, floors and walls all covered in marble, to reach the stairs 
towards the living quarters. On the right side you passed the 

The three of us
sitting on the

step of 
father's car
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room of my maternal grandfather, opa David Hompes, the 
founding father of the business. After my parents married, 
they moved in with opa, and father joined the business. On the 
left there was the kitchen. As you can imagine, it was strictly 
kosher, milk and meat separated. On the ground floor we also 
had a bathroom with a bath that didn’t function and never 
got repaired. It was too expensive, my parents said. Instead 
we should use the sink in our private bedroom. How many 
rooms did we have? My mother never knew, but the Germans 
decided there were seventeen. 

With all these floors we were always walking up and down 
the stairs. Oh, those lovely wooden stairs! Up and down, and 
up and down we went. You know what we children loved to 
do? We would loosen the carpet 
that was covering the stairs, and 
then somebody would... You 
understand? 

The family was rich. In the early 
pictures I look like a well-to-
do baby, and in the background 
you can see dolls, bears and toys. 
Some of our clothes came from 
the “Bonneterie”, an exclusive 
department store in Holland.

Our education was strict. 
At the table we had to, what 
they called, behave. It meant 
sitting up straight, keeping your 
elbows off the table, using knife 
and fork, finishing our dishes 
and waiting until the meal was 
done and our parents told us 
we could leave. If we forgot our 
table manners and persisted, 
my grandfather, always wearing 
a flat cap, would hit us with his 

Swimming pool 
in Putten, 1939 
Looking what 
the future will 
bring 
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‘pette’, Or my father would give us a slap, or we wouldn’t get 
dessert, or we were sent to our room early. Normally we had 
to go to our room at 7 o’clock. This was the typical education 
of the upper middle class Dutch families before the Second 
World War, and this model continues even until today.

On the other hand, there was a lot of joy and relaxation. 
We went walking a lot, and when I was about 5 years old, my 
father taught me how to ride a bicycle and how to ice skate. I 
also took swimming lessons at an early age.

In 1942 we experienced an exceptionally hot summer. Jews 
were forbidden to enter public places, including swimming 
pools, so I crossed the river Vecht from one side to the other 
side, with mummy swimming next to me. I was a very good 
swimmer. 

Every year opa rented a summer place for two months, where 
the whole family would stay, including the maids. Apart from 
food shopping, my mother didn’t have to do anything. The 
laundry was sent away, and oij-we-a-woj if it was returned and 
not folded well! Do you know that I still fold everything the 
way my mother taught me? 

Mostly we stayed on the Veluwe, a forested ridge in the 
province of Gelderland, close to Zwolle. Dad, who owned a car, 
would drive to work in the morning, and return after closing 
time. 

As far as our Jewish identity was concerned, we were a 
traditional Jewish family, part of a prosperous community of 
about 900 Jews, who were mostly active in commerce. 

We celebrated all the Jewish holidays, usually in the company 
of opa Juda and oma Lina Levie, my paternal grandparents, 
who lived in Assen. 

For the holiday of Tu Bi Shvat, mother and I would go out 
and sell dried fruit, and donate the proceedings to the Jewish 
National Fund. 

On Purim all of us went to synagogue. Mummy, always 
wearing a hat when outdoors, would sit in the women’s gallery 
upstairs with Riek and me. And we, the young girls, were 
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allowed to close the “mappe” on that day, the special cloth 
around the Book of Torah. 

Passover caused a lot of excitement at home. A few days 
before the holiday, all the special Passover dishes and objects, 
kept in a cupboard under the stairs, were taken out by Jules, 
while the house maids, Riek and I, went up and down the 
stairs, carrying the pots, plates, pans, and cups upstairs to the 
kitchen. Every year again it was a great joy to see the special 
utensils appear out of storage. We were also very happy to 
help, because on this particular day it meant we were allowed 
to go to bed later than usual.

Opa would take all the silverware to a central place, where it 
was koshered by dipping it in boiling water. Most of the other 
cleaning preparations were done by the maids, supervised by 
mother. Just before the start of the holiday, grandfather would 
go around the house with a feather and a torch, to check if no 
“chametz” was left. When we children found some (put there 
on purpose), we would burn it outside, as is still the tradition.

We always had a big Seder, with family members of both 
father’s and mother’s side of the family. As the youngest child, 
I got to sing the traditional “Ma-Nishtana” in Hebrew, that I 
had learned at Hebrew school. We ate matzah balls, prepared 

Hanukkah with 
opa Hompes 
1939, in the 
living room of 
our home
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by mother and us. How much fun that was. Standing on a small 
chair, I was allowed to stir the matza flower, eggs, water and 
oil, and also to help prepare the “charoset”, the sweet paste, 
made from dried fruits, nuts and sweet wine. That was a hell 
of a lot of work. In those days we didn’t have food processors 
yet. Matzot and other special Passover dishes were delivered 
from Amsterdam a few days before the holiday. And what 
were we, children, especially waiting for? “Citroenballetjes”, 
little lemon sweets! 

On Shavuot, commemorating the revelation of the Torah 
to the Jewish people on Mount Sinai, mummy, me, and other 
children would go from door to door and sell flowers. As on 
Tu Bi Shvat, the money we collected, was donated to the KKL 
(Keren Kayemet LeIsrael).

Next to come was Rosh HaShanah, the Jewish New Year. 
We celebrated the coming of the new year in the synagogue 
by blowing on the Shofar (ram’s horn). The reverberating 
sound makes you think with body and soul, and the whole 
ceremony suggests the cleansing of your whole being. When 
we returned home, the table was already set and we would eat 
honey and apple, symbolizing the longed for sweetness of the 
year to come. 

On Sukkot, the feast of the tabernacles, opa would take me 
to visit the sukkah of friends and acquaintances, and we were 
always invited to the sukkah of the rabbi of Zwolle, Samuel 
Juda Hirsch. What I remember mostly from these visits, is the 
distinctive smell of the “etrog”, the yellow citron associated 
with the holiday. 

With the end of the Torah readings and the start of the 
new reading cycle, we celebrated Simchat Torah. In honor 
of the occasion, we threw special sweets from the women’s 
gallery, and sometimes naughty boys would throw them back 
to us. Down in the men’s department, there were honorary 
functions to be conferred. Which man would get to be the 
“Chatan Torah” and which one “Chatan Bereshit”, meaning 
the one who reads the last verses of the Torah, and the one 
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who starts the new reading of the Torah? This ceremony in 
the synagogue was accompanied by a lot of shouting. 

On Hanukkah, we placed our Hanukkah Menorah (the nine-
branched candelabrum) on the mantelpiece above the stove. 
Each day of the eight day holiday we would light an extra 
candle: one candle on the first day, two on the second, and so 
forth.

Although in general the non-Jewish holidays were not 
celebrated in our home, we children insisted that we wanted 
to celebrate “Sinterklaas”, on the 5th of December. Like all 
the Dutch children, we wanted to put our shoes next to the 
chimney and find them filled with sweets or presents the next 
morning. Mummy agreed.I also remember “Koninginnedag”, 
the birthday of Queen Wilhelmina, when everyone and 
everything would be dressed in orange, the color of the Dutch 
royal family. The Dutch flag, red, white and blue, hung outside 
many houses, and the whole town was in a festive mood.
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War Time

The first year of the war passed almost as usual. We were still 
living at home, the business was intact, father and mother went 
on with their lives, and after a few weeks of uncertainty, Jules 
and Riek went back to school, while I stayed at the Kindergarten 
attached to the same school.

At home, mother taught me knitting, embroidery and all 
kinds of handicrafts. I loved to sit in front of the window, and 
watch the hustle and bustle of the market, the horses and 
carts, the farmers who tried to sell their produce and called 
out loudly to get the attention of potential buyers, the women 
from small villages, who wore their beautiful local costumes. 
Sometimes I was allowed to play outside, but when I spotted 

Mammy peeps
through the

window of
the door pre 

school
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German soldiers, with whom I was forbidden to talk, I got 
frightened and ran back to the house. 

And then, on the 1st of September 1940, I also started school. 
In the morning Jules and Riek took me to the building in the 
Stationslaan, next to the train station, and mammie fetched 
me in the afternoon. We were taught reading and writing 
(with a pen that you had to dip in ink), and maths.

The following year, 1941, was first of all marked by the 
passing of opa Hompes, at the age of 81. He died in February. 
After his funeral at the local Jewish cemetery, I was sent away 
to stay with friends for three days. When I returned, still 
during the days of mourning, I found my mother sitting on my 
small chair, while her brother, uncle Isaak, was sitting on the 
low chair that belonged to Jules. 

The irony was that all the guests who came the funeral, had 
planned to visit us for another reason: it was exactly the date 
of Jules’ bar mitzvah, the Jewish coming of age. My father 
had taught Jules to read his Torah portion in synagogue, but 
because of the circumstances, the ceremony was delayed.  

Also in 1941, the first restrictions for Jews were announced 
by the Germans. In public places, signs “Voor Joden Verboden” 
started appearing. We were forbidden to leave the house after 
20:00 o’clock at night, and my mother could only go shopping 
between 14:00 and 16:00 in the afternoon. All Jews over the 
age of 6 had to wear the Star of David on their clothes, a decree 
that caused my mother to sew and stitch for hours on end. 
From the fall of ’41 onwards, Jewish children had to attend 
a separate Jewish school in the Voorstraat. I didn’t like this 
school. One after another, teachers and students disappeared. 
We weren’t told why. I would hear the word “razzia”, but I 
didn’t understand what they were talking about. When the 
number of teachers and students had drastically decreased, 
the school moved to another place and all the lessons were 
improvised. Each time another teacher or student would fail 
to appear in the morning. We would ask ourselves if they were 
arrested, or did they go into hiding? It is obvious that this 
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created a dramatic atmosphere. In the end, I was the only pupil 
left in the third grade. That was difficult as well. Sometimes I 
would study third grade material, but other times I was added 
to the fourth grade. 

Meanwhile, my parents lost their source of income. In the 
spring of 1941, a German Verwalter (administrator) rang 
the doorbell. I opened the door and called my father, who 
spoke with him in German. Shortly afterwards, the passages 
between the private and the business quarters were closed, 
and my father and uncle were dismissed. Just like that. 

To find employment and security, Father went to the local 
Jewish Council and put himself forward as a member. His 
acceptance resulted in his travelling a lot, to Amsterdam and 
elsewhere, for meetings and discussions. At this point I need to 
tell a shocking story that I only heard about after the war. One 
day, father apparently killed a German while exiting giving his 
ticket and papers to the German officer at the train station. 
That very same day, he went into hiding at the farm of one 
of his former clients in the Haarlemmermeerpolder. When I 
asked my mother why father left, she evaded the answer. In 
those years children didn’t ask questions. Everything was 
taken for granted. Anyway, during this time, Father would 
send two whole wheat breads every Friday, as a replacement 
for the traditional challot. When, after six weeks, he returned 
home on his bike, he had grown a red beard. His Star of David 
was missing. I said: “Father, you are not wearing your star’’. 
He said: “I’ll put it back”. 

This was our first experience with hiding. When father, some 
day in November 1942, heard on BBC radio about the death 
camps in Poland, that were not work camps as was known, but 
that the trains with the Jewish people were taken straight to 
the gas chambers. He commented: “for this, my family is too 
good”. “Daar is mijn familie te goed voor..” He believed every 
word of the horrible news and decided right away: all of us 
have to go into hiding.
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Chapter 2

Before I start telling about our war experiences, let me explain how 
my father’s money was rescued, money that we needed to finance 
our hiding. While he was away in the Haarlemmermeerpolder, 
father’s aunt Ro Levie died. He went to her funeral in Stadskanaal, 
and at night stayed with his good friend Henk Westers, who was 
the director of a local bank, the “Boerenleenbank”. After short 
deliberations, they decided that all my parents’ assets would be 
transferred to Westers’ bank in Stadskanaal. Later on, I learned 
that Henk Westers was also involved with an underground 
network that assisted Jews in hiding. He would be a part of my 
personal history as well. 

It is important to add that finding a place to hide was not 
an easy task. During the later war years, more than 350.000 
people went into hiding, some of them Jews, but mostly Dutch 
men who were recruited for the German work force, the 
Arbeits Einsatz. And the Netherlands is only a small country.

Around the same time, in November 1942, father got notice 
that his parents had been sent to Poland. It made the urgency 
to go into hiding even greater. But that same night, I fell ill 
with a frightening high fever of over 40 degrees centigrade, 
and we had to wait. Instead of mourning over his parents’ 
fate, Father focused all his efforts and attention on me. And 
then, as soon as my health improved, he started to organize 
our disappearance. 

Thanks to the Hompes business, Father had a huge network 
at his disposal, consisting of clients and “reizigers” or salesmen 
who travelled around in the country to sell our products. This 
turned out to be our salvation. Father’s contacts provided him 
with the addresses that we would need to survive the German 
occupation, and save our lives. 
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The 11th of February 1943, Jules’ 15th birthday, was the exact 
date that we left our home. The day before mummy prepared 
a suitcase for each for us, and I vaguely remember that she 
briefly explained what was going to happen. We, the children, 
would leave first, later that day to be joined by our parents. 
She told us to behave, to always be very quiet, keep ourselves 
unnoticed, and to take off our star. These rules I understood 
without fail, but what I didn’t realize, was that I would be 
separated from my parents and siblings for a long time. 

Early the next morning Mr. Goosen, one of my father’s 
salesmen, picked us up and walked us to the train station, 
carrying my suitcase that contained a book, my knitting and 
a doll. I felt frightened. Many German soldiers were outside 
on the streets, and we did not have false identity cards yet. 
But nothing happened, and all four of us boarded the train to 
Apeldoorn. That is, I was told to keep apart from Jules and 
Riek. I sat opposite Mr. Goosen, and kept myself busy reading 
my book. When we arrived in Apeldoorn, three bicycles were 
waiting for us. We cycled to a farmhouse in Vaassen, me at 
the back of the salesman’s bicycle. Then, the farmer told me 
that Riekie and Jules would be hiding somewhere else in the 
village, and my siblings left. Here I was, nine years old, all of a 
sudden all by myself, separated from my family. I felt betrayed 
and terribly lonely. I don’t recall how I got through the first 
day.

