Date: December 23 ' 95

To: My children Lisa, Rosemarie, Jeannine, John and Seth.

For this Christmas I would like to give you a memory of your Grandmother who passed away two years ago, on this day.

The following is an excerpt I have translated for you from memories recorded by Kiky Heinsius, who shared Oma's experiences, as a political prisoner, in the notorious German concentration camps of Vught, Ravensbrueck and Dachau.

"DACHAU, Christmas 1944"

Christmas was near but our hopes of being liberated had been dashed once more.

The American offensive had been halted in the Ardennes. It sounded like the Germans would be able to push the Allied forces back again. We wondered with despair as to what would happen to us if the Germans would still be able to win the war.

The war effort must be taking a heavy toll because there was very little food left for us.

The sandwiches at the morning work break in the factory had been eliminated and the soup was getting even thinner. 

The air raids increased in frequency and intensity and we ended up spending most of the nights in the freezing cold bunkers. The next morning we were off again to the slave labor factory, with little sleep and worn out from the fear these bombings brought.

Bombs that were meant for the Agfa factory to where we were assigned were destroying many houses in the neighborhood.

We lived in constant fear that a stray bomb would hit our barracks. 

I became ever more used to the reality of the possibility of death. When you die the memory of all that played before you in your life will be wiped out. This is what makes survival so difficult, because the memory also stays alive. The only thought that still worried me was the prospect of living the rest of my live maimed and disabled.

Little could I have imagined, at that particular time, that all that I went through would end up staying with me for such a long time.

Many women fell ill and ended up in the sick ward with Typhus and Rubella. The rest of them were worn out, hungry and desperate.

In this period a Dane and a French inmate received, to their great surprise, a Red Cross package from their respective countries. This raised our hopes that we might also receive packages from Holland. We were getting excited about the prospect of getting a gift for Christmas, something extra to eat, a sign from home that they had not forgotten us. 

This was exactly what we so desperately needed. Nothing came.

What should we make of this? Did not the Red Cross in Holland know that they are allowed to send packages just like our Danish and French camp mates received? 0r did they just write us off once we were sent to Ravensbrueck from the Dutch concentration camp at Vught?  

This thought of being forgotten hurt even more now that our chances for survival became slimmer every day because of malnutrition, disease and air raids.

With Christmas approaching we thought even more of our loved ones at home and wondered how they were doing. Had they already been liberated, or are they still fighting in Holland?

How would they imagine our situation since they had not been able to have any news from us since last September? They probably did not have a clue as to where we had been shipped.

Would they still be alive?

But as it turned out Christmas would not be entirely ignored here in Dachau. 

The camp commander had decided to celebrate Christmas in style.

But before this was to happen, he had to deal with a rather unpleasant incident. He had managed to locate a sizeable German sausage as a Christmas gift to his wife.

The sausage disappeared and the commander was furious.

The barracks were searched, to no avail. The usual punishment was doled out.

We had to stand in formation in the cold snow, for a sausage, till it was found.

After several hours the commander must have realized that whoever stole the sausage had eaten it long ago.

After his fury had subsided he got on with his Christmas preparations. He had a tree cut in the forest and had it placed in the center of the mess hall. It was decorated with a few tinsels, stars and a couple candles. 

Cookies were being baked; we could smell it from afar. And word came from the kitchen that we would be treated with a small sausage and coffee with sugar and cream.

CHRISTMAS EVE 

Many of us had second thoughts about celebrating Christmas Eve with the camp commander.

In our "family" a heated discussion got going whether to decline the invitation.

We could not get a consensus.

So I decided to poll the "neighbors" at the other end of the barrack. They also were in the same predicament and then I heard that in the other quarters there was little enthusiasm either for the planned festivity.

No decisions were made. But that evening, after the Poles had sung their Christmas songs in the mess hall, we just could not resist the treats that were decked out for us on the tables.

So we all shuffled slowly to take our places at the tables.

