66 years from date: the family Kok-Vleeshhouwer commemorated

TRANSLATION OF THE PLAQUES
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Right Plaque

Taken away from this home
Murdered in the concentration camps
Auschwitz and Mauthausen
Because they were Jews
1941-1943 5701-5703

In 1942 Betty Kok age 17 left this house
and went into hiding at the initiative
of David and Jansje Gomes de Mesquita-Prins
She is the only member of the family
who survived the war with help of
Piet and Griet Heymans and the Tijmes family

Max Marcus Kok age 56
Julie Kok-Vleeshhouwer age 55
Samuel Kok age 24
Jaques Kok age 20
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Foreword

O

n August 28th, 2009, a cousin of Betty who lives in Amsterdam called Jacob. She called in response to his ad
in Aanspraak (a magazine for Holocaust survivors and others who were adversely affected during WWII). The
unknown only survivor of the Kok-Vleeshhouwer family, who lived until their deportation in December 1942
on the Nieuwe Keizersgracht 24, happened to be Betty van Essen-Kok. She was 85 and, since 1965, had lived in Israel.
A very emotional phone call with Betty followed, and from that moment on, the three of us were engaged in a process
that none of us could have anticipated, even in our wildest dreams. Betty said at some point: “It is as if I’m living a
story,” and we felt similarly, too.

When we bought the house on the Nieuwe Keizersgracht in 2002, we wondered if Jewish people had lived here, and
if so we presumed they had most likely not survived the war. If we found out that was the case, we wanted to place a
memorial plaque on the front of our house. When by chance we got on the right track and found Betty, everything that
followed happened very quickly.
We did not set rules to go by. We had to contemplate and decide every detail, and this happened during the next three
months with harmony, trust, humour, and deep mutual understanding and respect for each other. We chose a date, we
discussed, thought, and contemplated in depth the text to be put on the memorial plaques, the length and nature of the
ceremony, and Betty invited the first forty people. Many invitations followed. In fact, there were so many that we were
afraid we could not accommodate everybody.
Gradually others joined: Betty’s children, a second cousin of Betty’s from Amsterdam, a neighbour of ours, a cousin of
Jacob’s who designed the memorial plaques, the rabbi. The closer we got to December 13, the larger the number became.
By the end of November, our e-mails ended in “See you soon.” We became increasingly curious how it would be to
meet each other in person. Betty, her four children and one of their partners, her granddaughter, and her stepson and his
daughter were arriving a few days before December 13, and they were going to stay for one week.
Betty, understandably, had voiced some reservations, not sure if she wanted to stay on the Nieuwe Keizersgracht, which
she visited only once right after coming out of hiding. On that visit, she had been afraid to go up to the second floor
6

Foreword

where she had lived with her parents and two brothers. Even after all those years, it was a big step to enter the house for
the first time. Nevertheless, she decided--luckily--to come and stay with some of her children and her stepson. Getting
to know her and having her stay here led to a week filled with warmth, stories, jokes, emotions, fun, tears, trips and
unforgettable dinners with sometimes thirty family members, of which some had not seen each other in years.
The highlight, to which we had been looking forward with some trepidation, was the gathering in, and the ceremony
outside, the house on Sunday, December 13. Fortunately, it was not cold. Even the sun came out. Beginning at 10:00
AM, a great number of guests started to arrive: family and friends, family of those people who had helped Betty go into
hiding, and family of those who had offered a hiding spot. More than one hundred people were present, including the
Mayor of Amsterdam, Job Cohen, and Rabbi Menno ten Brink. The house was bursting at the seams, but luckily everybody fit.
Willing and warm responses came from people whom we turned to
for help to organize the event. Neighbours made pictures and a movie. During the ceremony outside the house, people politely and kindly
kept cars and bicyclists from entering the street (alongside the canal)
and assisted those who had arrived late to the event because of traffic. Cousins acted as servers and a friend as the cloakroom attendant,
with assistance from one of Betty’s sons.
Many thanks to all who came and for all the help in making December
13 the very special occasion it became. Also, special thanks to Suzanne
Rodrigues Pereira who took the initiative to create this booklet, and
to Eva Kohnstamm who took care of the graphic design.
Jacob en Beatrijs
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Max Kok and
Julie Vleeshhouwer
5 december 1917
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Max en Julie
Samu and Jacques Kok

Betty Kok, 1941

Samu
and
Jacques
Kok

The pictures “July 1941,” on the left were taken in a
garden in het Gooi (outside Amsterdam). These are probably the last pictures of Betty’s family, already without
Jacques, who was arrested during a raid on Jews in the
Weesperstraat in February 1941. Betty is in the tree, and in
front are her parents, her brother Samu(el); Cor Hinderink,
a friend of Samu; and Tiny Kaszman, friend of Betty and
downstairs neighbour of 24 Nieuwe Keizersgracht. The
Kaszmans managed to save a number of items from
Betty’s parents’ apartment, which Betty got back from
them after the war. Samuel Kok was arrested in the fall of
1942. He had joined the RAF (British Royal Air Force), but
this was a trap. Like his brother Jacques, he was murdered
in Mauthausen.

Text by the previous and following pages:
Photographs of Betty’s parents, Max Marcus Kok and
Julie Kok-Vleeshhouwer, and Betty’s brothers, Samuel
and Jacques. Also, a picture of Betty age 17 in June 1942.
Betty was taken by her mother to her sister (Betty’s Aunt),
Theresa Vleeshhouwer (Tante Trees) in the Kerkstraat.
From there, Betty went to her first hiding address, where
she stayed only briefly. From there, she moved in with
Piet and Griet Heymans. The last address in hiding was
with the Tijmes family. Betty’s ‘onderduik’-a word used in
Dutch to denote the act of going into hiding during WWII
- was organised by her cousin Jansje (Zus) Prins and her
husband David Gomes de Mesquita, whose pictures you
will see on the following pages.
The last picture on page 19 is of Jan Reitsema, director of
De Bergstichting (one of several Dutch-Jewish orphanages that existed after the war). Reitsema played an important role for Zus and her children.
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Pictures of Samu(el) and Jacques Kok

Max and Julie Kok-Vleeshhouwer.
This picture was probably taken in late fall 1942, shortly before they were taken by the
Germans on Dec. 5th from their home. Betty saw this picture for the first time after
the war. The two brothers were already arrested, and Betty had gone into hiding.