The family that I stayed with consisted of the parents and 7 
children, all of them older than me, some already married and 
living close by. Sometimes they came to talk to me and asked 
all sort of questions, but I didn’t answer. I think I was still in 
shock. During the day they confined me to what was called ‘the 
good room’, that was only used on Sundays and special days. 
As it faced the street, the curtains were drawn, and I was not 
allowed to look outside. How did I spend the time? I would do 
a bit of reading and knitting, I would sleep a lot, and I would be 
bored to my wits. From time to time the mother of the house 
brought me potatoes to peel or vegetables to clean. It is since 
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then that I cannot bear to be in a place with the curtains or 
doors closed. Even today, it makes me nervous, and I can’t 
stand it. This is one of the after-effects the hiding (onderduik) 
had on me.

Going to the toilet, situated outside, was a problem. First 
they had to check if the coast was clear and no Germans were 
around, and only then I could cross over. In the evening they 
allowed me to come to the dining room, where we shared a 
meal together. As Protestants do, they prayed before and after 
the meal. And as Dutch citizens do, they ate mainly potatoes. 
Next to the furnace a smoked ham hung from the ceiling. 
Often the parents or the children would cut themselves a 
piece of meat. Go ahead, they encouraged me, take some as 
well. In the beginning I declined their offer. But they insisted. 
Obviously, I could not tell them I was a Jewish girl and 
therefore not allowed to eat ham. In the end I gave in because 
I couldn’t explain who I was. I didn’t have any other way out. I 
ate whatever was offered but with a hard feeling.

At night we all slept in the same room. In fact, I hardly slept 
at all. My hosts washed themselves only once a week, and the 
smell was horrendous. I shared the bedstead, built into the 
wall, with two of the girls, while the parents slept on the other 
side of the room. In the middle, on the floor, they kept the 
bedpan. When the father would do his business in the night, 
you would hear that…eh, sound. 

One day, all of a sudden, mummy showed up. I was busy 
knitting, and when I saw her, I was so shocked that all the 
stitches fell from the needle. Mummy helped me put them 
back on again. She stayed for about an hour, asked how I was 
doing, and told me that she hoped that soon we would be 
together again. I guess I cried.

About three weeks later, I was taken to the Van Soeren family, 
another one of my father’s clients, and indeed I was reunited 
with the family. That was wonderful! Staying at the same farm 
was another Jewish family, Aunt Ilse and Uncle Max Hes, our 
opposite neighbors in Zwolle. All of us spent the days in the 
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goat’s hutch, and at night we slept in the haystack. When Jules 
and I were directed to the same corner, I remarked: “This 
will be the first time I am sleeping with a man”, and all the 
grownups had a good laugh. 

We played card games and other games, while the adults tried 
to listen to the radio. Sometimes there was a bit of quarreling. 
But I kept quiet. For me the only important matter was being 
and staying with my family.

If we had to go to the bathroom, we had to wait for the goats 
to pee, so no one could differentiate between our noise and 
that of the goats. And if we had something bigger to do, we 
waited until night fell. The area was full of Germans. Looking 
out through the roof, we saw and counted them. Sometimes 
I still dream about it. I see them going about with their rifles, 
and I hear their heavy steps. They occupied the nearby Jewish 
institute for the mentally ill, called the “Apeldoornsche 
Bosch”. Only a few months earlier they had transported all 
the patients and staff of the institute to the death camps, 
including my grandmother, Henriette Hompes-van Gelder.

At some point, Jules, Riek and I were sent into the woods. 
Jules, aged 15, was deemed old enough to be in charge. That is, 
also Van Soeren and other farmers took care of us. Each time 
they brought us food, they would inform us where to meet 
that same evening. Then, covered by darkness, they would let 
us know where they had put a ladder against a haystack, or 
which straw hut to take shelter in. I don’t recall exactly how 
long we lived in the woods, but I think it was around 10 days. If 
I remember well, we now and then opened our school books, 
which mummy had brought for us, probably from the Jewish 
school. But really, we were mainly in survival mode. 

After a short reunion with our parents, when we were fed 
corn for the first time of our lives, which father refused to eat, 
Riek and I were taken to an elderly woman in Zutphen. With 
all her children married, Mrs. Van Zeben was living on her 
own in the center of the town, where she ran a furniture shop. 
To strangers we were introduced as her nieces. I remember 
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we played among the pieces of furniture, together with other 
children who, in hindsight, might have been in hiding as 
well. You know, in those days, no one asked, and no one said 
anything. And although we had no papers and it must have 
been risky, Mrs. Van Zeben allowed us to go outside and play 
in the street.

Riek and I must have stayed there for about three weeks. 
You can imagine that I could not keep track. In four months’ 
time, since we left our home in Zwolle, I had already stayed at 
12 different places. Some of those addresses, where I spent a 
very short time only, I don’t recall at all.

But worse was still to come. From Zutphen Riek and I were 
taken to the Timmermans family in Katwijk-Binnen. Jan 
and Nel were a young couple who had recently married. Our 
lodging with them was meant to be an improvement. Nel was 
a teacher, and since neither Riek nor I had had any education 
since our “disappearance”, father assumed we might enjoy 
some schooling. He paid the couple good money, 100 guilders 
per month, for each of us.

But Nel, who was carrying a baby, didn’t do as promised. 
Although she did buy me a few history books, that I read, she 
never taught us. Instead, she used us as her maids. I had to 
clean the house with rags, sweep the floors with a broom, beat 
the carpets and clean the windows. I did the laundry and the 
ironing, and on top of that I worked in the garden. Imagine, 
it was a big house. Downstairs was the living room, dining 
room, kitchen and the toilet. On the first floor there were 
three bedrooms, including the one that Riek and I used. On 
the second floor were another two bedrooms, and there was 
the attic. So the cleaning of the whole house would take each 
day of the week. So it went on week after week.

Jan was an auctioneer at the vegetable market and would 
bring home the leftovers, that were kept in another room on 
the first floor. The room was usually locked, but once a week 
I was let in to clean. The produce that was spoiled, had to be 
thrown out. Sometimes I would eat it, because I did not get 
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enough food, and was always hungry. While Jan and Nel would 
eat 4 slices of bread, I only got two. 

On Saturday afternoons, I was sent off to the center of Katwijk 
to do the shopping, all by myself. When I spotted German 
soldiers, I would hurry away from them. Luckily, with my dark 
blond hair, I didn’t look Jewish. Before we left home, father 
had given me a 100 guilder note, and mummy had prepared a 
special pouch, that I always wore on my tummy. If needed, I 
could buy myself something. But I did not spend much. After 
the war I returned 56 guilders to my father. 

After I had done the shopping, I would visit Jan’s parents, 
who knew that I was Jewish. They were kind people and 
listened to what had occurred during the week. Sometimes, if 
I had broken a glass or not cleaned up to their standards, Jan 
and Nel would slap me. I never cried, because I didn’t want 
to give them the satisfaction. But I was angry. Jan’s parents 
listened, but they didn’t talk to their son about my complaints. 
“If we talk to him, it will be even worse. They will beat you 
more”, they said.

Once every two months a female courier brought me a letter 
from my parents. With the letter also came all sorts of goodies, 
like apple syrup and chocolate sprinkles, that mummy had 
carefully picked for me. But I was not allowed to touch them. 
Jan and Nel would eat the goodies right under my nose. They 
also removed the beautiful clothes that mammie had knitted 
for me, claiming it was too posh and would attract attention. 
In the end, I got to wear them only after the war.

When the time came for Nel to have her baby, I was sent to 
relatives in Amsterdam, where I stayed for a couple of weeks. 
And when I came back, not only did I clean the house, there 
was also a baby with dirty diapers to take care off. At the end 
of each day, I would be totally exhausted. Still I could hardly 
sleep. The Germans were bombing the coastal area, and at 
night the V2 bombs exploded with a terrible noise. 

The female courier who brought the letters, would stay 
with me for about an hour, while I wrote a letter back to my 
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parents. Yet I never mentioned my predicament, neither to 
her, nor in my letters. Only when my father heard about the 
planned Allied invasion, did this nightmare come to an end. 
Fearing the fighting that might erupt, Father decided I needed 
to be removed from the coastal area. He contacted his friend 
Henk Westers, and secured me a place in the Westers family. 

Riekie had left Katwijk much earlier, about two months 
after we arrived there, because Nel and Jan no longer wanted 
her around. I had stayed on, because I didn’t want to cause 
my parents any more trouble. But this year in Katwijk has left 
its marks. I was a naïve, sensitive and frightened 10 year old 
child, living under terrifying circumstances, unable to defend 
myself. It made me the person who I am now.
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Chapter 3 

How did they manage to get me out of this awful place? One 
morning, out of the blue, an ambulance for mentally ill patients 
stopped in front of the house, and I was told to get in. After 
packing my belongings and saying goodbye to Nel and Jan, I 
climbed into the ambulance, where the driver and a nurse were 
waiting for me. When we went on our way, they explained that 
if the Germans would stop us and ask questions, I should act 
like a mad child.

I think we had a short stopover in Amersfoort, and then 
continued to Assen. Until their deportation, this was the 
hometown of my grandparents Levie, my aunt Hetty, her 
husband Nathan, and their two sons Tony and Jonny. Opposite 
aunt Hetty lived a psychiatrist, called Dr. Simons. It was here 
that I spent my first night away from Katwijk. When I asked 
Dr. Simon if he remembered the family on the other side of 
the road, he got up and left the room. He wet himself. I saw it. 
I think it happened out of fear. 

The following morning the daughter of Mrs. Van Zeben, 
the woman that Riek and I had stayed with in Zutphen, came 
to fetch me. It was none other than Gerda Westers, the wife 
of Henk Westers, the friend who took care of our family’s 
possessions. 

Henk and Gerda and their two children, Bram aged 4 and 
Maartje aged 2, lived in Stadskanaal, opposite the synagogue 
that I visited as a child, when my mother was in hospital. It 
seemed the wrong place to hide. This particular province in 
the north of the Netherlands was known for its antisemitism. 
When oom (uncle) Henk went to register the birth of his son, 
whom he named Bram, and a few years later his daughter 
called Maartje Sara, the civil servant said to him “Henk, it is 
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good that I have known you for so many years. Otherwise I 
might have second thoughts.’’ Many parents of the children at 
school were members of the Dutch Nazi party, the NSB. After 
school, I would play with them. They had no idea who I really 
was, and I would never tell them. My cover story, repeated to 
me over and over again, had become my second identity. 

In my new home I was called Lineke Timmermans, and 
introduced as a refugee from Rotterdam. This city and its 
port had been heavily bombed by the Germans in 1940, until 
the Dutch army surrendered. As a result, not only were many 
residents killed, but tens of thousands became homeless. I 
was supposedly one of them. Only the head of the school knew 
I was Jewish, and apparently my class teacher suspected I 
might be Jewish. When I went to visit him after the war, he 
told me that in his prayers, he had always included a special 
plea for me and the Jewish people.

The Westers 
(fltr) Bram, aunt 
Gerda, Maartje 
and uncle Henk 
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Shortly after I arrived, I had my birthday. 
“I think your father might come for a visit”, tante (aunt) 

Gerda announced. 
“He often comes for special occasions, even if it is a very 

long bike ride.” 
You can imagine how excited I was. I sat in front of the 

window overlooking the canal, impatiently looking out for 
Father, whom I hadn’t seen for over a year. But he didn’t 
show up. I think it was one of the biggest disappointments 
in my life. It had a big influence on the rest of my life, until 
today. Afterwards aunt Gerda tried her very best to lighten my 
spirits, it was altogether my birthday, but to no avail.

Although the feeling of loneliness never left me, my life with 
the Westers family was more or less normal. For one thing, I 
went to school. In accordance with my age, I was placed in the 
5th grade, which was difficult for me, after missing three years 
of education. In fact, even now I notice the gap, although I was 
very good in mathematics and history.

Uncle Henk continued working at the bank, located in 
the same building as our private house, but with a separate 
entrance, while tante Gerda was a housewife, and an active 
member of the resistance. After school hours, when I could 
babysit, she often went out on her bike. Where to, I didn’t 
know. As I mentioned earlier, in those days you didn’t ask 
questions. 

I would also do some household chores, but nothing like 
in Katwijk. During the summer, that was extremely hot, we 
sometimes went to the outdoor swimming pool. I also liked to 
pull the empty boats they used for transporting peat, walking 
alongside the canal with the string over my shoulder, tugging 
the boat along.

Behind the house there was a big garden that we tended, 
weeding and caring for the plants and trees. This garden 
provided us with fruit and vegetables. Besides, uncle Henk 
owned a farm that was leased to a farmer. One day they 
slaughtered a pig and I helped make “bloedworst” (black 
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pudding), a sausage mainly consisting of pig’s blood. Can you 
imagine? For Jews it is the most repulsive thing to eat. It was a 
curious experience, that reminded me of my hidden identity.

The environment that I found myself in, was very Christian. 
I went to a Protestant school, and uncle Henk and aunt Gerda 
were members of the Lutheran church. They said grace before 
and after every meal, read from the Old and New Testament, 
and every now and then we went to church on Sunday. Men 
and women would sing, sitting together, and I would just sit 
there, listening and enjoying the music. My friend, Trijnie 
Kuipers, went to church on Sunday afternoons as well, and 
if I didn’t have anything else to do, I joined her. After the 
liberation, when Trijnie’s father heard about my real identity, 
he came up to me and took out a picture of my grandparents. 
It turned out he had been their neighbor in Assen. 

In the meantime uncle Henk, expecting the liberation and 
my return home soon, one Sunday afternoon approached me, 
carrying a book in his hand that contained Hebrew words. 

“Can you read this?”, he asked. 
I tried. Some letters I knew, but many more letters I couldn’t 

remember. And while he tried to remind me, he cried.
During my stay, the Westers family sometimes had to put up 

German soldiers or their Dutch collaborators. In some cases 
I had to keep away from those unwanted guests, who were 
forced on the family. For instance, when a member of the NSB 
party stayed with us, who slept in the room next to me, they 
told me to stay inside my room and make no noise what-so-
ever. I could only use the toilet when he was out, and I was 
not allowed to go to school. Yet another time, the driver of our 
Nazi-guest took me on his lap. He hadn’t seen his own family 
for four years, and apparently I reminded him of his own 
children. He was very kind to me, and me, Bram and Maartje 
even got a guilder from him, but all the while I was trembling. 
When aunt Gerda offered him a dish of food, he cried. 