The commander obviously reveled in his new roll as host. He sat smiling in the center of the hall, next to the Christmas tree. The candles were lit.

Coffee with cream and sugar was poured for us and after that the cookies and sausages were passed around. 

Slowly our reluctance broke down and we started to feel good about this after all. A few women hesitantly started to sing " Stille Nacht, Heilige Nacht" (O Holy Night) and after that we sang of the "Herdertjes" (Shepherds) and " Oh Denneboom “.

We saved the "Ere zij God" for last and put a lot of emphasis on the "Vrede op aarde, in de mensen een welbehagen" (Peace on earth, and goodwill to men). This was our form of a peace protest.

To our surprise, the commander stood up, took his hat off, and joined in.

And to top it off, when we were done singing, he wished us all a safe and speedy return to our homes. He promised that he would do whatever he could to make this come true.

We looked at each other in utter amazement. We had not expected anything like this. Did he really mean this? Particularly since the German armies had successfully commenced a counter offensive. Did he not hope for a German victory or had he given up on it?

We were his enemies; he should know better than anyone else what we were here for.

So what was his reason for saying this?

Once we stood outside again, Emmy shattered the wonderful dream with the remark: "Oh, he is just a Nazi, he is in his sentimental Christmas mood."

MARY AND JOSEPH 

There was another celebration on Christmas day evening. The Poles had rehearsed a Christmas skit for that evening. The tables had been pushed to the wall to make room for a "stage" and the benches had been lined up just like in a real theater.

The Poles had fabricated the robes, for The Three Wise men and the shepherds, from blankets and aluminum foil. The commander had donated fitting outfits for Mary and Joseph. Mary wore a long black skirt and a white blouse; Joseph was dressed in real men's trousers and a dress shirt.

In honor of the occasion the commander had invited other higher officers from the Dachau camp. They had pompously taken their seats in the front row. 

The commander darted busily around the place, obviously quite proud to show off his well behaved, friendly and disciplined female prisoners. This was quite a contrast from the dreary bunch in the main camp of Dachau, he was sure that the gentlemen officers had taken notice.

After the play the commander asked the Yugoslavian women if they would be willing to sing their beautiful national anthem which he had heard them sing at times individually or in small groups. What he thought to be their national hymn was in fact the battle song of the partisans and it ended with "and that's why all the Nazis will be butchered".

Well, this was certainly the most direct opportunity to announce their intentions to the Germans.

They complied without any hesitation. Everyone thoroughly enjoyed the song that was sung loud and with great gusto. The visiting officers in the first row clapped vigorously and shouted "Bravo, Bravo". We sat there chuckling.

That night Mary and Joseph took their flight. The commander was outside himself of anger since he himself had donated the clothes to the escapees.

We never saw those two again.

DECORATED

For days after the escape we had to stand outside again in formation, for punishment.

The crosses that were painted in red primer paint on the front and back of our prison garb 

had to be repainted to make our escape more difficult. 

But when the first woman was "repainted" she noticed that Orange color paint was used this time.

This prompted her to yell: "Everyone at attention. We are to be decorated. The Cross of Orange" (Orange is the Dutch national color).

We all stood stiff at attention when our turn came. We said our "Danke Schoen, Frau Aufseherin!" and smartly marched off. 

This caused some stir, and our captors did not immediately appreciate the meaning of this, that what was meant as a punishment was taken as an honor by us.

But by then the paint had dried.      

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Notes: In the future I plan to translate the rest of her memoirs of the approximate 13 months she suffered, despaired, laughed and prayed with 0ma. There are also a number of beautiful poems about the experience by Mary Vaders.

Renny van Ommen -de Vries born in Heeg, Holland August 30, 1901, ♀ December 23 19 93.

She was arrested in March 1944 for aiding the resistance; imprisoned in Amsterdam then sent to a Dutch concentration-labor camp in Vught, Holland then to Ravensbrueck and was liberated by the U.S. Army south of Dachau while, what was left of her contingent was, being marched off to an extermination facility in Austria, in April 1945. 