David Gomes de Mesquita was a goldsmith and diamond setter,
and he had a shop on 43 Utrechtse Street.
Fall 1942

It is a miracle that the pictures on this page and
on the previous pages surfaced. Nobody in the family can recall where they came from. These are
the pictures of David (Dé) Gomes de Mesquita and
his wife Jansje (Zus) de Mesquita-Prins, cousin of
Betty Kok. They were instrumental in helping Betty
to go into hiding. David organized hiding places
for numerous people, but eventually he was rounded up by the Germans, as were Jansje and their
children. David and Jansje had three children:
Chaim (Herman), Ya’ir (Eddy), and Hansje.
Here is a family picture of Chaim with his parents,
and below a picture of Chaim as a young child
with the Jewish Star, and his little brother Eddy
(Ya’ir). Between them is “the Old Grandmother,”
– their Great-Grandmother, who is already over
ninety in this picture (and who was also killed).
This picture clearly illustrates the insanity of persecution. “This is what the enemies of the Nazis
looked like,” Chaim remarked when choosing the
pictures.
Jansje (Zus) managed to keep her children alive
during the war while going through three concentration camps. She definitely was a heroine.
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David Gomes de Mesquita
September 30, 1910 – January 31, 1944 Auschwitz

Jansje Gomes de Mesquita-Prins
August 15, 1911 – December 31, 1970 Amsterdam

‘Oom’ (‘Uncle’) Piet Heymans. For two and one half
years, Betty stayed with Piet and Griet Heymans in Bussum. Until his death at the age of 95 in 1987, Oom Piet
played an important part in Betty’s life and the lives
of her children.

Here are Barta and Karst Tijmes standing in front
of the farm in IJorst. This was Betty’s last shelter
during the last months of the war.

Jan Reitsema, here holding Hansje in his arms, was part of the Resistance and was director of “the Bergstichting,” a
home for children who came back from the camps and their hiding homes. Among them were Eddy (Ya’ir) and
Hanjse (Chaim had tuberculosis and was hospitalized in a sanatorium). Jan Reitsema was very important for the
Gomes de Mesquita family. Betty came to work in the Bergstichting after the war where she met Louis van Essen.
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elcome, dear Betty. We have had multiple interactions in the last three months. Not only
did we learn about the dramatic history you
carry with you that formed the basis and reason for this
gathering, but we also shared in writing and conversations
the beautiful and more light-hearted and funny moments
of life. We got to know each other through these exchanges, and the more we got to know each other, the more
Jacob and I enjoyed having made your acquaintance.
Welcome, Geulit, Jedidyah, Shaul and Florrie van Essen,
and welcome, granddaughter Mor. Welcome to the family
of David and Zus (Jansje) Gomes de Mesquita-Prins, who
took the initiative to make sure Betty went into hiding.
Welcome to the family of Piet and Griet Heymans and the
Tijmes family at whose home and at whose farm, respectively, Betty was in hiding.
Welcome to Betty’s friends.
Welcome, Job Cohen and Menno ten Brink.
I’m sure Betty has told you already that Job Cohen is
Mayor of Amsterdam, and that Menno ten Brink is Rabbi
of the Reform Synagogue in Amsterdam.
We find it very special that all of you have made it here,
especially those of you have come from far away.

We also had to make quite a journey to this very day. We
moved into this home seven years ago. We were, and are,
happy with this home and this area of town, but we were
also aware of the fact that a large shadow hangs over
this canal, where, as is known, many Jews lived. We wanted to know what happened in our home, but our plan
remained just such for a long time. One day, about half
a year ago, we heard a radio program about the “stolpersteine,” which literally means ‘tripping-bricks.’ These
bricks were laid in Amersfoort (a city in Holland), following the example of Berlin and other German cities.
As I said: Stolpersteine means “tripping-brick” in German.
These are memorial bricks laid in front of homes where
Jews used to live before being taken by the Nazis to
concentration camps from which they did not return.
At that point Jacob and I looked at each other and said:
“We should do something similar if…” So, Jacob started
looking for the “if” about which he will tell you all more
soon.
The cause and background for this initiative is partially
due to the history of this neighbourhood and is partially
the result of our personal history. We are part of a lucky
generation--at least in Holland--that has not experienced
war. Nevertheless, it is never far from us, because our

parents’ lives have been marked indelibly by WWII. My
mother came from a family of underground resistance
fighters from Neerlangbroek, a small village in the province of Utrecht. My grandfather organized safe homes
where Jews and people in the resistance could go into
hiding. My mother was a messenger for the underground.
She didn’t talk much about it, but when she did mention
it, the stories were not heroic ones. She actually mentioned more often how scared she used to be, and how
the atmosphere at home was weighing on her, especially
when, as so often happened, there was a group of people she didn’t know sitting around the table in silence, or
when a member of the resistance was arrested. My father,
who was a student at the time, wanted to go into hiding
because he was living in fear of being sent to Germany as
a forced labourer. His father, who was mayor of Souburg,
a small town in the province of Zeeland, was already in
hiding. Exerting heavy pressure on my father, my grandfather said:” You shouldn’t go into hiding, because the
Germans will retaliate against your mother, brothers and
sisters.” My father, terribly fearful and torn between his
father’s request and his own conscience, left and became a slave labourer in Berlin. He committed sabotage as
much as he could, but when his life was in danger as a
result, he managed to escape. He went into hiding with
23
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my mother’s family, and there, my parents met each other.
The bottom line is that the war is always present and never far off. We want to keep the memory of the war alive
for the next generations. As Job Cohen says: “A city that
forgets its past might be in danger of being surprised by
its future.”

The most important reason, however, is that we want to
remember them, to remember the unbelievable injustice
done to them, and to never forget the terrible suffering
they suffered, and we wanted to give the injustice and the
suffering a tangible place to remind future generations.

SPEECH
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This is the reason for placing the memorial plaques for
Betty’s parents, brothers, and rescuers.