All this time, the whereabouts of my siblings and parents 
were unknown to me. Now I can tell you that the four of them 
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were in hiding together in a small place called Balkbrug, until 
bad luck got them arrested. One day the Germans were looking 
for young people to add to their labor force. In the first house 
they searched, they did not find youngsters, but they found 
Jews: my father, my mother, Jules, Riek, and another Jew on 
the run. All five of them were arrested and taken to Zwolle, our 
home town. One of the guards of the prison, a local member of 
the Nazi party, had actually gone to school with my mother. 
Luckily, he didn’t recognize her. And although father, mother, 
Jules and Riek, carried good false identity papers, all were 
tortured except mammie. Surprised they didn’t touch her. 
While being tortured they refused to admit, they were Jewish.  

Shortly afterwards, they were sent to Meppel, and then 
transferred to the main camp in Holland called “Westerbork”. 
As luck would have it, their arrest took place on Sept. 6th, the 
day of the very last transport to the death camps. After that, 
no more trains left Westerbork, and the inmates who were 
left, stayed there until their liberation by the Allied Forces.

In Westerbork my relatives, who had not revealed their 
Jewish identity nor their family ties, were registered and 
treated as non-Jews. But all the Jews in the camp suspected 
they were Jewish. They even spoke Yiddish to them, to try 
them out. 

One day father found furniture and objects in the camp 
storage that had belonged to his parents. That very same 
moment he decided that the family should reclaim their 
real identity. As a Jewish family, they would be allowed to 
live together in a family room, where they could also keep 
his parents’ furniture. But in order to achieve his goal, his 
fellow Jews in the camp requested money. How he managed, 
has always been a riddle to me, but Father succeeded. He 
somehow was able to send a note requesting money to oom 
Henk, and oom Henk promptly fulfilled his request. This 
is how Father got a family room. In Westerbork there was a 
saying: “Bij God en in Westerbork is alles mogelijk”, with God 
and in Westerbork everything is possible. So it seemed. 
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Towards the end of the war, heavy fighting took place 
between the German and Allied Forces. To safeguard the bank, 
oom Henk and tante Gerda took out the double windows, 
so they would not be broken. And then, on Thursday April 
12th, 1945, oom Henks fiftieth birthday, we were liberated 
by Polish soldiers who were part of the Polish Brigade in the 
English army. That particular day, tante Gerda woke me up 
at 6:00 o’clock and told me to join my girlfriend Trijntje and 
her father. She asked me to take the little children with me. 
Rumor had it that the Germans were planning to blow up the 
bridge close to our house. That I survived the war, should be 
considered a miracle, for different reasons. Because while on 
my walk with Trijntje and her father, a piece of metal flew over 
my head, just as I bent down. Had I stood upright, I would have 
been killed. The experience left Mr. Kuipers and me in tatters. 
In fact, till this very day it is difficult for me to imagine what 
could have happened. We took the metal back to the house of 
aunt Gerda, and on our way home, realized that the bridge had 
been blown up. 

Once the liberation was official, uncle Henk hurried off to 
the house at the back of the garden. It appeared that not only I 
had been in hiding. The eldest son of our neighbors, already 20 
years old, had been secretly staying there for over two years. 

Of course, we celebrated. Like everybody else we went out 
on the street to see the Polish soldiers passing by. Someone 
suggested I should climb the tank, the first Jewish girl who 
has been liberated, but I was confused and reluctant. How 
could I, after all these years, suddenly admit that I was 
Jewish? Everything seemed to go topsy turvy, and I lost my 
inner compass. It took a long time until I found myself again, 
and understood who I was and who I had become.

The following day a bunch of children, about ten of them of 
different ages, took me to meet Jewish relatives of my father, 
of whose existence I knew nothing. We are talking about 13 
Jews, who had been hiding together, and were looked after by 
aunt Gerda. All this time, she had brought them food, clothes 
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and other essentials. Halfway along our journey we passed a 
few people on bicycles, who were part of the ‘Binnenlandse 
Strijdkrachten, as the Dutch army was called at that time. 
And, mind you, among them I noticed uncle Abraham Levie, 
the cantor, the uncle who called me “Inka Pinka’. He put his 
nose to my nose as a way of greeting, and asked in the local 
dialect: 

“Inka Pinka, who komst du weg?” Where do you come from?  
And then I think we both cried. 

I don’t know where and how uncle Abraham survived, 
but I do know that even during the war, as a religious man, 
he continued to live in accordance with the Jewish law. 
Nevertheless, when he heard that my parents were in 
Westerbork and he was offered a lift to the camp on Shabbat, 
he decided to travel there and inform my parents about my 
whereabouts. This is a matter of “pikuach nefesh”, of saving 
souls, he decided, another very important Jewish rule.

Then, on the first Sunday morning after the liberation, I 
was rattled again. At 9:00 in the morning someone rang the 
doorbell. It was uncle Abraham. “Your parents are well”, he 
shouted. I did not understand what he was talking about and 
felt completely overwhelmed. Then aunt Gerda, who knew 
about my parents, explained to me in an affected voice that 
they were in Westerbork. They didn’t want to tell me this 
earlier, for fear I would want to join them.  Don’t forget. I 
hadn’t seen my parents for two years, had not heard from or 
about them, and all this time I had been deadly worried.

It took me a while to process the news. Maybe it only sank 
in later that day, when we all went to church and I met a 
few other Jewish children who had been saved by members 
of the community. In church, the pastor prepared a special 
speech. 

Westerbork, only 12 kilometers away, was liberated the 
same day as Stadskanaal. Father, who climbed one of the 
watchtowers of the camp, witnessed the Polish soldiers 
and their tanks entering Stadskanaal, and not meeting any 



37

resistance from the Germans. But although there were no 
more Germans guarding the camp, the 500 or so inmates were 
not allowed to leave.  

“Your parents will try to come as soon as possible”, uncle 
Abraham promised. So I waited anxiously, day after day, but 
no one showed up. Only a week later, on Thursday, April 19th, 
when I had gone out to play, the son of a local Nazi-supporter 
notified me that aunt Gerda was looking for me, and that my 
parents had arrived. “You must be crazy”, I answered him, but 
I ran home as fast as I could, and there, through the window, 
I recognized my father, talking to uncle Henk. There they 
were, in the living room, Father, Mother, Jules and Riek. I ran 
to Father and we hugged. The rest I don’t recall. I had a total 
black out. Only the smell has always stayed with me. They 
brought with them the smell of Westerbork.

For a while, the whole Levie family stayed with the Westers. 
We tried to go about our daily lives the best we could. I 
continued going to school, and aunt Gerda took care of cooking 
and cleaning, now assisted by my mother. Father, who had 
gone to inspect our house in Zwolle, found it occupied by three 
different families, who were not willing to leave immediately, 
because they had nowhere else to go. So when after about two 
weeks we moved back, we settled ourselves temporarily in the 
former office and storeroom. It would take a few months, until 
we had the whole house back to ourselves again.  
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Robbie Hompes 
- My cousin 
Robbie, the 

son of uncle 
Ies. Robbie is 

the only close 
relative who 

survived

Welcome Home, 
dear family
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Chapter 4 

We were the so called lucky ones, the ones who came back from 
the war, even as a family. But it turned out to be very difficult 
to pick up the pieces. Each of us had to deal with her or his 
sometimes traumatic past experiences. On top of that, I felt 
left out, and very much on my own. My parents and siblings 
had been in hiding and in Westerbork together. They shared 
memories that they talked about and referred to often. They 
were not interested in my story. Or even worse, they did not 
believe me.

One rainy Sunday afternoon, when mummy went to take 
her usual nap, Father called Jules and Riek to the dining 
room table, that was covered with golden rings owned by my 
paternal grandfather, Juda Levie. He praised Jules and Riek 
for their behavior during the war, and especially for their 
endurance under torture. As a reward, he allowed them each 
to choose a ring.  

I was not invited to choose. Did I not behave well, I asked 
myself. Had I not been brave? But I did not say a word, and 
I did not question or criticize my father’s decision. In those 
days, children were not as forward with their parents as they 
are now. But you will understand that I got hurt tremendously. 
I felt a pain that I carry with me until this very day. And while I 
am telling you about this incident, I notice that I am crying for 
the first time in my life. 

I looked for, and somehow found, other people’s support 
and attention. I often visited a Jewish friend of mine, whose 
uncle/stepfather was an antiques dealer. He appreciated my 
interest in antiques. Once he even said that he wished I was 
his daughter. I also befriended Els Winters, a girl one year my 
senior, who had survived in hiding, but lost her whole family. 
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I don’t think I opened up to her, but she understood and 
sympathized with me. At school, the two of us behaved like 
rebels, and most of the teachers did not know how to handle 
us.

After the war, I never saw mother truly happy again. The 
relationship with my father had apparently suffered during 
those difficult years, and from then on only deteriorated. 
There was a lot of fighting and shouting between them. But 
despite all the frustration and anger, mummy did all she could 
to hold the family together.  

Her own childhood had been unhappy as well. She was born 
in 1907, the eldest child of David Hompes and Hendrica van 
Gelder. Four years later, her brother Isaak (Ies) was born.

Grandfather David came from Olmst, a small place just 
across the German border. He was the child of a Dutch 
mother and a German father. Most of his seven siblings (six 
brothers and one sister) were sent to Holland after their bar 
mitzvah, for fear that otherwise they might be drafted into the 
German army. Their father did not want them to serve under 
Bismarck, a well-known anti-semite. Two brothers, Siegmund 
and Julius, settled in The Hague, one brother travelled to 
America, while my grandfather and his brother Charles set 
up a wholesale business in comestibles and textiles in Zwolle. 
This was in the year 1891. I still have a picture that shows the 
products they sold in the beginning: socks, wool, underwear, 
and others. Through the years, the company expanded and 
started to focus on textiles and yarns, with customers all over 
the Netherlands.

Charles, who married his housekeeper, lived close by, while 
grandfather David and grandmother Hendrica lived in the 
building where the company was located. Then disaster struck. 
Grandmother became mentally ill, probably as the result of a 
wrong dose of anesthesia during a small operation in hospital. 
She never recovered. At first, she was cared for at home, and 
later on admitted to the “Apeldoornsche Bosch”, the Jewish 
hospital for the mentally ill that I mentioned earlier.
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All this happened when mummy was 10 years old. From time 
to time opa David went to visit his wife, usually accompanied 
by mummy, who would bring her mother peppermints and eau 
de cologne. Years later, when I was a small child, I remember 
her coming back from those visits really depressed. I myself 
never met grandmother Hendrica. As I already mentioned, 
in January 1943, the Germans transported all the inhabitants 
and staff straight to the gas chambers of Auschwitz.

Mummy and her brother Ies were raised by a housekeeper. 
There was little joy in the house, and I don’t think the two 
siblings were particularly close. And although she was very 
clever, knew French and German, and was eager to learn. 
Mummy did not get the opportunity to study. The most 
pleasing thing in her life, was the relationship with her 
mother’s relatives in Amsterdam. This is the place where she 
spent most of the holidays, where she was spoiled with clothes 
and other gifts, and where she played with her cousins and 
their friends. In Amsterdam, she used to tell me, she always 
had the best time. 

Mummy met my dad at the “Joodse Landdag” in May 1927. 
This was an annual meeting for Jewish youth from all over the 
country. A kind of marriage market. I don’t think it was love at 
first sight. In fact, Father considered mummy a “miskena”, an 
unhappy girl who was to be pitied. He was attracted to a girl 
who seemed to need care and attention. He felt that he could 
give them just that. And he gave my mother much more. When 
they married on August 31th, mummy was pregnant. Only 
marriage could assure the baby would be legitimate.

They married in the synagogue of Zwolle, built in 1899. In 
the wedding picture, father is wearing a top hat and looks very 
elegant, and mummy looks very beautiful as well. You can also 
distinguish the “chuppah”, the canopy that has been used for 
all the family weddings, including that of my grandparents, 
that of my uncle Ies and the marriage of Jules. A special family 
tradition. 

Even before the wedding opa made father a full partner in 
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the Hompes business, even so  that the clients didn’t know that 
his name was Levi and they called him Hompes. The young 
couple moved in with my grandfather. A cousin of his, defined 
my father as a “lucky guy”. He married into a rich family.

My father, Jozef Levie, was born in De Pekel, a small village 
in the province of Groningen, where people earned a living by 
digging and selling peat. He had one older sister, Hetty. When 
the children were young, the family moved to Assen, where 
grandfather Juda, grandmother Lina and aunt Hetty still lived 
at the outbreak of war. 

Like most Jews in those days, the family was religious. Oma 
Lina was a housewife, while opa Juda moved around the 
countryside on his bike, trading gold, silver and watches. This 
is why at home we kept so much silverware. I was told that opa 
knew how to sell to his clients. As most of them were farmers, 
he was often paid by way of bartering. Daddy had the same 
gift for business. Like opa, he was a self-made man, who did 
not have much schooling. Just one year after his marriage to 
mummy, he already got his driver’s license, and owned a car 
since 1928. And it should be mentioned here that until the last 
days of his life, that ended at age 82, he never had an accident.

After the war, Father, who was seldom at home, put a lot of 
energy into rebuilding the business. And how he succeeded! 
Once he took a map of Holland and stuck a pin in every place 
where we had a client. Amazing! I can still envision this map.

He was also engaged in rebuilding the Jewish community. 
Rabbi Hirsch, the rabbi who married my parents, would come 
to our house and enjoy a meal now and then, and in general 
lots of people came to visit, seemingly having a very good 
time. The attitude amongst the surviving Jews in Holland was 
to look forward, and let the past be the past. But rebuilding the 
community was not an easy task. Of the 900 Jews who lived 
in Zwolle before 1940, only 140 returned. They all came back 
aged and traumatized, just like me. Like me, children had lost 
their childhood and came back much older than they should 
be. Children and adults had suffered pain and loss. Of mother’s 
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Where it starts 
in Zwolle
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relatives only 12 out of 140 survived. Amongst them we were 
the only ones to have survived as a family. On my father’s side 
even fewer family members returned.  

Years later, in October 2016, three of Jules’ children (Ilana, 
Re’ut and Yossi), and my daughter Iris and I traveled to Assen 
to commemorate our paternal ancestors. Don’t forget, opa 
and oma Assen have no grave. They were arrested, deported 
and murdered in Auschwitz on the 22nd of October 1942. 
Their house is gone, broken down and replaced by a modern 
building. Nevertheless, at this local ceremony, two small 
“Stolpersteine” (stumbling stones, 10 by 10 cm in size) were 
embedded in the pavement in front of the current house. They 
state that Juda and Lina Levie lived there, and were deported 
and killed. Of these stumbling stones, designed by the German 
artist Gunter Demnig, thousands have been laid in hundreds 
of cities and towns all over Europe. For me and the rest of the 
family the ceremony in Assen was extremely meaningful. It 
made a huge impression. But I will come to that later.

