A Tragedy Revealed: A Heroine’s Last Days

Ernst Schnabel

Last year in Amsterdam I found an old reel of movie film on which Anne Frank appears. She is seen for only ten
seconds and it is an accident that she is there at all.

The film was taken for a wedding in 1941, the year before Anne Frank and seven others went into hiding in their
“Secret Annex.” It has a flickering, Chaplinesque quality, with people popping suddenly in and out of doorways,
the nervous smiles and hurried waves of the departing bride and groom.

Then, for just a moment, the camera seems uncertain where to look. It darts to the right, then to the left, then
whisks up a wall, and into view comes a window crowded with people waving after the departing automobiles.
The camera swings farther to the left, to another window. There a girl stands alone, looking out into space. It is
Anne Frank.

Just as the camera is about to pass on, the child moves her head a trifle. Her face flits more into focus, her hair
shimmers in the sun. At this moment she discovers the camera, discovers the photographer, discovers us
watching seventeen years later, and laughs at all of us, laughs with sudden merriment and surprise and
embarrassment all at the same time.

I asked the projectionist to stop the film for a moment so that we could stand up to examine her face more
closely. The smile stood still, just above our heads. But when I walked forward close to the screen, the smile
ceased to be a smile. The face ceased to be a face, for the canvas screen was granular and the beam of light split
into a multitude of tiny shadows, as if it had been scattered on a sandy plain.

Anne Frank, of course, is gone too, but her spirit has remained to stir the conscience of the world. Her
remarkable diary has been read in almost every language. I have seen a letter from a teenaged girl in Japan who
says she thinks of Anne’s Secret Annex as her second home. And the play based on the diary has been a great
success wherever it is produced. German audiences, who invariably greet the final curtain of The Diary of Anne
Frank in stricken silence, have jammed the theaters in what seems almost a national act of penance.

Last year I set out to follow the fading trail of this girl who has become a legend. The trail led from Holland to
Poland and back to Germany, where I visited the moss-grown site of the old Bergen-Belsen concentration camp
at the village of Belsen and saw the common graves shared by Anne Frank and thirty thousand others. I
interviewed forty-two people who knew Anne or who survived the ordeal that killed her. Some had known her
intimately in those last tragic months. In the recollections of others she appears only for a moment. But even
these fragments fulfill a promise. They make explicit a truth implied in the diary. As we somehow knew she
must be, Anne Frank, even in the most frightful extremity, was indomitable.

The known story contained in the diary is a simple one of human relationships, of the poignant maturing of a
perceptive girl who is thirteen when her diary begins and only fifteen when it ends. It is a story without violence,
though its background is the most dreadful act of violence in the history of man, Hitler’s annihilation of six
million European Jews.

In the summer of 1942, Anne Frank, her father, her mother, her older sister, Margot, and four others were forced
into hiding during the Nazi occupation of Holland. Their refuge was a tiny apartment they called the Secret
Annex, in the back of an Amsterdam office building. For twenty-five months the Franks, the Van Daan family,
and later a dentist, Albert Dussel, lived in the Secret Annex, protected from the Gestapo only by a swinging
bookcase which masked the entrance to their hiding place and by the heroism of a few Christians who knew they
were there. Anne Frank’s diary recounts the daily pressures of their cramped existence: the hushed silences when
strangers were in the building, the diminishing food supply, the fear of fire from the incessant Allied air raids, the
hopes for an early invasion, above all the dread of capture by the pitiless men who were hunting Jews from



house to house and sending them to concentration camps. Anne’s diary also describes with sharp insight and
youthful humor the bickerings, the wounded pride, the tearful reconciliations of the eight human beings in the
Secret Annex. It tells of Anne’s wishes for the understanding of her adored father, of her despair at the gulf
between her mother and herself, of her tremulous and growing love for young Peter Van Daan.

The actual diary ends with an entry for August 1, 1944, in which Anne Frank, addressing her imaginary friend
Kitty, talks of her impatience with her own unpredictable personality. The stage version goes further: It attempts
to reconstruct something of the events of August 4, 1944, the day the Secret Annex was violated and its
occupants finally taken into a captivity from which only one returned.

What really happened on that August day fourteen years ago was far less dramatic than what is now depicted on
the stage. The automobiles did not approach with howling sirens, did not stop with screaming brakes in front of
the house on the Prinsengracht canal in Amsterdam. No rifle butt pounded against the door until it reverberated,
as it now does in the theater every night somewhere in the world. The truth was, at first, that no one heard a
sound.

It was midmorning on a bright summer day. In the hidden apartment behind the secret bookcase there was a
scene of relaxed domesticity. The Franks, the Van Daans, and Mr. Dussel had finished a poor breakfast of ersatz
coffee and bread. Mrs. Frank and Mrs. Van Daan were about to clear the table. Mr. Van Daan, Margot Frank, and
Mr. Dussel were resting or reading. Anne Frank was very likely at work on one of the short stories she often
wrote when she was not busy with her diary or her novel. In Peter Van Daan’s tiny attic room Otto Frank was
chiding the eighteen-year-old boy for an error in his English lesson. “Why, Peter,” Mr. Frank was saying, “you
know that double is spelled with only one b .”

In the main part of the building four other people, two men and two women, were working at their regular jobs.
For more than two years these four had risked their lives to protect their friends in the hide-out, supplied them
with food, and brought them news of a world from which they had disappeared. One of the women was Miep,
who had just got married a few months earlier. The other was Elli, a pretty typist of twenty-three. The men were
Kraler and Koophuis, middle-aged spice merchants who had been business associates of Otto Frank’s before the
occupation. Mr. Kraler was working in one office by himself. Koophuis and the two women were in another.