Search calls
Pensioen & Uitkeringsraad
According to the site www.joodsmonument.nl a child of Marcus Kok and Julie Kok-Vleeshhouwer and brother or sister of Samuel and Jacques, who at
the beginning of World War 2 were living on the second floor of the house Nieuwe Keizersgracht 24 in Amsterdam, is reported to have survived the war
(JOKOS file number 1496). As present owner/occupant of the house Nieuwe Keizersgracht 24 in Amsterdam, I am considering to put a memorial plaque
at the front of the house as a remembrance of the in 1942 and 1943 murdered members of the family Kok. To this end I would like to get into contact
with possible family members of Marcus Kok, born in Amsterdam on February 7, 1886 and Julie Kok-Vleeshhouwer, born in Paris on July 7, 1887. I am
very grateful in advance to anyone who can help me in this search. Reactions please to: J.Kohnstamm, Nieuwe Keizersgracht 24 B, 1018 DS Amsterdam,
tel. 020-6221480, e-mail: Jacob@kohnstamm.nl (‘Aanspraak’, September 2009-02)
24
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once, but actually twice. They were married first-illegallyby a pastor in an attic in February 1944, and the second
time, shortly after the Liberation in 1945. Although the
second marriage was third-class, at least it was legal!

On November 29th 1940, my father gave a speech
in the name of the student body during a protest gathering to demonstrate against the suspension and dismissal of the Jewish professors from the University of
Amsterdam. The result was that he was considered ‘absolut Deutschfeindlich’ i.e. ‘an enemy of the German State.’
He was arrested and imprisoned; first, for four months in
Kamp Amersfoort, and then held hostage as a political
prisoner for two years in St. Michielsgestel, a small town
in the south of Holland. Even now, he can barely mention
the horrors of Kamp Amersfoort.
My parents met each other before the war but were forbidden by the occupier to marry since a half-Jew was not
allowed to marry a Christian woman. Without going into
great detail here, suffice it to say that they did marry, not

The impact of WWII in my parents’ lives, the outcome of
everything that happened in Germany and in the territories
they had occupied, combined with the horrible fate that
befell the Jews (among them very dear family members
of my Father) are all important in understanding the urge
by which my parents, immediately after the war, searched
for the best way to contribute to peace. They wished for
a world without war and took on themselves the assignment to fulfil their motto: ‘Never again war.’ They went on
a search for the best way to prevent a situation where the
most powerful nation has total control, culminating in injustice and no rule of law. Eventually, this search led them
to be pioneers in a movement to establish what today is
called the European Union. In addition, bringing coal and
steel - the two most important raw materials for waging
war at the time - under the control of a jointly authorized
governing body (which included France and Germany, the
two countries that started WWI and WWII) made it impossible for these two countries to attack each other again.
The strong compulsion and need of my parents, who are,

he fact that we came to live here in this house
while my father was born four homes down the
street on the Nieuwe Keizersgracht is pure coincidence. The result of this coincidence is that the history
of this neighbourhood and of WWII was spoon-fed to me
from an early age. History has taught me not so much
to look back, but rather, to view history’s main assignment as looking forward. This can best be summed up as:
“Never again. Never again, war.”
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by now, 95 and 87 years old, to contribute to a world
where justice rules over power is still very much present
and has not lessened in the least.
As I mentioned earlier, I have been spoonfed the mantra
‘Never again war’ throughout my life, and thus, this has
also become a driving force in my life. For ‘Never again
war’ to become reality it is necessary to keep history alive.
Therefore, the curiosity about whether Jews had lived
in our house was rooted in that drive and commitment.
Indeed, if I found out.
Jews had lived in our house, I also wanted to find out
what had happened to them during the war. Thanks to
a tip from Suzanne, our neighbour, who is making pictures of this gathering today and will be putting together
a booklet, I learned about the website joodsmonument.
nl (Jewish Monument). From this site, I learned that the
Kok-Vleeshhouwer family had lived on the second floor
of our house before and during the war. This family consisted of a father, mother, and two sons. They were murdered in Auschwitz and Mauthausen. In addition, the site
mentioned that one child of the family survived the war.
Upon learning these facts about their demise, Beatrijs
and I decided to attach a memorial plaque for the KokVleeshhouwer family to our house. We did not find it appropriate, however, to do this without first trying to dis-

cuss this with the surviving family member. Indeed, this
was a tall order, because we wondered how we would
locate this family member, and would this person even
be alive?
Following up on the advice of a Jewish social services organization (the Dutch equivalent of the “Jewish Family
and Children’s Services”), I placed an ad in the August issue of ‘Aanspraak’ (a Dutch government-sponsored magazine for Holocaust survivors and survivors of the Japanese
internment camps in Indonesia). I seriously doubted that
the ad would deliver any positive results, but to my surprise, the ink of the August issue of ‘Aanspraak’ had not quite
dried yet when a cousin of Betty’s called me. Within half
an hour, Betty herself called, and a very emotional conversation ensued. You, who have known her for a while
longer than I, will be hard pressed to believe that Betty
was sometimes dumbfounded and speechless during this
conversation! She will fill you in and get you up to speed
on how things developed from there on.
Before I ask Betty to address you, I would like to invite Job
Cohen to speak. He responded immediately with a quick
“yes” to my e-mail in which I asked if he would have the
time and energy to be present at this event.
27
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too extend a warm welcome to you all. I am delighted
to attend this special occasion – not only as mayor
of Amsterdam but also as a civilian with a passionate involvement in this city’s past and present. The past
is our main focus today. But, as I understand from Jacob
and Beatrijs, Betty’s children had warned their mother not
to get carried away giving a history lesson. And they are
right: the persecution of the Jews in Amsterdam is simply
too harrowing for that, and the wound inflicted on our
city was deep and serious.
However, a little bit of history is essential to understand
why we are all here today. As early as around 1900, the
Jewish inhabitants made up 10 per cent of Amsterdam’s
population. This sizeable Jewish community made a unique and invaluable contribution to the city’s life and
culture. Although we must not romanticize life in the
Jewish quarters, where poverty and hardship were rife,
it is worth remembering that the Jewish community introduced many new professions and products to the city.
For example, the Jewish market at the Nieuwmarkt was
a popular meeting place where Amsterdammers of every
creed and colour came to enjoy the Jews’ jocular banter
and traditional ginger buns. And on an entirely different
plane, philanthropic Jewish citizens – such as Samuel
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Sarphati – worked tirelessly to improve the fate of Jewish
and non-Jewish city dwellers alike.
Turning to the history closer to this house, the new canals
to the east of the Amstel deserve a mention. These canals
were dug during the last major expansion of Amsterdam
city’s centre, which started in 1662. At the time, the new
canal area attracted little interest. A lot of the land was
donated to charitable institutions and Jewish people took
up their residence on the new canals. Very soon the new
canals were dubbed the ‘Jews’ canals’.
And, of course, there is this house itself: in 1721 Jacob
Lopes Parera and his wife Hanna Penso Felix bought two
plots of land on Nieuwe Keizersgracht. Two years later,
in 1723, they sold the land, plus a newly-built house, to
Joseph Piexotto. This marked the start of this house’s
Jewish history, which ended so dramatically with the deportation of Betty’s parents and brothers.
By the end of the Second World War, the city’s pre-war
Jewish population of over 70,000 had shrunk to a mere
10,000. Only a few had managed to go into hiding, and
of these few, most had been betrayed. The old Jewish
quarter was largely demolished after the war. After centuries of bustling community life, Jewish Amsterdam
simply came to an end. Amsterdam, I am afraid, has very
little to be proud of in this connection, notwithstanding