Back in 1945, after we returned to Zwolle, I was enrolled in 
my old elementary school. But not only at home, also at school 
I felt out of place. They had signed me up for 7th grade, but it 

Dad 4 years old, 
surrounded by 

his family
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was too difficult for me, and I asked to be put back to 6th  grade. 
Even then the lessons weren’t easy, but I managed to finish, 
and continued my education at the Mulo middle school.

At home, our strict education continued. We got pocket 
money, but if I didn’t practice the piano or put the braces on 
my teeth, mummy would take 10 cents off. My belongings 
were not safe. Often, my piggy box was empty. Jules and Riek 
knew how to open it, and they would spend the money in the 
special candy shop for children to buy liquorice. 

The better part of postwar life began after I became a 
member of the “Joodse Jeugd Federatie”, the Jewish Youth 
Federation. Of all the participants, I was one of the youngest. 
These meetings symbolized the return of Zionist activities in 
Netherlands, and they definitely left their mark. I estimate 
that about 80 percent of the children who took part, emigrated 
to Israel afterwards. I became a Zionist too, following in 
the footsteps of mummy, who shared the Zionist ideals for 
many years. Before the war, she volunteered for the PPW, 
the women’s organization for practical work in Palestine. In 
hindsight I think that her unhappiness at home might have 
encouraged her to look for something else to do outside. 
Eventually she became the head of local WIZO branch (the 
postwar continuation of the PPW) and even the treasurer of 
the national WIZO organization.

The first postwar youth meeting, that Jules, Riek and I 
helped organize, was held in our own hometown Zwolle, 
during the Christmas holiday of 1945. From then on we had 
weekly gatherings. We also made trips, and went to youth 
camps. On the agenda were, amongst others, lectures about 
Israel (then still Palestine), dancing and communal singing. 
On Wednesday afternoons and Sunday mornings, I also went 
to Hebrew School, but I enjoyed that much less. While my 
non-Jewish schoolmates had time to relax and play, we had 
to study Hebrew and the Jewish prayers. But apparently my 
parents thought that Hebrew School was a necessary part of 
my Jewish education.
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In spite of all the tensions in the family, we traveled a lot. 
In 1948 Father bought a caravan and became a member of the 
Dutch, and of the International Camping Club (ICC). During 
the week he would use the caravan to transfer goods he bought 
at factories to the warehouse, and almost every weekend we 
went camping. During holidays we also drove to Belgium, to 
France, and once we reached Switzerland, when father had 
business to do in Herzogenbuchsee. The factory that was 
located there made special strings for Dutch costumes. When 
it turned out we were not allowed to enter Switzerland with 
the caravan, we stayed right near the border. 

In 1948, on one of our first trips, we joined the 12th 
International Camping in Gray sur Loin, near Paris. From the 
Netherlands we travelled with 14 other caravans, one behind 
the other. Half way, in Belgium, we were kindly received by the 
Dutch ambassador, who was also a member of the ICC. The 
embassy offered cigarettes and all kinds of goodies that were 
not yet available in postwar Netherlands. I remember that a 
lot of young guests put cigarettes in their pockets, but I didn’t. 
We were taught not to steal. 

By the way, you might think I had no use for cigarettes anyway, 
but at that time, I already smoked. On my 14th birthday I got 
my second cigarette from my mother. The first one I got during 
Shavuot that same year from Alex Meyer, a friend of Jules that 
I was deeply in love with, at a family reunion in Stadskanaal.

Smoking ran in the family. I was the last to join, and I 
continued to smoke for thirty years. Both my grandfathers 
were heavy smokers. They lit only one cigar a day, early in the 
morning, and then chain smoked their way to the evening, 
lighting each next cigar with the previous one. You never saw 
them without a cigar. On Shabbat, when as religious Jews they 
were not supposed to light a fire, a Shabbes goy, a non-Jew, 
would come to synagogue to light their first cigar. 

But to come back to my story, the camping trips with my 
parents were always happy times, because we were in the 
company of other campers. I would only return to our own 
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caravan to eat and to sleep. Since these trips, travelling has 
been an important part of my life. You can imagine that after 
I married Mort, I had ample opportunity to travel. He and I 
must have flown to the States at least thirty times. I am not 
going to tell you about all of these, but I do want to mention 
one special trip, during which we experienced extreme 
weather conditions. It started on the day when we went on 

Sinterklaas 5 
Dec. To show 
Dutch nostalgia 
to Mort. This 
holiday is 
celebrated once 
in year, but in 
Mort’s case once 
in his lifetime

During our trip 
to Spain we 
made a quick 
stop over to 
Morocco.

(left) Spain - 
Mort and me



48

Behind the Clouds  |  Gila Lien Kidar Levie

our way from Lake Tahoe, where one of my cousins owned 
a small bungalow, to Yosemite Park. When we almost got 
there, it started snowing heavily, contrary to the weather 
forecast, and ten minutes before our arrival, the gates to the 
park were closed. Imagine, I was wearing a pair of sandals 
and my feet and other body parts were getting very cold. But 
there was nothing we could do, we had to drive back to Lake 
Tahoe in the middle of a snow storm. After about a hundred 
kilometers, I made a jack knife and the car stopped. 

“That’s it”, I said to Mort, “I am not driving any further.”
“Do you want to freeze to death”, Mort replied, ‘’we have no 

choice, we need to continue.”
So Mort took over the wheel and as fortune would have it, 

five minutes later we passed a Motel, where they had one 
room left. We were saved.

That same holiday, we experienced an Indian summer in 
San Diego, and a hurricane in Pennsylvania, that prevented us 
from flying back to Israel.

I would like to mention two more special trips. One Pesach 
holiday at the beginning of the seventies, when Mort was 
abroad for work and Iris went camping, I decided to join a 
friend on an organized holiday to the Sinai. We visited the 
famous St Catharina monastery, where they keep ancient 
bones, and in the middle of the desert, when we made a sanitary 
stop, we discovered a magnificent pink desert flower, the size 
of a man. We met Bedouins and learned about their way of life, 
and we travelled to Sharm el Sheikh, on the southern tip of the 
Sinai Peninsula. 

On another trip with staff members of the Kupat Holim in 
our neighborhood, with whom we went out once a month on 
Shabbat, we also travelled to the desert. It was during a quiet 
period, with little violence, so when the time came to return, 
we decided to travel back through Gaza. It seemed like the 
right opportunity to visit the area. Little did we know that 
on the same day, a tour bus carrying workers of the Electrical 
Company was targeted, and some of the people were killed.   
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Chapter 5

And now we get to the Israeli part of the story. How did we all 
reach the land of our ancestors? My brother Jules, pioneer 
of pioneers, was the first one to leave. After everything he 
experienced during the war, including the severe beatings in 
prison by the Germans, it was difficult for him to return to high 
school. Instead, he worked in Father’s company during the day, 
and at night attended a Trade School to learn about business. 
Like Riek and me, Jules also joined the Jewish Youth Federation 
and became a Zionist. One night in 1946, he announced that he 
wanted to make aliyah. Mother, as usual, kept silent. But Father, 
never a fierce adherent of the movement, strongly opposed.   

“You promised we would rebuild the business together. Why 
do you want to go to Palestine? There is nothing there!”, he 
shouted.

For almost a year, the fighting continued. But Jules, supported 
by his friend Simon van der Sluis (Shalish), persisted, and in 
the end, father relented, on the condition that Jules would 
learn a trade.  

“If you go, make sure at least that you have a profession. If 
you have a profession, you can always make a living.”

In 1947 Jules joined “Bnei Israel Halutzim” (Bachat), the 
religious hachsharah in Dieren, later on called “Mizrachi”, 
and he loved it. He wanted to become a farmer, and specialized 
as a claw cutter, someone who cuts the nails of cows and 
horses. When in the spring of ’48 the opportunity presented 
itself to travel to Palestine with a group of young pioneers, 
Jules took it. With this group he travelled to La Ciotat, near 
Marseille, where they were accommodated in a training camp 
of the Haganah, the Jewish military organization before the 
founding of the state Israel. Here, unknown to the world 
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outside, Jules and his friends got a basic military training. 
Because the English mandate power had stopped Jewish 

immigration altogether, false identity papers had been 
prepared for the illegal immigrants. But they were superfluous. 
Two days after Jules’ arrival in La Ciotat, on the 15th of May, 
1948, David Ben Gurion, the leader of the Jewish settlement, 
declared Israel’s Independence. 

You can imagine the celebrations going on in La Ciotat. 
But joy was soon mixed with anger and anxiety, when the 
surrounding Arab countries attacked Israel, and the War of 
Independence started. When he arrived on Israeli soil, our 18-
year old brother was sent straight from the ship to the army, 
and served as a driver. 

Jules’ army commander, Menachem Berlin, lived in 
Moledet, one of the agricultural cooperative communities. 
When the war was over, Berlin suggested to Jules to become 
a member of this community. They desperately needed 
some young couples. Jules, engaged to Tineke van der Hoek, 
first had to consult his fiancée. If she agreed, they would get 
married once Jules finished his army contract. This is exactly 
what happened. Tineke and Jules got married and settled 
in Moledet. But they never really flourished there. When 
in 1956 Jules was asked to set up the Fire Brigade for three 
young settlements in the Negev, Kiryat Gat, Ashkelon and 
Ashdod, the family moved to Kiryat Gat, an upcoming town 
in the province. Jules went ahead and was registered as the 
254th inhabitant of this town. His was an act of idealism. As in 
Moledet, Jules started off sleeping in a ‘tzrif’, a wooden shed, 
and living under very modest circumstances. Once he was 
settled, his wife and two children joined him. After a number 
of years in Kiryat Gat, Jules got a job in Dimona, to set up the 
fire prevention department in the nuclear factory. The family 
moved to Arad, and about 20 years later, in order to be closer to 
family and friends, they moved back to Kiryat Gat. Afterwards 
they moved to an “assistant living facility” in Kfar Saba, and 
when Jules needed proper nursing care, they settled in Beit 



51

Joles, the Dutch home for elderly people in Haifa, that I will 
speak more of later.  

For all of us, my parents, Riek and me, Moledet became 
the anchor in Israel. My parents came to visit Jules in 1950. 
Father visited the moshav again in 1953, to prepare the aliyah 
of himself, mummy and Riek, and I also spent my first months 
in Israel in Moledet. 

At the time when Jules was preparing his aliyah, I already 
yearned to leave as well and felt jealous of Jules. But I was not 
an adult yet, and had to wait. Meanwhile, I was getting ready 
to go to nursing school. I dreamt of becoming a nurse since I 
was 7 years old, when I found myself inspired by the nurse that 
came to look after grandfather Hompes. After middle school I 
registered at the Central Israelite Hospital in Amsterdam to 
get my training, but soon after, I coincidently met with Dr. 
Izak Cohen, a well known Dutch dermatologist at that time, 
who lived in Haifa. He strongly advised me to study nursing 
in Israel, and not in Amsterdam, and managed to convince 
my parents as well. You have to understand, as a minor, I still 
needed written permission from my parents to make aliyah. 
To my joy, they agreed. Mother helped me with all the ensuing 
bureaucracy, and accompanied me to the Jewish Agency 
in Amsterdam to get the necessary documents (still kept 
amongst my papers). There I was, just 18 years old, ready to 
go on aliyah. To this day I feel very grateful to Dr. Cohen. As a 
result of his intervention, the decision was taken and I was off 
to Israel.

In the fall of 1952, a group of seventeen youngsters, me 
included, boarded the train to La Ciotat and headed to the 
same camp where Jules had been. Once there, we waited 
another ten days for the ship to arrive, that would bring us to 
our new country. It was called “Negbah”. 

As dormitory class passengers, we were not allowed to stay in 
our cabins during the day, but had to be on deck, with nothing 
to entertain us. Sometimes we would help the stewards clean 
and dry the dishes, but most of the time, we were bored.
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The boat not only carried pioneers 
like us, but non-immigrants as well, 
North Africans, Moroccan, Tunisian 
and Algerian people. We were 
warned not to mix. Why? “They carry 
all kinds of incurable infections”, 
our mentors said, “and you could 
get lice too”. Other people on the 
boat encouraged us to eat as much 
as we could. “In Israel you won’t find 
food”, they said. In short, we were 
starting to feel depressed. Was this 
the fulfillment of our Zionist dream?

But then, close to Haifa, the crew 
screened the movie “Behind the Clouds”, a documentary 
made by the Israeli Youth Aliyah movement about the Shoah 
and the emigration to Israel in its wake. Mind you, at primary 
school we were shown this movie, and when I saw the images 
of children going on aliyah, I shouted out loud, for the whole 
cinema to hear:

“Wait for me! I’ll come with you!”
“Be patient”, the head of the school responded, who sat next 

to me in the cinema. “Your time will come.” 
Well, here I was. On the 30th of October 1952, at 6:00 o’clock 

in the morning, I saw Haifa for the first time. It moved me more 
than I imagined. We sang the “Hatikwah”, the Israeli anthem, 
I think we danced the Hora, we were all very emotional. 

“I made it”, was all I could think. 
The disembarking was less poetic. Like all immigrants, 

we were treated with DDT, a horrible smelly pesticide, 
that was sprayed all over you, on your hair, face and body. 
It felt humiliating. Next we had to endure the exhausting 
administrative procedures, the checking and registering of 
your belongings, and the distribution of your ‘teudat oleh’, 
the immigrant certificate. And then, after all the fuss, there 
was Jules, waiting for me to take me home. He had come with 
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tante Fia, a cousin of our father, and her son, Leo. Fia and Leo 
travelled back with us as far as Afula, where they switched 
buses, while Jules and I went on to moshav Moledet. 

You want to hear about my first travel experience in the 
land of my dreams? Well, when I sat down in the bus, I felt 
something strange. 

“Jules, I can’t sit here. I am sitting on wood. There is no 
cover”, I said.

Jules got up and asked: “Do you prefer to sit here?” 
He was sitting on a hole! That was Egged in those days. 
About two months before my arrival, Tineke had given birth 

to baby Osnat. To assist the young parents, Tineke’s mother, 
Helena van der Hoek, had come over from the Netherlands. As 
a consequence, there was not much room for me, and I soon 
started looking for a place to stay. To make arrangements, I 
went to the Jewish Agency in Tel Aviv a few times, each time 
taking the 6:00 o’clock bus, filled with chickens, and arriving in 
Tel Aviv four hours later. The noise, quack, quack, quack, you 
have no idea, and then there was the route, through Afula and 
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Wadi Ara, an area with Arab population, that was considered 
unsafe. Sometimes soldiers would come on the bus to protect 
us.

In the moshav, I had my own personal experience regarding 
the security situation. Next to Moledet was an Arab village 
called Tamra. Sometimes the villagers would come to the 
fields and steal our plants and seeds. One day, I was on duty in 
the vegetable garden and had to prepare a heap of cornflowers 
for the market. It was a beautiful day. There I was, singing 
“Shir Ha-Emek”, the Song of the Valley, when I saw an Arab 
woman approaching the garden. I managed to chase her away, 
but then I saw other persons coming closer, all together about 
10 women and children. Although I managed to shoo the 
group away as well, I was scared out of my wits. But when I 
told Tineke and her mother about what happened, they were 
not impressed and did not pay attention to my story. I, on the 
other hand, never forgot the incident. 

In order to learn Hebrew, the plan was first of all to go to an 
“ulpan”, a day school for learning the language. Although I 
preferred to be close to Haifa, the only opening available at 
short notice was in Shefayim, a kibbutz north of Herzliya. It 
was an ulpan geared towards Anglo-Saxon immigrants. In 
the end I didn’t learn much Hebrew, but I did learn English. 
Luckily, I had some Hebrew already from Hebrew school, and 
was able to manage.

Shortly after I finished the ulpan and left Shefayim, another 
historical day occurred. On the 4th of August 1953, nine 
months after my arrival, my parents and sister arrived in 
Israel. Father, as I told you, was not really motivated by Zionist 
ideals. After the war he made a few less successful business 
decisions, and was faced with two options: either declare 
bankruptcy, or sell the company and make aliyah. He chose 
the latter. With money in his pockets and lots of luggage on 
top of and in the car, mummy, Riek and daddy drove from the 
Netherlands to Genoa, and then embarked on a ship to Israel. 

As you can imagine, they came to Moledet, settled in a 
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wooden shed, and started to work. Father was employed in 
the ice factory in Afula, while mummy was recruited in the 
shoe polishing factory of the moshav. The change must have 
been difficult for my parents. All of a sudden they were living 
in very humble conditions, and all the elements of life were 
different from what they were used to.

Riek arrived together with my parents. The last few years 
in Holland, she had been an enthusiastic student at the Auto 
Mechanic School. But when my parents decided to leave, she 
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quit school early and joined them. At first she lived with my 
parents in Moledet, then she went to the ulpan in Shefayim, 
and after a few temporary jobs, she found a position at the 
Israeli Aircraft Industry, and moved to Tel Aviv.  

Meanwhile, in September 1953, I was accepted at the 
nursing school of the Rothschild hospital in Haifa. Again Dr. 
Cohen, the Dutch dermatologist, played a significant role. He 
introduced me to his good friend Wil Bromberg, who was the 
co-founder and head of this particular nursing school. So this 
is how I started my career, and how I became a local resident 
of Haifa. 

The nursing school was situated in an old Arab house up in 
the Hadar neighborhood. As the hospital was small, with just 
over a hundred beds, also the number of students was small. 
We started studying with a group of 12 girls, of whom 9 finished 
the course. They all looked up to me, probably because of my 
manners. When I set the tables, I did it in the European way. 

Most of the teaching was in Hebrew, but because our teacher 
was from Germany, we were sometimes instructed in German 
as well. Text books were lacking, so we had to take notes in 
class. Failing to understand some of the Hebrew, I would sit 
and copy the notes from the other girls at night. And still I 
could not understand all the material. Learning took a lot of 
effort. 

At the end of the first year we had to take the official 
government examinations. And although I did not pass three 
of the subjects, I was allowed to continue, because of my 
excellent practical work. After the second year I had to do 
the examinations of both the first and the second year, and 
somehow I passed. The third year was in fact the easiest. Wil 
Blomberg sometimes even asked me to replace her, when she 
had her day off. She knew she could rely on me. 

After I got my diploma, I started working in the men’s surgery 
department, and from time to time, when they were short of 
nurses, in the baby room as well. A few years later I became 
deputy-head nurse of the geriatric department. As you can 



57

understand, we were confronted with difficult cases and 
with people dying. Most nurses fear death occurring during 
their shift. In my case, it almost seemed as if the critically ill 
were actually waiting for me. About once a week, right at the 
beginning of my nightshift, a patient would die. This was an 
experience that in those days, you had to cope with by yourself. 
Other than today, there were no psychologists to support you. 
For us nurses, it was difficult.

In my spare time, one day a week, I would sometimes visit my 
parents in Moledet, or they would come to me at the nursing 
school. I was involved with the “Irgun Olei Holland”, the 
organization for Dutch immigrants, that organized meetings 
at “Beit Hachalutzot”, the House of the Female Pioneers”, and 
I had a few girlfriends to go out with. Every Monday night we 
went dancing at the Technion, close to the nursing school, 
where almost all the students were male. It was great fun and 
a good way to relax after our stressful work at the hospital.

One single event needs special mention. Wil Bromberg, of 
Dutch descent, had close contacts with the Dutch consulate. 
Once, when the Dutch warship “Piet Hein” anchored in the 
port of Haifa, consul Bram Uriel invited the Dutch students 
of the nursing school. The whole night we went out with the 
sailors, dancing, eating and walking around town, and at 6 
o’clock in the morning, we went straight back to work.

Despite all these romantic encounters, I never felt seriously 
attracted to anyone. I had the occasional boyfriend, but the 
ones that I liked the most, always turned out to be married. My 
parents, brother and sister never enquired why I did not get 
married. For them it was not an issue. There was no pressure. 
So when I finished my studies, I took a room up on the Hadar.
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v

Chapter 6 

This was the life I lead until I was 31 years old. Then, by pure 
chance, I met my future husband. In May 1964, after weeklong 
night shifts in hospital, I went to visit my brother and sister in 
law in Kiryat Gat. They were hosting Tineke’s mother at the time, 
who came over from the Netherlands. I had not yet made up my 
mind how long I would stay. When they invited me to come to 
a party at the home of Herman and Lennie Preger, to celebrate 

Mort and me



59

Lennie’s birthday, I hesitated. Herman, one of the founders of 
the town, was the person who brought Jules to Kiryat Gat. I 
myself knew Herman from the Israeli “Vierdaagse”, a four day 
walking tour. But Jules and Tineke convinced me to stay the 
extra day, and I came with them to the party, on this memorable 
15th of May 1964. It turned out to be a very nice occasion. 
Through Bedouins, who smuggled all kinds of products out of 
the Sinai desert, Herman got hold of a few bottles of Coca Cola, 
a luxury drink in those days, unknown in Israel. I drank my 
first Rum-Cola, and I had another new experience. Among the 
guests were two single men, who were both interested in me. 
One of them was Dutch, no longer remembered, and the other 
was Morton Kaplan, a good looking man, ten years my senior. 
When we started to talk, Mort did not beat around the bush, but 
immediately told me that he had just become a widower. His 
wife Frieda died seven months earlier of cancer. He showed me 
pictures of his two girls, Batya and Shula, 14 and 12 years old. 
The girls looked very sad and in need of attention. The sadness 
in their faces really got to me, and I wanted to be there for them. 
I said “They are not to blame that they lost their mother”. I 
can’t say that it was love at first sight with Mort. The attraction 
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went, I think, through the children. I felt drawn towards them.
I understood that Mort was seriously looking for a partner. 

First of all he wanted someone who could take care of his 
children. They suffered from the loss of their mother, and were 
difficult to handle. Initially, Mort had hoped that the members 
of Timorim, the moshav he was living in, would help him out. 
It was clear he couldn’t keep up with work, and look after the 
girls at the same time. Normally the moshav would indeed try 
to hold families together, but in this case, of a man left with 
children, no one came forward. Mort, deeply disappointed, 
left the moshav, while the girls were temporarily taken in by 
family and friends.

His family divided, that was not what Mort wanted. At the 
time he was in a relationship with a woman, but encountered 
a problem. His girlfriend was a divorcee, while Mort was a 
Cohen. According to Jewish law, a Cohen cannot marry a 
divorcee. So, one of the first questions Mort asked me was if 
I was divorced. No, I answered, I am single. We continued to 
have a very nice conversation, actually, we continued talking 
the whole evening. And when we left, Mort announced he 
would come to visit me in Haifa. Yes, something happened!

I lived on Oliphant street in Haifa. Almost two months after 
our first meeting, on the 4th of July, there was an unexpected 
ring at the door. Mort had written to me about his intended 
visit, but I didn’t get the postcard in time. And there he was! 
One of my flat mates said: “He came? Take a coin and throw 
it over your shoulder. For luck.” And I, who do not believe in 
superstition, what did I do? I took a grush (cent) and threw it. 

That same day, Mort and I spent together exploring Haifa, 
eating and talking. The following Wednesday I went to visit 
him in Tel Aviv, where he rented a small one bedroom flat 
on Jerusalem street. Batya, his eldest daughter, temporarily 
stayed with a family friend in Timorim, a nurse who worked 
together with her mother, while Shula went to live with her 
mother’s sister in Kfar Warburg, just opposite Timorim. The 
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sisters met each other daily at school. I got to understand 
that especially Batya was not happy about her father finding 
another partner. The fourteen year old was in love with her 
father and wanted to be the head of the family. Nevertheless, 
the third time we met, Mort proposed to me. Just like that! 
And I agreed. On the spot. Without thinking. When I told my 
parents, they were surprised and very happy. Mother, always 
quite reserved, jumped up and hugged me. It was the first time 
in her life that she did not contradict me. But other people 
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asked me if I knew what I was doing. A widower with two girls? 
Ten years older? Do you realize what you are getting yourself 
into? But I wanted him. I wanted to get married and set up a 
home so the girls could get back to a normal kind of family live.

Let me tell you something about Mort’s background. His 
father Philip came to America as a young child under the 
wings of a family of emigrants, who had the chance to acquire 
emigration papers. It was the Kaplan family, who had about 
ten children. Philip pretended to be number 11. Years later, 
Philip’s biological father managed to emigrate to America 
as well, and reconnected with his son. I do not know the ins 
and outs of the story, other than that Philip married Francis, 
that the couple settled in Philadelphia, and that on the 29th 
of January 1924, their first child was born, Morton, followed 
by two more children, Herby and Debby. When he was 18, 
Mort left home and for a short while worked as an actor in an 
English theater in New York. But World War II was raging in 
Europe, and like many others, Mort was stimulated to join 
the army. He was selected for the American Air Force and 
became a navigator, specializing in radar, and got his training 
in Algeria.

Although his parents were not attracted to Zionism and 
wanted nothing to do with Israel, Mort developed other 
ideas. He came to Israel in 1948 in the context of “Machal”, an 
organization of foreign volunteers who fought alongside the 
Israeli forces during the War of Independence. The knowledge 
and experience Mort gained during WW2, happened to be 
very helpful. Mort was the one who build the first anti-radar 
system for the Israeli Air Force, on Stella Maris on the slopes 
of Mount Carmel. Years later, while in the service of the 
Israeli Navy, he also worked on ship antennas, a dangerous 
job for someone like him who could not swim. It meant he had 
to climb high up in the air, without wearing a safety belt. And 
here is one more anecdote: his first night in Israel, Mort spent 
at the house of Ezer Weizman. How come? His cousin, Ze’ev 
Carny, was the instructor who taught Ezer Weizman to fly. 
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Back in America, Herby married Martha, and Debbie 
married Malcolm, who had a very big Jewish heart. The same 
way that Mort was immediately accepted in our family, I was 
happily welcomed in his. Herb was a wonderful brother-in-
law to me, and Debbie a wonderful sister-in-law.

As a result of their mother’s interference, the siblings had 
been separated from each other for many years. Only at the 
beginning of the seventies, Mort had the opportunity to 
reunite with them again, after he was sent to work in Germany. 
From the money he saved, he bought a plane ticket and visited 
his family in the States, whom he hadn’t seen for 22 years. 
We had decided I would join Mort a little later, and hopefully 
get to know his family. It was to be my first visit to America. 
Since there was no direct flight, I flew via Copenhagen, 
where I spent the night. “Go and visit the Tivoli Park”, Mort 
suggested, and so I did, but to my disappointment, all I saw 
were drunken youths carrying tins of beer. The next day I 
boarded the flight to New York, feeling a little anxious about 
my arrival. Mort was in Florida, and who would be there to 
pick me up at the airport? My worries were unnecessary. 
First of all, after endless walking, I got to the customs area, 
where the word “Welcome” is written on the wall in many 
languages, also in Hebrew. That somehow calmed my nerves 
a bit. And then, when I walked through the swivel doors into 
the arrival hall, Mort’s brother Herby stood there waiting for 
me. I had never met him, but Herby looked just like Mort. I 
immediately recognized him, went up to him and said: “I’m 
Gila, and you must be Herby”, and the click was there. He 
received me warmly, and after a two hour drive to Cherry Hill, 
I was welcomed in the same way by the rest of the family. 

Through the years, we became very good friends. Mort 
succeeded in strengthening the bonds to such an extent that 
in the end, the siblings were inseparable. Even in a large 
company of people, you could always find the three of them 
sitting together, joined by their partners. 

Through Mort I suddenly belonged to a new and closely knit 
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family. Unfortunately, Mort’s brother and sister are no longer 
alive. And when Mort died, the last of this Kaplan branch 
died, although, formally, he was not a Kaplan anymore. When 
he started to work for the Israeli Army, Mort was forced to 
change his last name. At that time, everybody who was sent 
abroad, had to bear a Hebrew name. So it had been decided by 
prime minister Ben Gurion. During a family meeting, Batya 
and Shula decided to stay with “Kaplan”, but Mort became 
“Morton Kidar”. It took him, Iris and me ten years to get used 
to the name. Only after Iris went to the army, did we totally 
forget the name Kaplan.

My first meeting with Mort’s children took place in Timorim. 
Would they agree to accept me in their midst? When we told 
the girls about our plans, Batya decided she wouldn’t come to 
our wedding. She felt she was not ready yet. Shula did come, 
and after less than half a year she also moved in with us and 
really adopted me as a mother. Then, to my delight, in June 
1965 also Batya joined us, after finishing her first year at the 
boarding school in Hadassim. Now we became a real family.