the courageous February Strike.
This is why I am so glad about the initiative that is being
undertaken from this house. The bitterness about what
happened can never be erased, but at least this is an attempt to create a lasting memorial to people and loved
ones – Betty’s parents and brothers – who were denied a final resting place. It also highlights the fact that
there were also people, like David and Jansje Gomes de
Mesquita and the Heymans and Tijmes families, who were
prepared to risk their necks. Thanks to them, Betty is in
our midst today. I sincerely hope that this will be the first
of many similar initiatives, and will thus help to keep alive
an awareness of the devastation wrought by the persecution of the Jews, and to inspire both the government and
individuals to take a stand against every form of discrimination and racial hatred.
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halom and welcome to everyone from all over who
is gathered here to witness Jacob and Beatrijs’
initiative to unveil, on the façade of this beautiful
building, two memory plaques upon which the names of
my parents, my brothers, and those who were instrumental in getting me into hiding, have been inscribed.
It has not been simple for me to think of what to say
at this very special occasion. I start, even if it seems out
of place, by telling you that exactly today a month ago,
I went with some friends to a concert in the Jerusalem
Theatre of the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra. The program
consisted of two compositions by Felix Mendelssohn: his
violin concerto and the Scottish Symphony. It is a nice
thing to do on a Friday morning. Getting out of the house
a bit, sitting in the lobby with coffee and cake. At every
concert of this orchestra, my eyes are looking for one
bassist who, although he does not know it, looks like one
Mr. Morpurgo, who worked together with Mr. Snuif, at the
furniture Department of Metz en Co, Liberty. At Liberty,
situated at the corner of Keizersgracht and Leidsestraat,
quite a few Jewish employees worked, including me.
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As always, when I listen to a concert in Jerusalem, I wonder what happened to Mr. Morpurgo, Mr. Snuif and all the
other Jewish people. The Philharmonic consists of Israeli
and immigrant musicians and all these talents together
create beautiful music, just like the first concert I attended
in 1941 in the Hollandse Schouwburg. This building was
once called the Jewish Theatre, and not long after 1941,
the building was the site for carrying out the most diabolical purpose one could think of.
This orchestra consisted exclusively of Jewish musicians,
including a Jewish conductor named Albert van Raalte.
Everyone present there, the orchestra, the conductor and
the audience wore a yellow star. Only music by Jewish
composers was allowed to be played, and so I heard for
the first time the Italian Symphony by Mendelssohn. His
family converted to Christianity, but to the Nazis, he was
still considered a Jew.
Here, looking at the names of my family, we see the Star
of David, the Magen David or, as we used to call it, the
Mogendovid, Call it what ever you like. In the times of
the Nazi occupation, this star was used in a manner that
was antithetical to all that we commonly consider to be
human.
I admit that for me to be on the Nieuwe Keizersgracht
is, in itself, an emotional experience. Still, I am here with
32
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my children, my family, my many friends and, last but not
least, with Jacob and Beatrijs, the initiators who invited
me to unveil these memorials.
Together we will take out of oblivion the memory of my
parents, my brothers and of those who took responsibility for getting me into hiding and ultimate rescue. Their
names will be clear and legible as a reminder that, in spite
of and maybe precisely because of the difficult world we
live in, there still are people alive with a humane outlook
on the world and society.
This very special story started with a phone call from my
cousin Ellie, followed by one from Yair and Chaim, on
August 28 telling me that a Mr. Kohnstamm was looking
for me. Ellie gave me a number that I called immediately.
Jacob answered and explained his and Beatrijs’ plan to
which I listened in amazement. The following day, we had
a long talk. Many emails and telephone calls later, the
plan became more and more a reality. Because of this, we
have come together this morning.
They thought it right for me to say something, and I wondered about what and where to start. A normal life can be
already very complex but ours…
“Keep it short,” some people advised, and the next one
said, “Please no history lesson!” Others thought I should

talk a bit about my own life, which, of course, was the
most logical.
Not that my life was that interesting, but I knew that I
would stand here as the daughter of Max and Julie and
sister of the boys, and as the cousin of De and Zus who
were so determined to get me into hiding. At age 17, I
had to leave home, which was not easy being a teenager
coming from a nice, warm Jewish family. I thought nobody
had it as bad as I did. Years later, after the war, it became
clear that my experiences were nothing compared to
those who had been THERE, from whence almost nobody
returned. Zus, 33 years old, DID return with her 3 children.
She died 25 years later, and Chaim is the one who remembers the most, I presume.
During this time, I lived an admittedly lonely existence,
but still, I lived in a much more normal world. Zus and her
very young children survived 3 camps. Only now have we
come to realize the meaning of these experiences.
We carry around this pain while still functioning reasonably as a family. That was the way it happened at a time
when we didn’t have much opportunity to fight those in
power. After two temporary addresses, I arrived at the
residence of resistance fighter Piet Heymans and his wife
Griet, who was not an easygoing person. Since Piet promised David Gomes to get me through this war, at any cost,