At my parents’ home, on the other hand, the situation was 
less favorable. After they left Moledet, my parents bought 
a farm in Beit Yitschak, consisting of a chicken coop and 15 
dunams of orange groves. 

Together they tended to the fields and the animals. By that 
time, pappie was 49 and mammie 45. I mentioned earlier that 

their marriage was not a happy one. 
Father saw other women. During the 
war he was forced to be faithful, and 
as far as mummy was concerned, this 
was the best part of their married life. 
But in Israel, the pattern of adultery 
continued. Pappie would leave when 
the daily work was done, and spend 
the evening and night with a woman 
friend, while mammie stayed behind 
at the big farm. It made her very 

With dad in the 
moshav - Dad 

always gave me 
tasks. Here we 

are cleaning and 
weighing eggs 
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anxious. Despite my efforts to reconcile them, and despite 
my talks to daddy, mammie at some point decided she had 
had enough. In September 1962 she went to Ulpan Akiva to 
improve her Hebrew, and one month later she started to work 
as a house-mother at the nursing school in Nahariya. 

Although they did not get an official divorce, pappie married 
Erna. They even had a chuppah. How that was possible, I 
have no idea. He also refused to pay alimony. Only after I 
encouraged mammie to talk to a lawyer in Holland, were 
things officially settled. Mummy consulted our accountant in 
Zwolle, who pointed out to father that, unless he gave his wife 
a “get”, the rabbinical divorce, he was committing bigamy. 
That speeded things up. Father, staying put in Germany with 
Erna for the time being, started the divorce procedure. The 
farm was sold, mother got half of the proceedings, and then, 
for the first time in her life, finally started to live. She bought a 
two-room apartment in Ramat Chen near Tel Aviv, where we 
often came to visit.  

In the meantime, on the 10th of September 1964, I was going 
to be Mrs. Kaplan. Yes, we were in a hurry. Why wait? Mort 
needed a mother for his children. As I had just received an 
important function at the Rothschild hospital as a head nurse 
of the geriatric department (a pioneer in this field in Israel), 
we decided to settle in Haifa, and on September 1st , we moved 
into a small flat. 

When we understood that we could not get the chuppah at 
the rabbanut of Haifa on our date of preference, we starting 
looking for alternative places. Now I had been sort of 
matchmaker for the son of Jet Verveer, a Dutch widow, and 
in a way also for Jet Verveer herself. Because when Jet came 
to Israel for her son’s wedding, I suggested she take a trip, and 
on this trip she met Meir Strauchler, whom she married a few 
months later. 

Meir and Jet had a wonderful villa in Haifa. In the past Meir 
said to me: “Gila, when you marry, you marry in my garden.” 
I had not forgotten his invitation, and Meir being in America 
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at that moment, I asked his children for permission to get 
married on their estate. They agreed, can you imagine! That 
was really something special. In those days garden weddings 
were rare. Only two hours before the wedding, Mort was still 
high up in the trees putting up lights. 

A few days before the wedding I insisted on visiting the 
mikweh, the ritual bath. According to Jewish law, brides-to-
be have to go there, to be totally clean. But when I went to the 
nearby Sinai synagogue, they were doing renovations and did 
not allow me in. Luck had it that the same day, I bumped into 
one of my former landlords. He had got married a week earlier 
and still carried with him the special permission given to his 
wife to enter the mikweh. He handed me the note, and now it 
was I who got special approval. 

Of course, we needed a rabbi as well. In Israel only the rabbi 
can officiate at a wedding. How did I find one? Well, also in a 
very unusual way. One day I noticed one of the patients, who 
was a rabbi, in the kitchen of my hospital department. What 
was he doing there? He came for a snack. But when I asked, he 
claimed to be praying. I said to him: ”How can you pray, if you 
haven’t got a prayer book with you.’’ He stood there, feeling 
uneasy. Afterwards he said: “Gila, I’m going to give you the 
chuppa. You will be under my chuppa.”  

I never wanted a white bridal gown. Instead, I wore an olive 
colored dress with a bolero. It looked very special. And then 
the last thing left to organize was the catering. That was not 
a big deal. Back in ’64 food at weddings was not as fancy as 
nowadays. We had a nice, simple meal, that was prepared by 
the head of the household in the hospital. As it was buffet 
style, there was no problem of seating our guests. Everybody 
moved around and chose his or her own food.  

All in all we had 150 guests. Father, already re-married, came 
with his new wife, while mother was on her own. Of course, 
Jules and Riek participated, and there were relatives from 
Holland. Gila was finally getting married, right? I was glad that 
the brother of Mort’s first wife came from Timorim, and of 
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course there were lots of friends. Together with Osnat, Jules’ 
ten year old daughter, Shula stood at the entrance welcoming 
everybody. When a passer-by asked who was getting married, 
she answered: “My father”. 

On “leil ha-klulot”, our wedding night, we stayed at Hotel 
Panorama in Haifa. Also here we enjoyed special privileges. A 
friend of ours who was working at the reception desk, gave us 
a special room. Later that evening, when we went for an ice 
cream at a restaurant, they were just about to close. I knew 
the people who worked there. “You want ice cream, at this 
hour?”, they asked me. Then I showed them my wedding ring 
and told them: “Do you see this? We got married today.” That 
did the job. “Two ice creams and two cognacs, on the house!”, 
they yelled, and we got very nice big ice creams. Well, that was 
our honeymoon. I was very emotional. Getting married was 
very important and meaningful to me. I became Mrs. Kaplan. 

Wedding - 
My special day 
1964 
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And not much later Mrs. Kidar, when Mort changed his name. 
The next day we went back to work. As I mentioned I had 

just been promoted to being head nurse of the geriatric 
department, although I had not studied geriatrics. To make 
up for that, I trained with a doctor at a hospital of the Joint 
Distribution Committee in Pardes Chana, near Haifa, and 
in two weeks, I learned a lot. Most of the patients in the 
department were Holocaust survivors. I strongly felt I needed 
to offer them a bit of Jewish tradition in this last stage of their 
lives. On Friday nights we made Kiddush with challot and wine, 
on a table covered with a sheet. I also invited volunteers to 
come once a month, to offer the patients some entertainment, 
such as a movie. These evenings, financed by the “Van Leer 
Fund”, were very much enjoyed. Patients from the whole 
hospital would participate. Once an important person of the 
Electricity Company was hospitalized. He was so impressed 
by our treatment and care, that the Electric Company gave us 
a big donation. Furthermore, we created an entertainment 
corner, where patients could sit and watch tv, a facility at that 
time still unknown in most hospitals.
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Chapter 7

Mort and I stayed in the rented flat on Panorama Street for a year. 
Then we bought an apartment in the Shprintzak neighborhood. 
Originally this area had been an immigration camp, where new 
immigrants lived in tents, but later the government started 
building houses. This was all we could afford. Still, we were 
happy. After work we took time to enjoy ourselves. We had a 
nice social life, with parties on Purim and Hanukkah. We would 
take walks to the Carmel and go flower picking, and sometimes 
we would allow ourselves to see a movie. Money was scarce. 
It happened that on Friday morning each of us had only two 
pounds left, just enough to take the bus to work on Sunday. 
Then we would receive our weekly salary again, distributed in 
small brown envelopes.

The only luxury we had, was a telephone. It had been the 
wedding present of mummy, so she could be in touch with 
me whenever she wanted. At that time, almost no one had a 
phone, and the waiting list for lines was long. But in our case, 
we had a convincing argument to request a line: in case of 
emergencies, the hospital needed to be able to call me.

At the time, I was pregnant. In fact, on my wedding day I 
knew I was overtime. Yes, Morton wanted a child, and he did 
not care about the gender. But because Mort already had the 
two girls, I actually wanted a boy. 

The due date was around Yom Ha-atzmaut, Independence 
Day, May 1965. As I had just started as head nurse at the geriatric 
department, a job that came with a lot of responsibility, I 
continued working until the very last minute. 

The evening before Yom Ha-atzmaut I ate a plate of humus, 
that was not very fresh. During that day mummy had come 
over from Yokneam, where she then lived and worked. We 
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had walked around on the Hadar, watching the celebrations 
and the dancing until midnight. I did not get much sleep, 
and the following day, in the middle of work, I started having 
cramps. “It must be the humus”, I thought. “It is working on 
me.” My colleagues, who saw my distress, urged me to go to 
the Maternity Unit to have a checkup. There, they told me the 
birth had indeed started, but I could go back to work. “You 
still have time”. When I came back at 11 o’clock, the midwife 
said: “Now we are taking you in. The baby is coming. Go and 
take a shower.’’ 

Just before undressing, my water broke. In those days, 
when the water broke, you were not allowed to shower. But 
I did. I also asked for a cup of coffee, which I only drank long 
afterwards. Because in the following hour and a half only, I 
gave birth. Without an anesthetic, and without my husband 
at my side, as was common in those days. There she was ……. 
a girl. She was born at 13:30 o’ clock on the 6th of May 1965, a 
quiet baby with long eyelashes. La belle de la balle. Everybody 
admired her.

Six weeks after giving birth my mother-in-law came to 

Baby Iris; the 
whole family
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stay with us. In those days travelling by airplane was very 
expensive, so Frances travelled from the States on board the 
“Shalom”, the mothership of the Zim company. 

Although she never had seen me, Frances was not keen 
on me. Mort had warned me that his mother was quite a 
handful. She never liked Mort’s first wife either. On top of 
her problematic personality, Frances had a heart disease. She 
arrived with a big plastic bag full of medicines and injections, 
that took up more than half of our refrigerator, which wasn’t 
that big to start with. When she felt sick, I wasn’t allowed to 
call a doctor or nurse, and even though I myself was a nurse, 
she wouldn’t listen to me. The only one she trusted was her 
doctor in America, whom she sometimes called. He had 
instructed her not to send for an Israeli doctor. According to 
him, Israeli doctors weren’t good enough for her. 

At the start of her visit, when she handed me a lot of money, 
Mort warned me: “Gil, don’t do anything with it, don’t use it. 
She will ask for every penny back.’’ That’s what happened. In 
the end, Frances said she needed even more money to pay for 
her trip back on board the “Shalom”. What could we do? In 
those days, we were as poor as church mice. We went to the 
bank, where I explained the situation to the employer and 
asked if I could get some dollars.  Because my salary would 
come in a few days, he agreed. That earned me some credit 
with Frances, who appreciated my efforts. I have to say, it was 
quite a relief for Mort and me when she left, and everything 
had passed without more obstacles.

We both had full-time jobs, and Mort, who often worked 
nights, also studied at the Technion. At some point, I asked 
him to give up his studies. I needed his help. Don’t forget, 
apart from my job I had to take care of the household, and look 
after the two girls and the baby. We also had a lot of visitors, 
who needed to be fed. Riek would come from Tel Aviv now and 
then;- my mother would visit us as often as she could, while 
my father would come with whatever new girlfriend he had 
at the time. He had placed an ad in the newspaper, looking for 
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a new partner. With the letters he 
received, he came to me and asked 
me to make a selection. “This one 
“no”, that one “maybe”, until he 
finally chose Erna, a school teacher 
from Nira, the moshav next to Beth 
Yitschak.

In those days, baby-girls were 
usually named after one of their 
grandmothers. But I didn’t want 
to name our baby Kitty, after my 
mother, nor Frances, after Mort’s 
mum. A friend of mine who had just 
given birth to a girl, named her Iris. 
I liked that name very much. So also 
our wonderful girl was called Iris.

Shula, Mort’s youngest, was happy 
to have a baby-sister and became her 
second mother. Because although I 
stayed home from the hospital for 
three months, I worked privately for 
a woman in the neighborhood, who 
had a stoma. She needed care, and we 
needed the money. In the mornings 
I went to wash her, and at lunchtime 
and in the evening, I would change 
her stoma. As you can imagine, in 

the hills of Haifa it is difficult to walk with a baby in a pram. 
Sometimes I would take Iris with me, but other times, Shula 
took care of the baby. 

Iris was a good-natured little girl. She had a lot of friends, 
who came over to play in our small one and a half bedroom flat. 
When growing up, she loved to help. Once on the Eve of Pesach 
in the synagogue, she heard a woman saying that she and her 
family had no place to attend the reading of the Haggadah. So 
she invited them all to her house, even though she already had 

the whole family, 
mummy, Iris 

and me
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22 guests at her table. It reminded me of my family home in 
Zwolle and later on in Israel, where we also used to sit over 20 
people around the table. Hospitality runs in the family. 

Our good hearted Iris went to the technical high school 
Bosmat in Haifa, one of the very few girls in the school. 
Afterwards she studied economics at the University of Haifa, 
and became an accountant. When she was 26 years old, in 
August 1991, she married Eli (Eliahu) Kraus, a chemistry 
student. 

Eli was born in Israel, but grew up in America. In his early 
twenties he returned to Israel to study and to do four months 
of army training. After they went on a date in a restaurant, 
Iris and Eli quickly became a couple and decided to marry. 
Like my own marriage, theirs was partly improvised. I 
invited both the families to a garden party in the country 
club “Sportan”, so we would get to know each other. But dear 

Chatuna Iris 
- The Rabbi 
who leads the 
ceremony is Eli's 
grandfather 
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o dear, one day before the event, the sewage spilt over and 
the leak couldn’t be repaired until Sunday. We had around 70 
guests, what was I supposed to do? Stay calm and make the 
best of it, that has always been my motto. I don’t know how I 
managed, but with the kitchen still intact, food was prepared 
for all the guests and everything continued as planned. 

On the day of the wedding Iris first went to meet the 
photographer, while I invited a hairdresser and cosmetician 
to our place. Unfortunately, Lea, Eli’s mother, didn’t like her 
hairdo and was in a state of shock. On the spot I got an idea. 
I found a hairdresser in Horev center (a shopping mall) that 
Lea knew from earlier visits, that she agreed to meet. Batya 
took our car and drove her over. Lea returned satisfied. This 
intervention slowed us down. Iris and I had planned that from 
the location where they had their wedding pictures taken, she 
would come home again to freshen up and have a cup of coffee. 
But by the time Iris and her friend Rivka arrived, we were still 
running around. We got dressed quickly, while Eli’s parents 
received the guests.

After their marriage the young couple moved to the United 
States. For a short time, Iris worked in special education, 
but then their two lovely children were born: Ariel in 1995 
and Oren in 1998. While Iris was taking care of the kids, Eli 
managed his career, and ended up working for a big industry 
of medical supplies. 