she accepted the situation. I could stay with them. Piet
found all kinds of work for me. Griet’s agreement to having a Jewish youngster in her home was extremely courageous because it was dangerous.
Some years later, after Piet and I rode about five times on
our bad equipped bicycles to the eastern part of Holland
in order to find food, it seemed better for me to get a job
on a farm. We found such a place and so I moved to the
farm of the Tijmes family.
Piet and his wife knew who I was, but this new family did
not. Finally, the moment came to tell her I was Jewish.
She could have thrown me out, but she did exactly the
opposite, hugging and telling me I could stay with them
as long I wanted, even after the war.
“I love you even more,” she told me, adding not to tell her
husband. Many years later, I heard that she did tell him,
and everybody on this farm knew as well. Nobody ever
said a word. She too was very courageous being a young
29-year-old woman.
I still feel very much the girl from the north of Amsterdam
where I was born, but the Nieuwe Keizersgracht means
a lot to me. It was a nice place to live. I remember the
quiet on Shabbath and the Friday mornings when David
Gomes pulled the bell and put a chicken for us in the basket that we lowered from my room. It reminds me, too, of
33

SPEECH Betty VAN ESSEN-KOK

my mother waiting on the small balcony at the end of the
month, telling me that I walked one-sided with that heavy
salary. Liberty paid 12.50 gulden a month, which was not
so bad since Hirsch and the Bonneterie paid only 10.
We lived here in a normal and calm way, in good relationship with the neighbours. This changed with the German
occupation, and the terrible reality of hatred for the Jews
came over us. The hatred for Jews was not just among the
Germans. Members of the NSB - the Dutch fascists - betrayed Jews for a few gulden.
The day the Germans entered Amsterdam, I was standing
on the wrong side of the Utrechtsestraat next to a couple
wearing white gloves, arms raised in the “heil Hitler”
manner while the colonnes passed by. For many hours, it
was impossible to cross to the other side.
Our tranquil way of living changed into a kind of hell.
Where we lived became a ghetto. On the corner of the
Amstel appeared a yellow wooden sign upon which the
words “Juden Viertel” - Jewish quarter - were written.
Once, when I was standing on the balcony, I saw a blind
person bumping into it. We had to go to the Apollohal for
an identity card. As Jews, our cards were marked with the
capital letter “J”. We were also assigned the yellow star
for which we had to pay.
34

SPEECH Betty VAN ESSEN-KOK

I recall another time walking with our mother in the
Hemonystraat. An elderly German soldier approached her.
She said, “What the hell is that supposed to be? Me with
my old hat.”
On another occasion, while walking on the Frederiksplein,
a German soldier started talking to me. I took down my
rubber cape on which it is not possible to sew anything.
When he saw what I was, he disappeared.
I remember the Shabbat when my youngest brother did
not return home. Nevertheless, we lived in hope that
things would turn out for the best. Perhaps we were shortsighted, stupid. We could give it any name. Ultimately, we
were holding on to life.

I am still holding onto life. Living in Israel. Standing here
today with my children and a granddaughter, as well as
with the children, grandchildren, and even great-grandchildren of David and Zus--all of them having the family name, Gomes de Mesquita. Standing here with Uncle
Piet’s granddaughter and the son of Barta and Karst
Tijmes and with many dear friends. I am a guest in the
house where my family used to live.
With love, I fulfill here the task to unveil these memorial
stones upon which are written the names of my perished
family. In this way my family will be remembered both
now and in the future. It gives me a feeling as if a circle
has been closed. I am the only child who, as we used to
say after the war, is still around. Alive.
I could say a lot, but it is not so simple to explain the atmosphere of our reality in the year 1941 when the Jewish
weekly newspaper announced the deaths of young boys
who lost their lives under obscure circumstances. This
canal turned from a calm, pleasant, and certainly Jewish
place into a kind of hell where my mother saw, from the
bedroom window, very real and terrible things happening.
We cannot change what happened.

Yeshaya Berlin, one of the greatest Jewish philosophers,
said somewhere, and this comes from Shaul really, that a
song is not a song before it is sung. “Where is the song
before it is sung. Where indeed? Nowhere is the answer.
One creates it by singing it. So, too, life is created by those
who live it, step by step.” And, my eldest son added, “That
concerns your life too, Ima, Life is what one makes from it
and that’s what you did after the war.”
My answer to him was that this counts for everybody. One
makes the best of it.
I am nothing special and have sung my song. I am now
reasonably old, and hopefully, I still am a bit young inside.
I feel very privileged with the names of my family and
those who saved me, here on the Nieuwe Keizersgracht
24. They will, in a direct and profound way, forever tell
about the tragedy that came over the Jews of Europe.
Here on this canal too.
I would like to thank Jacob and Beatrijs from all the van
Essens, the Gomes de Mesquitas,the Veldman and Tijmes
families, although both of them have made it clear to me
to stop thanking them.
Let us hope for peace, understanding and a better world.
Tikkun olam, peace for all of us, shalom lekulanu.
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Amos Gomes de Mesquita

Amos is the son of Femma en Chaim
and grandson of
David en Jansje Gomes de Mesquita-Prins

T

here is an old Jewish saying: “You will live as long
as people talk about you.” That is exactly the reason we are here today, in the house where Uncle
Max and Aunt Julie lived, with cousins Samu, Sjaak, and
of course,Betty. Here, my dad, Uncle Eddy, and Grandpa
De and Grandma Zus (Hansje was not born yet) used to
come over as well. One might say that today, four generations gather, or to use a Hebrew saying: MiDor LeDor
(From Generation to Generation).
When my husband, Egbert, and I read the e-mail in which
Betty informed us about her contact with Beatrijs and
Jacob, my initial reaction was, “Will it ever end?” This
was followed immediately with the response: “No, it will
never end.” Moreover, while chronologically the war is
farther away, the manner in which I emotionally experience and perceive that period has come closer over the
years. I felt a strong need to say a few words about this
fact, since this is the case, not just for the older generation, but also the younger generation that did not live
through the war.
It is usually the case that older people in general are more
reflective of the past. For my generation that did not experience the war, there is a growing awareness that what
seemed to have happened very long ago is, in actuality, a
very recent event.

I was born twenty years after the war. I grew up during
the seventies as a Jewish kid, playing in the meadows of
Ankeveen, a village not far from the town of Hilversum.
The effects of the war had an continuous impact and presence, although everyday life was made up of playing in
the fields, bicycling to school, developing a Jewish identity, ice skating, and going to the pastor on St. Martin’s
Day to light a candle in my lantern. When my parents did
mention the war, it seemed to me to be an event that
happened in a hard-to- imagine past, something that happened a long time before I came into this world. It was
a past in which people were different, and the idea of
“Never again,” had not been “invented” yet.
However, now that I have reached my mid-forties and
watch kids celebrate their Bat and Bar Mitzvahs, I have
become painfully aware that twenty years is actually very
short, and that the people who lived then are not any different from the people who live now. The big difference,
though, is the political system under which we live and
under which they lived.
As a child, I frequently walked as a child through
Amsterdam with my parents. They mentioned addresses
we walked by, pointed at homes and shops, and talked
about those who had lived and worked there. As a kid,
I took that for granted. Nowadays, when bicycling with

Egbert through town, it often feels peculiar when we see
the same houses and shops in the 2009 setting, when it
seems that nobody is aware of what happened. This in
sharp contrast to the two proverbs I quoted earlier.
From here on, there is a house in Amsterdam that does
transmit its history, and I believe this to be of utmost importance. The fact that two of my grandparents are mentioned on the memorial plaque makes me very happy.

D

ear Family and Friends, Rabbi ten Brink,
and Mayor Cohen: I would like to say a few
words on behalf of my siblings and the grandchildren. I have written in Dutch, which was my first
language until I was 11. That was forty-four years ago,
though, so sometimes it might sound as the language of
an eleven year old.
So, here we are gathered from all corners of the world
in the house that was once my mother’s--her children,
grandchildren, first cousins and cousins once, twice and
thrice removed. Present also are many family members
of De and Zus Gomes de Mesquita, who took care of the
first hiding places for my mother Betty; Chaim, Eddy and
Hansje, the children of De and Zus, are here with their
spouses, and some of their children and grandchildren
are here as well; friends of Betty, and family members of
those who saved her, including Oom Piet’s granddaughter and her husband and the Tijmes family; Job Cohen,
Mayor of Amsterdam; Menno ten Brink, Reform Rabbi of
the Liberaal Joodse Gemeente; and our hosts Jacob and
Beatrijs. Welcome to you all.
I find it difficult to express in words this very special
moment. We all are here with our private feelings and
thoughts, still…
Never before have I encountered people who are re-
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flecting on the history of their home and who found the
need to give expression to that history. Beatrijs and Jacob
have been busy for months to do just that and to make
this precious event possible. On behalf of all those who
are here, and in name of those who are no longer with us,
we thank you from the bottom of our hearts.
The fact that so many of you came from far away shows
humankind how important it is to remember, not out of
pity, but from the will to learn that what happened here
67 years ago should never happen again. I’m also too
painfully aware that for us to see this wish ‘Never Again’
become reality in the world, in general and in Israel, where
we live, there is still a very long way to go. I can’t see the
light at the end of this long and dark tunnel quite yet.

SPEECH
FLORRY VAN ESSEN

When I sat down in the Jerusalem Zoo, where I work, to
get started with this piece, I listened quietly to the sounds
surrounding me. Above all the different noises, I heard the
monkeys roaring, which is their way of communicating
with each other. I heard the planes that have been exercising day and night late. Getting ready to attack Iran,
maybe? And, then there was the muezzin who called out:
“Allah-hu Akbar.” God is the Greatest. Is he really?
I then thought about my family. I imagined my mother’s
childhood home as I had done many times before.
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Her mother came down the stairs that fateful day, and
with fear in her voice, she said to the German soldiers:
“We are decent people.” At least that is what the neighbours heard her say out loud on December 5th, 1942,
when they took her and my mother’s father away. That’s
what they called it at the time: Being taken away..
Through Jacob and Beatrijs’ initiative we have the opportunity to understand a little bit better what happened,
and see where it happened. Together with Betty, our mother and grandmother, we have walked for the last three
days through the home of her youth, through the streets
and canals around the house, and we listen to her sharing
about the last moments she spent with her mother. How
she watched her reflection getting smaller and disappearing in the front window side mirror (“spionnetje” in
Dutch), while she was walking towards the Magere Brug
(“The Skinny Bridge”). How she is still sorry today about
not saying goodbye to her Father, before De’s employee
came and took her to her first hiding address.
I also want to tell other memories I have of my mother.
She always told witty anecdotes about her parents and
brothers, who could be very mischievous. We laughed
with her at those memories. Nevertheless, in private, she
might mention that every morning, after waking up, she
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has to suppress her dark feelings before starting her day.
When we meet up with her, nothing is ever impossible.
Still, for our generation, it is not so easy to accept this
optimistic and happy mood she is always in. Sometimes I
hesitate. Is she really that positive, always seeking to keep
things gezellig (cozy). Is she really so upbeat, and is she
always looking for the absurd and funny in daily life? For
us, the next generation, it is not always possible to accept
that joyfulness.
She taught us how to make a tent cozy, and how one can
be very happy with homemade kitchen cabinets for which
she made curtains. Oom Piet made the cabinets, when he
was on the first of many visits to Israel. He had become
our adopted grandfather instead of my mother’s father
Max. Over the years, my mother became the matriarch

of a sizeable and ever-expanding tribe, which gave real
meaning to the fact that she survived.
I am sitting and writing in the garden apartment at the
Nieuwe Keizersgracht and am looking at the house where
everything happened. I am moved that we can experience this ceremony for our family and for De’s (Gomes
de Mesquita).

Jacob and Beatrijs were not frightened in the least by the
increasing number of people my mother wanted to be
part of this ceremony, and they have accommodated us
all with unsurpassed hospitality.
On behalf of Betty’s children we thank you again from the
bottom of our hearts. May you be blessed.