When Mort’s girls moved in with us, the relationship between 
us felt strained for a while. Shula said: ”I would love to call you 
“ima”, but I can’t do it because of Batya. She’ll never agree.’’ I 
understood. The girls had an ima. Their ima was Frieda. On 
Remembrance Day, the annual day marking the Holocaust, 
Batya forbade me to tell my story. I had only mentioned that 
during the war I was treated as a house maid. But they didn’t 
want to hear more. I was referring to myself as a girl of their 
own age. It was difficult for them. 

But over the years our relationship much improved. Batya 
left the house and later on left Israel. In 1973 she got married to 
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Avri Zalmanovitch, who changed his family name to Ziv. Both 
of them served in the Air Force and met in the army. They dated 
for two years, and during that time, Batya often spent most 
of her free days with Avri’s parents in Ramle. After his army 
service, Avri started working as an iron smith. He had his own 
workshop and often got commissions from the state of Israel, 
making fences and the like. But because the Israel officials 
never paid on time, and didn’t keep their promises, Avri and 
Batya decided to try their luck in the States. In Minnesota, Avri 
founded a successful company that produces emergency lamps 
for workplaces, and succeeded in becoming the sole provider for 
three different states. Batya meanwhile trained as a librarian. 
Her two wonderful children, both born in Israel, are called 
Erez (1974), and Yuval (1976). Batya is now divorced and lives 
in New York. Erez works in two small theaters off Broadway as 
a producer and director, while Yuval lives in Israel.

Shula, Mort’s younger daughter, attended the WIZO school 
in Haifa, a special school for artistically gifted children. It was 
the time of “Woodstock” and “Hair”. Drugs were part of the 
scene, both amongst students and teachers of the school. One 
day I found a finger of something unknown to me in Shula’s 
school bag. Apparently it was drugs. When I asked Shula, she 
didn’t explain it to me. Friends of mine sometimes reported 
to me that they spotted Shula on the Hadar. I thought: How 
can that be? She should be at school. Maybe she is skipping 
classes, as her friends tell me she does. But when I asked 
Shula, she denied it. 

It was obvious something was wrong. Shula was having a 
difficult time. She had lost her mother, her father remarried, 
and there was a new baby at home. She would often leave 
home, without us knowing where she was or how to contact 
her. In the end, we decided to contact a psychiatrist, Dr. 
Kaplan. Shula didn’t want me to join her on her visits to him, 
and only allowed her father to come, who was unaware of her 
drug problem. She manipulated us. A typical habit, by the way, 
for addicts.
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Shula didn’t finish her schooling, but went to the army. 
Afterwards, despite our concerns, she married Lee Berman, 
who was an addict, and didn’t work. They left for America 
in 1976 and stayed for 30 years. Now Shula lives in Mitzpe 
Ramon in the Negev, the Southern part of Israel. She has been 
married and divorced twice, and has no children. She works as 
an accountant for an American firm.

During the 30 years in America, Shula had many jobs. 
Towards the end of the Nixon era, working as a barman at 
Watergate, the now infamous building, she overheard many 
scandals, but never agreed to tell about them to any of the 
journalists. Later on she moved from Washington to New York, 
and after switching homes for a while, found an apartment 
about two blocks from the Twin Towers. Also the Turkish 
firm, where she worked as an accountant, had their office in 
the Twin Towers. As you probably know, the Twin Towers 
collapsed on that terrible 11th of September 2001. In Israel, 
Mort and I watched the shocking events and desperately tried 
to get in touch with our daughter. There was no answer. For 24 
hours we didn’t know if Shula was dead or alive. Only the next 
day did we manage to speak to her. By chance, on the morning 
of 9/11, she had an 11:00 o’clock appointment outside the 
building. Shula’s life was saved, but she still carries the trauma 
with her. For six weeks, she was left with only the clothes she 
had on, and the bag she had with her. During all this time, she 
was not allowed to return to her apartment. 

I stopped working on the first of January 1990, after 36 years 
of nursing. The Rothschild hospital, my first employer, I had 
left much earlier. A very painful episode took place at the 
geriatric department. Despite my strict discipline, a male Arab 
nurse had stolen drugs, morphine and other pain killers. It 
appeared that he and other colleagues were addicted. Behind 
my back, this male nurse used false signatures and spread 
false reports about me. Of course, as the head nurse I had to 
take responsibility for what was going on. “The best thing to 
do, is to quit”, the head nurse of the hospital told me. “This 
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way you will leave, without people knowing anything about 
the incident.” A few years later, the male nurse was caught, 
tried and sentenced.

That was in 1970. The experience left me feeling bitter and 
on my own. Luckily, a few weeks later I found a job as a doctor’s 
assistant in one of the clinics of the Clalit Health Fund, where 
I stayed for 20 years. It was very convenient, especially during 
the first years, when my schedule worked out nicely with the 
hours Iris spent at school. We lived in a very small apartment 
near the clinic, and had a warm, open house, with lots of 
visitors. 

I worked for 36 years nonstop, and then I was really ready 
to stop and to enjoy time with Mort, who had retired a year 
before. I had the feeling that a whole new life started. Our 
financial situation had improved tremendously. After I 
had a gallbladder operation in the seventies, I could only 

It is a miracle 
to see how the 
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work part time. To compensate for my loss of income, I had 
successfully applied for a “Jokos” grant, from a collective of 
private Dutch Jewish organizations. Also since the seventies, 
as a Jewish war survivor, I was entitled to a monthly payment 
of the Dutch government. So finally, we were free to choose 
our engagements, and free to commit ourselves to volunteer 
work. 

Volunteering was not foreign to me, but I was looking for 
something new to focus on. In these years, I had a strong 
connection with Beit Joles, the Dutch old age home in Haifa, 
where my mother lived for almost twenty years, until her 
death in 2000, at the age of 93. 

On my frequent visits, I noticed a lot of the residents, 
mummy included, were bored and even depressed. It was 
obvious something had to be done for them, something that 
would take them out of their daily routine.  

I went to talk with Betty Rosler, then the director of Beit 
Joles, and told her of my plans. I realized that many people 
couldn’t go out shopping anymore, and suggested to invite 
shop owners to Beit Joles, to sell their goods there. Also, I 
suggested organizing day trips. “We will arrange the bus and 
the tour guide, and the participants will be paying for the trip 
themselves”, I said. Betty answered: “That’s fine, go ahead.’’ 
That was easy. So we went ahead. It was fantastic. We made a 
number of trips across the country, that people still talk about, 
and based on these successes, we even started to organize 
trips abroad. First to Holland, where we visited Zwolle and 
the synagogue. There they made a picture of the three of us in 
fronts opa’s chair as gabbai.

Later on I organized also to Belgium, France, Spain, all in all 
seven trips. And as far as the shops in Beit Joles are concerned, 
still today merchants come to the house to sell their goods, 
such as clothing, cosmetics, shoes or gifts for the holidays, 
anything that we need.

Our trips had to be “kosher-minded”, so to speak. Once we 
were in Madrid, being served a lovely fish dish. But between 
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the different fish, shrimps were spotted, a definite “no no” 
for orthodox Jews. “Gila, look!”, one of the travelers shouted 
to me. I called our guide, asked him to talk to the chef, and 
within ten minutes we got salmon instead. It was a hilarious 
situation.

A wonderful thing happened on another one of our trips. One 
year on Independence Day, we were staying in a nice hotel in 
Dinant. During dinner I said to myself: “What am I going to 
do?” I hadn’t taken into account that we would be here on this 
special day. So as usual I improvised, and after dinner, I found 
us a private room, ordered drinks and snacks, and on the spot, 
I asked a few people who had been present in Israel on the 
15th of May 1948, to tell us their story, where they had been 
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on that particular day, and what impact the event had made 
on their lives.

Then we started singing. We were about 30 people. The girl 
behind the bar joined in;- she had been in Israel as a volunteer 
on a kibbutz, and other guests came in and listened. They 
couldn’t understand, of course, because we sang in Hebrew 
and in Dutch, but even so, the non-Jews had tears in their eyes. 
It made a big impression on them. Following our celebration, 
they questioned us about this special event.

Noticing the success of the Beit Joles outings, my friends of 
the IOH asked me to organize a trip to Eilat, and I took up the 
challenge. It was a challenge indeed, because when a 90 years 
old resident from Beit Joles heard about the plan, he asked me 
if he could join. It had always been his dream to see Eilat. He 
had never visited the place, he told me. 

People said that I was crazy to take on the responsibility, but 
I did, and it worked out well. On the way to Eilat, we travelled 
by bus. Half way, we stayed over in Arad. We were able to visit 
the Arabic village near Tel Shoked, where women made all 
kind of handicraft, and we also drove up to Tel Arad, just after 
it had rained, so we literally could see what the word “oasis” 
means. You see some trees and around the trees there is a 
pool of rainwater. Closer to Eilat we visited the Timna Park, 
and watched the dolphins. One night, the mayor of Eilat, 
Jacky Prigal (z”l), who was a good friend of ours, told us the 
story of Eilat, while the next evening we went to a show. And 
then, after a very successful trip that the participants enjoyed 
tremendously, we flew back straight to Haifa. The plane had 
only 49 places, exactly the size of our group. We all imagined 
ourselves as rich people, with a private plane all to ourselves.

Mort supported and helped me with all these activities, 
especially with the computer work. He was a computer 
freak, who bought his first computer as early as 1982. But 
Mort had his own activities as well. After his retirement, he 
became an active member of the Freemasons, which is a male 
only activity. At some point he was president of his Hebrew-
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language lodge, number 8 Menorah in Haifa, and a member of 
Carmel, the English language lodge.  

The Freemasons do a lot of good work and donate money to 
many causes, for example to abused women. They look after 
them, provide them with furniture, clothes and games for the 
children, and even provide legal assistance.  

There were lots of meetings in our home. But after I had put 
drinks and appetizers on the table, they would say “Gila, bye 
bye!” I was not allowed to hear what they discussed. because 
a lot of their volunteer work is done secretly. Nevertheless, I 
knew what was going on. Before Pesach and the Jewish New 
Year Mort and I would visit widows, bring them flowers and 
goodies, give them a feeling of belonging, and remind them 
that their husbands were not forgotten.
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v

Chapter 8

But now back to me. Besides Beit Joles, I had many other 
activities. My main area of attention was the Dutch Immigrants 
Organization (Irgun Olei Holland). In fact, I was involved with 
the ‘Irgun’ from the time I came to live in Haifa since 1953. 
The organization helps Dutch immigrants with all the needs 
that arise after their arrival in Israel, be they social, cultural 
or economic matters. The Irgun also deals with specific issues 
involving the Dutch community, and organizes lectures, movie 
screenings, and trips. 

For more than 20 years I was chairperson of the “Haifa and 
the North” branch, and consequently also a member of the 
general board of the organization. Then, at the end of the 
1990s, the Irgun acquired another important task. In those 
years questions were raised about the “sleeping” accounts 
and funds of Dutch Shoah victims, that since the Holocaust 
had been lying untouched in banks, insurance companies 
and the stock market. After extended negotiations between 
representatives of the Dutch Jews, the government and the 
financial institutions, a special committee agreed to what 
level, and in what form the Jewish community would be 
compensated for these funds, that had never been claimed. 
At the same time, Maror was established (Multiple Liability 
Robbery and Restoration of Rights), as the body to decide 
about personal and collective claims. 

I started volunteering for Maror in 2000. There were two 
of us from Israel: me and Menno Cohen. Soon enough, as a 
result of endless encounters with all kinds of experts, we got 
well acquainted with the material. Every two weeks we would 
fly to the Netherlands for meetings. Very early on Thursday 
morning the taxi would pick me up and take me to the airport, 
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and the next afternoon at 18.00 he would drive me back to 
Haifa again. Between one meeting and the next, we received 
lots of paperwork by mail or email. We also had meetings in 
Tel Aviv, sometimes even up to four times a week.  

Luckily, Menno and I agreed on most cases, and if not, we 
would talk them over until we reached the same decision. I 
especially remember two cases that impressed me deeply. The 
first case concerned a survivor, who was born in a Nazi-camp 
during the war. The Maror committee claimed that since he 
was not a Dutch citizen, he could not claim compensation. I 
couldn’t accept this argument and threw all my weight behind 
the claim. Angrily I argued: “Did he ask to be born? His mother 
got pregnant, before she was sent to the camps. He was made 
in the Netherlands. So he is Dutch!” The discussion went on 
for five hours, and in the end we won. 

The second case concerned a woman from Florida, that I got 
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to know while visiting a cousin in California. She wasn’t sure if 
she fitted the Maror criteria. She was not born in Holland, but 
had come from Germany as a child. Based on the facts she gave 
me, I concluded she belonged to the intended beneficiaries, 
and helped her fill in the documents. And indeed, she was 
accepted for compensation. A while later I received a package. 
When I saw the address of the sender, with whom I had lost 
contact, I was very surprised. When I opened the package, 
I was even more surprised: it contained a beautiful silver 
butterfly dish. 

Not only private persons, also the Irgun itself showed its 
appreciation. When after decades of involvement I retired 
from all my functions, the new chairperson Arje Cohen 
organized a special festive meeting, and presented me with 
a medal of recognition. It was the first medal ever given. 
Although I never wear it, but rather keep it on the wall, it 
symbolizes well the end of a beautiful era.

Volunteers Riek 
Levie and Chana 

Brechner came 
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holiday cards for 
Rosh Hashanah 
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Then there was my volunteer work for the Yad Davids Fund. 
The fund exists since 1960, and was created by Jo and Esther 
Davids. It aims to assist elderly people who need financial 
help. The support is given anonymously, in the sense that 
only the management knows who will be assisted. Back in 
Zwolle, our family had strong ties with the Davids family, and 
also with the Davids Fund. Esther Davids was a close personal 
friend of my mother’s. I even have a night table in my room 
that belonged to Esther. 

Knowing the Davids family so well, mother, Riek and I 
were always involved with this cause. Actually, in this case I 
continued in my mother’s footsteps, who not only donated 
money to the fund, but also took care of fundraising, and 
ordered beautiful certificates for donors. During one of the 
committee meetings, I put forward the idea to make a special 
golden certificate, for gifts over NIS 1000. For a while, as they 
were so rare and special, we numbered the certificates. I also 
received several of them, and put them up on the wall. 