SPEECH
rabbi Menno ten Brink

R

ecently, I was in Berlin with a youth group of
our Liberaal Joodse Gemeente (the Reform
Congregration). There, in many places, you see
so-called ‘Stolpersteine’ - tripping stones or bricks - that
were laid down in memory of the Jewish families who
were taken away from those places and homes. I found
it offensive. Actually, you don’t really trip over the stones,
but you actually step, with your dirty shoes, on the names
of the people who were murdered. In my view, this just
doesn’t add up and is not the way to pay respect. Jakob
and Beatrijs, instead, put plaques on their home with the
names of the people who were taken from this house and
murdered. You walk along the canal and stumble upon
the plaques. You walk into them literally and figuratively.
You see them on the wall, and you take a moment to reflect on what happened. You can’t walk away from the
fact that so many people from this Jewish neighbourhood
were murdered during the Shoah. It is impossible to miss.
Jakob and Beatrijs have done a wonderful deed - a mitzvah - by having these memorial plaques made with love.
The Nazis brutally took away our people. We were isolated
and transported. If you were “lucky,” you first got a number. Otherwise, you were murdered immediately. Nothing
but ashes left. A funeral was not possible. Therefore, no

matseiwah (headstone) was placed. Jakob and Beatrijs,
you have now created a matseiwah: a memorial place for
Max (Marcus) Kok, Julie Kok-Vleeshhouwer, Samuel Kok,
and Jacques Kok. Whoever walks by can see it. Let us ne-

ver forget the terrible destruction the Nazis caused. Let
this place be a memory to their defeat.
As long as we are alive, they are alive. We will continue to
remember them.

Jizkor voor een man/vrouw
Jizkor for a man/woman
Dutch translation
ten goede in herinnering houden.
Moge hij/zij met eerbied herdacht worden
en alles wat hij/zij ons gaf en in
het leven bereikte blijven bestaan.
Moge zijn/haar ziel opgenomen zijn
in de bundel van het eeuwige leven,
in Uw beschermende aanwezigheid,
samen met de zielen van onze voorouders
en alle rechtvaardigen die de eeuwige
rust genieten, en moge wij met hem/haar
in liefde verbonden blijven.

KADDISJ JATOM - Dutch translation
Verheven en geheiligd worde Zijn grote Naam in de wereld
die Hij schiep naar Zijn wil. Moge Hij Zijn koninkrijk vestigen
in uw dagen en tijdens uw leven en nog in deze generatie
van Jisraël, spoedig en in de nabije toekomst.
Zegt daarop: Amén.
Moge Zijn grote Naam ten eeuwigen dage worden geprezen.
Geprezen, geloofd en verheerlijkt, hoog verheven,
geroemd, bezongen en aanbeden zij de Naam van de Heilige,
geprezen zij Hij boven alle lofprijzingen, liederen en gezangen, en
boven alle troost die in deze wereld kan worden uitgesproken.
Zegt daarop: Amén.
Moge er volledige vrede komen vanuit de hemel en leven voor ons

Amén

en voor Jisraël. Zegt daarop: Amén.
Hij die vrede maakt in Zijn sferen, moge Hij vrede maken voor ons,
voor heel Jisraël en voor de hele mensheid.
Zegt daarop: Amén
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Ieder heeft een naam
die God hem gaf
en vader en moeder hem gaven
Ieder heeft een naam
die zijn houding en glimlach hem gaven
en zijn kleding hem gaf
Ieder heeft een naam
die de bergen hem gaven
en zijn buren
Ieder heeft een naam
die zijn fouten hem gaven
en zijn verlangen hem gaf
Ieder heeft een naam
die zijn vijanden hem gaven
en zijn liefde hem gaf
Ieder heeft een naam
die zijn feesten hem gaven
en zijn werk hem gaf
Ieder heeft een naam
die de jaargetijden hem gaven
en zijn blindheid hem gaf
Ieder heeft een naam
die de zee hem gaf
en die zijn dood hem gaf.

Every person has a name
that God gave him
and which his father and mother gave him
Every person has a name
which his height
and the style of his smile gave him
and which his tapestry gave him
Every person has a name
which the mountains gave him
and which his walls gave him.
Every person has a name
which the star signs gave him
and which his neighbours gave him.
Every person has a name
which his sins gave him,
and which his longing gave him.
Every person has a name
which his enemies gave him
and his love gave him.
Every person has a name
which his festivals gave him,
and which his work gave him.
Every person has a name
which the seasons gave him,
and which his blindness gave him.
Every person has a name
which the sea gave him,
and which his death gave him.

ZELDA

From left to right,
back row:
Shaul van Essen
Mike Halpin
Julia Halpin
Jediedjah van Essen
Hansje Gomes de Mesquita
Florry van Essen
Geoelith van Essen
front row:
Mor, dochter van Florry
Betty van Essen - Kok
Theo Vleesshouwer
Chaim Gomes de Mesquita
Ella Bonn-Vleeshhouwer

NAWOORD

above: Hilbert Tijmes, son of Barta and Karst Tijmes
below: Amos Gomes de Mesquita, grandson of Dé

above: Jan en Sonja Veldman, granddaughter of Piet and Griet Heymans
below: Eddy, Hansje and Chaim Gomes de Mesquita, children of Dé and Jansje

Betty and her granddaughter Mor

above: Shaul van Essen, son of Betty
below: Jediedjah van Essen, son of Betty

above: Anthony Weeks, friend of Shaul
below: Mike Halpin, stepson of Betty and his daughter Julia

Florry and Geoelith van Essen, daughters of Betty
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Memories
of the
Gracht (CANAL)

CLOSING OF THE CIRCLE
Last week, Betty van Essen, age 85, must have felt as
if she were walking in a movie with images being projected over each other. For the first time since returning
from being in hiding in May 1945 did Betty visit her family home, and also for the first time, her children walked
through the rooms from which her parents were taken in
1942. Betty was guest of honour Sunday, December 13,
during a unique ceremony at 24 Nieuwe Keizersgracht in
Amsterdam. She unveiled a plaque on the wall of her old
home with the names and dates of death of her parents
and her two brothers. Actually, she unveiled three plaques: one in honor of her immediate family who perished;
one to commemorate the people who made it possible
for her to go into hiding; and a small one in remembrance
of the unveiling itself. We walked through her parents
apartment a few days earlier. “I worked for Metz&Co./
Liberty, as an intern sales lady. My brothers were both
working at an office. The three of us still lived at home.
Here, in the front room was my parents bedroom” Betty
points out. “Next to it the small bathroom. I slept in the
bathroom, my brothers in the alcove.” One can only imagine it now because the whole building was drastically renovated a few years ago. Only the sliding doors to the alcove still exist. The attic, where Betty’s mother would dry

vegetables, is unrecognizable. Only the stairwell retained
its original shape. “Right after Liberation I visited here
only one time. The downstairs neighbours had managed
to keep some of our items. I didn’t go upstairs. I didn’t
dare at the time.”
The unveiling ceremony on Sunday was the culmination
of months of planning, and it provided an answer to the
question the homeowners had contemplated for years.
Jacob Kohnstamm and Beatrijs Stemerding bought a totally neglected building in 2002. They knew the history
of the Weesperplein(square) neighbourhood and realized
that, most likely, Jewish people had lived in their home.
Of the many Jewish residents of years past -even in the
middle of the Weesperplein neighbourhood - there is hardly any noticeable sign left. Kohnstamm and Stemerding asked themselves how they could change that. They began
to research the question: Who lived in their home during
the war? Kohnstamm typed in his address on the website Digitaal Monument “http://www.joodsmonument.nl”
To his great dismay, he found that a Jewish family had
been taken from the building, the couple Marcus and Julie
Kok-Vleeshhouwer, on December 5th, 1942. On December
11th, 1942 they were murdered in Auschwitz. Marcus and
Julie had lived on the second floor with their two sons
Samuel and Jacques, whom both perished in Mauthausen.
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Further down on the website page was a mention that
one child who still had lived at home had survived the
war. Kohnstamm put an ad in “Aanspraak” (a magazine
for Holocaust and other survivors of atrocities during
WWII). “The ink was not quite dry yet, when a cousin of
Betty called,” Kohnstamm said during the unveiling. Half
an hour later the phone rang again, and this time it was
Betty, the daughter of Max and Julie, who has resided in
Jerusalem for decades.
Many phone calls followed. At seventeen, Betty had gone
into hiding with the help of her cousin Jansje Gomes
de Mesquita-Prins and her husband David Gomes de
Mesquita. David, called Dé, was part of the resistance.
He had a goldsmith shop and had asked his intern to
take Betty to a temporary hiding place while he looked
for a definitive hiding address. Eventually, Betty arrived
in Bussum, with Piet and Griet Heymans. ‘Oom Piet’
was a well-known resistance fighter. During the terribly
severe winter of 1944-45 (‘Hongerwinter’), when there
was hardly any food left in the western part of Holland,
Piet and Betty crossed the river IJssel looking for food.
They were welcomed with open arms in IJhorst (beyond
Staphorst). The farmer’s wife was willing to take Betty
in as a labourer. Until the liberation, Betty stayed with
the Tijmes family. Afterwards, she moved with surviving
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family members to temporary homes, until she met her
future husband. In 1950, Betty and Louk van Essen made
aliyah (to move to Israel). She had four children: daughters Geulit and Florry and sons Shaul and Jedidyah. All the
children, along with granddaughter Mor, were present at
the ceremony.
The spacious living room of Kohnstam and Stemerding
was bursting at the seams Sunday morning. Many Israelis
were present and also quite a large jet-lagged contingent
of Americans. Present also were the two sons and daughter of Dé, their children and grandchildren, and delegations of the Vleeshhouwers and the van Essens. The son
of Bartina Tijmes from IJhorst was guest of honor, and
so was the granddaughter of Oom Piet Heymans. Mayor
Cohen was present, as was Rabbi Menno ten Brink, who
recited the Yizkor for the four members of the Kok family.
The Rabbi and Betty said the Kaddish together for Betty’s
parents and two brothers.
Kohnstamm and Stemerding received many compliments
and thankful congratulations from the attendees. As
Florry, Betty’s daughter, mentioned: “In name from us all,
you are really very blessed.”
Daphne Meijer
Nieuw Israelitisch Weekblad,
24 December 2009 / 7 Tewet 5770.
Right: Het Parool, 14 December 2009
(Het Parool is a daily Newspaper from Amsterdam)

Afterword

D

ifferent guests told or wrote us after the ceremony: “You have no idea all that you have set into motion.” The
pieces and tidbits we have heard so far have convinced us that December 13 was, in many respects, a very
important gathering. Very special to us was the fact that we didn’t know anybody besides Betty - and we knew
her only through e-mail and phone - yet, still, we felt part of the large group present who were connected in all sorts of
different ways. Family, friends, and others shared a dramatic past. This past was different for everyone, and each also
has his or her particular outlook on, and way of dealing, with that past.
We understood that some people readily attended while others had doubts about if they would join. Whatever the case,
it became clear that there was a great need for a gathering and a communal remembrance, which Florry pointed out in
her speech. Some people, who had not had contact with each other for years, were able to reconnect. With great care,
they were able to bring up memories that, up to now, had been too painful to summon.
Amos’ heartfelt cry in his speech--“Does it ever end?”--was initially shared by some of Betty’s guests when they heard
about the plans for the ceremony, but obviously, different feelings gradually came to replace those sentiments.
During the week of December 13, some thirty friends and family gathered together for a series of dinners and social
events. Some of them had not seen each other in 30 years. “A once in a lifetime possibility,” an American family member
said. During one of those dinners, a neighbor brought over fishcakes, baked by his wife who had passed away a short
while ago. He found this occasion so special that he felt compelled to make a contribution. His was a very moving gesture indeed.
A number of residents in our sector of the canal were deeply moved by the ceremony, as well. The day before the event,
we put a letter in all the mailboxes of our neighbours with a short explanation of what was about to happen the next
day. Some of them checked out the website Joodsmonument.nl right away, and to their horror, also discovered that
Jewish families had been taken away from the homes in which they now lived. As a result, an initiative is currently in
development to have more residents put memorial plaques on their homes on the Nieuwe Keizersgracht. As a result
of the article in ‘Het Parool,’ (page 61), somebody from another part of Amsterdam contacted us and is contemplating
another initiative.
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In short, the gathering on December 13, 2009 seems to have set into motion so much more than we ever thought possible.
Beatrijs en Jacob
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