Another organization I was involved with is Elah, the 

Davids fund 
stand on the 
yearly IOH day



86

Behind the Clouds  |  Gila Lien Kidar Levie

center for mental and social help for Dutch immigrants and 
their families. To be more specific, Elah supports Holocaust 
survivors, their partners, children (the so called “second 
generation”), and grandchildren. People suffering from 
trauma or PTSS, caused by whatever reason, can come for all 
kinds of treatment. Elah also has social workers and volunteers 
on its team, who pay home visits and talk. They do a lot of good 
work. For several years I was a member of the board that met 
once a month and made some important decisions. To begin 
with, we started to organize regional social meetings;- we 
organized a day for children. Once a year we had a national 
gathering, for all the Dutch participants of the groups, from 
Beer Sheva up to Sde Nehemia. We also tried to reach Dutch 
people in the periphery kibbutzim, moshavim and small 
villages.  It was very much appreciated. These contacts were 
very important to all of the participants because they lived so 
far away, and had no knowledge of what was available. 

In the seventies, the “Extramural Care Nini” was set up in 
the Netherlands, and at the same time we started the “Help 
Line” in Israel. I also took turns volunteering. Once I was 
called by someone who wanted to commit suicide. At that very 
moment I had a house full of guests. I left the guests alone, 
talked for hours, and in the end succeeded in preventing the 
drastic action. “Nini” works with volunteer doctors, physio-
therapists and ambulances. They also have a social worker, 
who visits the elderly Dutch who suffer from loneliness.  

During these busy times, the health fund invited me to do 
a standard examination. Afterwards, out of the blue, I got a 
phone call from my family doctor: “Gila, we found blood in 
your stool. You have to do a colonoscopy.’’

Less than a week later, I did the (in my experience terrible) 
test. When I got up from the table, the doctor told me to make 
an appointment for an immediate operation. It felt like a cold 
shower. The colonoscopy happened on Thursday, and the 
next Wednesday the operation took place.

Altogether I spent five days in hospital, all the time with 
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Mort at my side. But that was not all. Because there were 
already small metastases, I had to do chemotherapy. I didn’t 
want to start immediately with the difficult treatment. Mort 
and I intended to travel to the United States in this period, 
to babysit our grandkids Ariel and Oren for two weeks. 
Their parents, Iris and Eli, were moving to another house. 
I desperately wanted to look after the grandchildren, and 
decided to let the cancer wait. 

We had a great time. We took the kids to playgrounds, 
parks, museums and restaurants. Once the children had a 
discussion about where to eat. Should we go to Burger Ranch 
or to McDonalds? Ariel, who was seven years old, chose 
McDonalds. When I asked Oren, three years her junior, if he 
agreed, he answered: “I trust Ariel”. I was so proud. 

One evening I allowed them to watch television, but only 
until the next advertisements. They sat there for a long time. 
When I checked what was going on, Ariel replied: “Oma, 
grandma, I tricked you”. Every time the ads came up, they 
changed to another channel!  

We also met Mort’s family, who I invited for a barbecue 
gathering. We were 15 people, and enjoyed one an other’s 
company tremendously. 

But then we got back to Israel, and six weeks after the operation 
I started the chemo. It turned out to be disastrous. Things went 
terribly wrong and I almost died. After the third treatment my 
upper body turned red like a tomato, and my tongue started 
to swell. I could hardly talk and felt like choking. As quickly as 
we could we drove to the hospital. A long day of examinations 
followed, moving from one doctor to the next. The conclusion 
was that I was allergic to this special chemo. Just as they were 
about to decide about another dose, the supervising professor, 
who hadn’t seen me before, noticed my state and said: “Don’t 
give her any more chemo. This patient is allergic toxic fatal.” I 
felt relieved. I never liked chemotherapy. “Let’s go, let’s have a 
good meal and enjoy ourselves”, I said to Mort. 

Instead of chemo, I underwent radiation therapy. For six 
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long weeks I drove to the hospital every day of 
the week and got my share of radiation. It was 
not a picnic. The radiation renders you quite 
weak and listless. 

Then we encountered another misfortune. 
Mort fell seriously ill. He hadn’t been well for a 
long time. When in 2007, at age 82, he did some 
medical tests, it turned out that his hemoglobin 
was very low. They discovered he was suffering 
from a rare illness called MDH. Apparently, the 
illness had been with Mort since his army service 
during the Second World War. It is a serious 
condition, only recently identified, and not yet 
researched. The doctor told us there was no cure 

yet, and that the only temporary treatment came in the form 
of blood transfusions. Because of Mort’s situation, we adapted 
ourselves and started a new kind of life. I can truly state that 
we made the best of it. We could not make trips abroad, but 
we enjoyed ourselves as much as possible. With time, Mort 
became weaker and weaker, but fortunately, he did not suffer 
any pain. 

Initially, Mort got transfusions every six weeks. Later on 
the frequency increased to once a month, then once every 
two weeks, and finally every week. Mort, always a workaholic, 
was now defined by his doctors as a “bloodaholic”. For me, 
suffering from several illnesses as well, it became impossible 
to look after Mort. So in August 2007, I took him to the 
nursing department of Beit Joles, at the same time making 
preparations to move to the home myself, which I did in 
October that same year. A few days after moving, while 
we were still settling down in Beit Joles, I got a phone call 
from Shula. She was looking after Mort while I, for the first 
time, had gone out to do some shopping. “Aba fell in the 
bathroom”, she told me, “we are taking him to the hospital.” 
It turned out to be the last stage. Tests revealed that Mort 
had tumors in his cerebral membrane. While on his way to 

Mort
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the neurological department, Mort lost consciousness and 
quickly deteriorated. We had to prepare ourselves to say 
goodbye. I sent for Batya, Shula and Iris, who came over 
from the States to be with their father. All four of us sat next 
to him and talked to him. When I noticed Mort was fighting 
for his life, I said to him: “Mort, just let go. All the women you 
love, and who love you, are around your bed. Let go, don’t 
fight anymore.” 

Shortly afterwards, Iris, who had come straight from the 
airport to the hospital, needed to have some rest and quiet. 
The two of us drove home, while Batya and Shula went for a 
coffee in the hospital. When they returned to Mort’s room, he 
had passed away. It was on Sunday night, the 21st of October 
2007. Mort died at the respectable age of 83 years.

After Mort’s death, I continued to live in Beit Joles, and 
a year later I sold our house in Haifa. During that year I 
rented  it to good friend, who stayed despite the problems 
that were discovered. When the sewage system was x-rayed, 
they discovered the pipes had been eaten by rats and I had 
to renew all of them. Although they connected both us and 
two neighbors to the sewage, only I paid for it, because the 
problematic part was situated right under our house. 

In Beit Joles I attended and still attend all sorts of activities, 
gym, lectures, English lessons, a choir, a theatre group and 
needle work gatherings. Being a Dutch old age home, the 
management also organizes activities in the Dutch language. 
If I feel well, I try to go to lectures, and sometimes I even go 
to a concert. But I had to cancel most of my activities in the 
house, because my medical situation got worse.

In 2012 I had lot of trouble with my left knee and had to have 
an operation. It was very successful and I recovered in two 
months, but I had to accept that from that time onwards, the 
rollator would be accompanying me constantly. Nevertheless, 
I went on a boat trip on the river Rijn and saw the Lorelei.

Up till then I owned a car and still drove all over the country. 
Since 1976, I annually visited the Dead Sea region, for 



90

Behind the Clouds  |  Gila Lien Kidar Levie

relaxation and for treatment. Mort and I started going there 
when we were still short of money, and holidays abroad were 
out of the question. We continued ever since. But one evening, 
on my way back from a social event, my foot slipped from the 
gas pedal. When it happened again, I immediately decided to 
stop driving. Arriving at home, I said to the doorman: “I am 
selling the car. I don’t feel safe driving anymore.”

This all happened in October 2015, when I knew that I had to do 
a neurological exam. Earlier I received the message that I suffer 
from myasthemia gravis, a long-term neuromuscular disease 
that leads to varying degrees of skeletal muscle weakness. The 
potential side-effects of this illness, in my case at present, are 
problems with eating, moving my arms and walking. Although 
I am in the Beit Joles department for independent living, I 
often need help, for example to get dressed. I also have to use 
a walker, or sit in a wheelchair. On top of that, because of all 
the medication I take, I recently lost the sight of my left eye. 
It cannot be regained. To prevent further damage, I visit the 
Rambam Hospital once a month to get an intravenous drip 
with proteins. It takes a few days for my body to recover from 
the treatment, mainly because I also suffer from neuropathy, 
which is a result of damage to the nerves around the brain and 
the spinal cord. It causes weakness and pain, mostly in my 
hands and feet, and numbness in my legs and feet. 

As if all of this weren’t enough, my health condition 
worsened even more as a result of a hospital-bacteria called 
pseudomonas. I had very high fever. Doctors thought I 
wouldn’t make it till the next day. I did make it. I am still 
taking antibiotics to fight this bacterium, but the problem is 
that they can’t get rid of it. As one of the doctors told me, not 
in the most tactful way: “Your body is giving up, you live on 
borrowed time.” Every time they see me and the state I’m in, 
they are surprised. 

Although in a wheelchair, in 2016 I was still able to go on a 
special journey to the Netherlands. It was probably my last 
one. My “roots-journey”, I called it, that included all the 
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essential Dutch experiences, 
like going to the market, eating 
liquorice, treacle wafers and, 
of course, Dutch herring. In 
Holland, you eat the herring in 
an unusual way. You grab it by 
its tail, dip it in chopped onions 
and gherkins, throw your head 
backwards, and drop the fish in 
your wide opened mouth.

The main reason for the trip 
was to attend this very moving 
ceremony in Assen that I wrote 
about earlier, when stumbling 
stones were laid in front of the 
house where my grandparents 
lived. Juda and Lina Levie were 
orthodox Jews. The train from 
Westerbork took them straight to 
the gas chambers of Auschwitz. 
For my brother, sister and me, 
they were “Opa and Oma Assen”. 
From time to time we went to 
visit them on Sundays and would 
be spoiled with “kandijsuiker”, a sugar solution on which we 
could suck forever.

We also visited Zwolle, the homestead of the Hompes 
family and the place of birth of my mum and her brother, 
my brother, sister, and me. That same year, in 2016, the 
local Jewish community prepared a special exhibition about 
individuals/families from Zwolle who survived the war. When 
the president of the Jewish community heard our family 
planned to come over and wanted to visit the synagogue (now 
a museum) he offered to reopen the exhibition. 

We were received warmly. All together we were 18 people 
who did not necessarily all know each other, but were in 
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one way or another connected to our family. Jules’ daughter 
Ilana suggested that each person should tell about his or her 
relationship with the Levie family. It resulted in a video, that 
you can watch on youtube search Juda Levie Lina Levie Levie  
( h t t p s : // w w w. y o u t u b e . c o m / w a t c h ? v = t a 3 n j 6 - I O -
k&feature=youtu.be) 

It was very special to see the baltekae (chuppa) in the 
women’s shul, the very chuppah that was used for the wedding 
of three of our ancestors. And then there were other emotional 
encounters. For me, the most moving was meeting up with my 
brother in hiding, Bram Westers. He told me that, unknown to 
me, he had fallen in love with me during my stay with them in 
Stadskanaal. 

The most difficult experience was the visit to the camp 
Westerbork. I did not want to join, emotionally and physically 
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it seemed too demanding, but the younger generation went 
and came back very impressed. 

Years before this family reunion in the Netherlands, I toyed 
with the idea of organizing a reunion for all the Zwollenaren 
(people from Zwolle) living in Israel. I often talked about it 
with Mieke Kramer, who was my neighbor for a few years. But 
in those days, I had no idea how to arrange such a meeting. 
Then, during my active years at the Irgoen Olei Holland, it 
came to me. First of all I spoke with Riekie and with Mirjam Kan 
(z”l) a social worker at “Elah”. Mieke Kramer could not help 
us because she wasn’t a-live anymore. They both responded 
with great enthusiasm. Mirjam, was still in touch with many 
people in Zwolle, amongst them the journalist Minke Kraijer, 
who worked for the “Zwolse Courant” and “Peperbus”, two 
local newspapers. Minke, who had connections all over town, 
helped us on the way. To begin with, she published an article 
about this upcoming special day. We got quite a few positive 
reactions and offers to help, and even got financial support 
from the city council. Thanks to these contributions, we were 
able, for example, to send books about Zwolle to Israel.

Zwolle reunion 
2003 
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I found a suitable venue for the event, Beth Rothschild in 
Haifa, while Beit Joles was prepared to contribute a kosher 
lunch.  And then, on January 14th, 2003, the day finally 
arrived. All together 19 people from Zwolle gathered together, 
amongst whom Minke and her husband Jan Kraijer, who flew 
over to join us. To meet each other after 60 years, all these 
Zwollenaren, all spread out over Israel, some living in the city, 
others in kibbutzim or moshavim, that was quite an emotional 
event. There were a lots of hugs, oh and ah’s, as such a thing 
had never been done before. It set the tone for the day. 

I welcomed everybody warmly and was followed by other 
speakers, like Mirjam Kan, my sister Riek and Minke, who 
told about herself, about Zwolle and about the paper, and read 
parts from one of her books? She wrote several books over 
Zwolle and its history. At the end of the day everybody went 
home with a bag full of books, “Zwolse balletjes” (sweets), and 
other souvenirs.



95

v

Epilogue

It is difficult to remember and look back at the past, when 
life is still hectic and marked by long intervals of illness and 
hospitalization. Some topics may have been forgotten in this 
book. 
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But it is impossible to forget ones roots, and so, Zwolle is still 
a big part of me. The Melkmarkt, and our lives there, are often 
in my thoughts, as well as our experiences in the local Jewish 
community and the synagogue. The next important event 
coming up is the 300 year anniversary of Jewish settlement 
in Zwolle.

Since the first months of 2020, we are all inmates of the 
“Corona prison”. We can’t leave our home, and sometimes 
we cannot even leave our apartments. Sometimes visitors are 
allowed in, but often they are not. I cannot meet my family, 
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and the family cannot meet me. It is hard on me to live all by 
myself in Israel. 

We currently live in a crazy period, that I gladly would have 
missed. It makes me even more dependent on other people, 
for all kinds of personal services. 

At the same time, I am very happy that I can stay in my own 
apartment, and I want to thank Beit Joles for that. I am also 
grateful for all the help I’m getting, especially from Ronieth 
Ilsar, whom I call my right and my left hand. We have had a 
good time and laughed a lot making this book together. 

Live goes on 
and I'll make 
the best of it
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