I spoke to Miep, Elli, and Mr. Koophuis in Amsterdam. The two women had not been arrested after the raid on
the Secret Annex. Koophuis had been released in poor health after a few weeks in prison, and Kraler, who now
lives in Canada, had eventually escaped from a forced labor camp.

Elli, now a mother, whose coloring and plump good looks are startlingly like those of the young women painted
by the Dutch masters, recalled: “I was posting entries in the receipts book when a car drove up in front of the
house. But cars often stopped, after all. Then the front door opened, and someone came up the stairs. I wondered
who it could be. We often had callers. Only this time I could hear that there were several men. . ..”

Miep, a delicate, intelligent, still young-looking woman, said: “The footsteps moved along the corridor. Then a
doorcreaked, and a moment later the connecting door to Mr. Kraler’s office opened, and a fat man thrust his head
in and said in Dutch: ‘Quiet. Stay in your seats.’ I started and at first did not know what was happening. But
then, suddenly, I knew.”

Mr. Koophuis is now in very poor health, a gaunt, white-haired man in his sixties. He added: “I suppose I did not
hear them because of the rumbling of the spice mills in the warehouse. The fat man’s head was the first thing I
knew. He came in and planted himself in front of us. ‘You three stay here, understand?’ he barked. So we stayed
in the office and listened as someone else went upstairs, and doors rattled, and then there were footsteps
everywhere. They searched the whole building.”

Mr. Kraler wrote me this account from Toronto: “A uniformed staff sergeant of the Occupation Police and three
men in civilian clothes entered my office. They wanted to see the storerooms in the front part of the building. All
will be well, I thought, if they don’t want to see anything else. But after the sergeant had looked at everything, he
went out into the corridor, ordering me again to come along. At the end of the corridor they drew their revolvers
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all at once and the sergeant ordered me to push aside the bookcase and open the door behind it. I said: ‘But
there’s only a bookcase there!” At that he turned nasty, for he knew everything. He took hold of the bookcase and
pulled. It yielded and the secret door was exposed. Perhaps the hooks had not been properly fastened. They
opened the door and I had to precede them up the steps. The policemen followed me. I could feel their pistols in
my back. [ was the first to enter the Franks’ room. Mrs. Frank was standing at the table. I made a great effort and
managed to say: ‘The Gestapo is here.””

Otto Frank, now sixty-eight, has remarried and lives in Switzerland. Of the eight who lived in the Secret Annex,
he is the only survivor. A handsome, soft-spoken man of obviously great intelligence, he regularly answers
correspondence that comes to him about his daughter from all over the world. He recently went to Hollywood
for consultation on the movie version of The Diary of Anne Frank. About the events of that August morning in
1944 Mr. Frank told me: “I was showing Peter Van Daan his spelling mistakes when suddenly someone came
running up the stairs. The steps creaked, and I started to my feet, for it was morning, when everyone was
supposed to be quiet. But then the door flew open and a man stood before us holding his pistol aimed at my
chest.

“In the main room the others were already assembled. My wife and the children and Van Daans were standing
there with raised hands. Then Albert Dussel came in, followed by another stranger. In the middle of the room
stood a uniformed policeman. He stared into our faces.

““Where are your valuables?’ he asked. I pointed to the cupboard where my cash box was kept. The policeman
took it out. Then he looked around and his eye fell on the leather briefcase where Anne kept her diary and all her
papers. He opened it and shook everything out, dumped the contents on the floor so that Anne’s papers and
notebooks and loose sheets lay scattered at our feet. No one spoke, and the policeman didn’t even glance at the
mess on the floor as he put our valuables into the briefcase and closed it. He asked us whether we had any
weapons. But we had none, of course. Then he said, ‘Get ready.””

Who betrayed the occupants of the Secret Annex? No one is sure, but some suspicion centers on a man I can
only call M., whom the living remember as a crafty and disagreeable sneak. He was a warehouse clerk hired
after the Franks moved into the building, and he was never told of their presence. M. used to come to work early
in the mornings, and he once found a locked briefcase which Mr. Van Daan had carelessly left in the office,
where he sometimes worked in the dead of night. Though Kraler claimed it was his own briefcase, it is possible
the clerk suspected. Little signs lead to bigger conclusions. In the course of the months he had worked in the
building, M. might have gathered many such signs: the dial on the office radio left at BBC7 by nocturnal
listeners, slight rearrangements in the office furniture, and, of course, small inexplicable sounds from the back of
the building.

M. was tried later by a war crimes court, denied everything, and was acquitted. No one knows where he is now. I
made no effort to find him. Neither did I search out Silberthaler, the German police sergeant who made the
arrest. The betrayers would have told me nothing.

Ironically enough, the occupants of the Secret Annex had grown optimistic in the last weeks of their self-
imposed confinement. The terrors of those first nights had largely faded. Even the German army communiqués
made clear that the war was approaching an end. The Russians were well into Poland. On the Western front
Americans had broken through at Avranches and were pouring into the heart of France. Holland must be
liberated soon. In her diary Anne Frank wrote that she thought she might be back in school by fall.

Now they were all packing. Of the capture Otto Frank recalled: “No one wept. Anne was very quiet and
composed, only just as dispirited as the rest of us. Perhaps that was why she did not think to take along her
notebooks, which lay scattered about on the floor. But maybe she too had the premonition that all was lost now,
everything, and so she walked back and forth and did not even glance at her diary.”

As the captives filed out of the building, Miep sat listening. “I heard them going,” she said, “first in the corridor
and then down the stairs. I could hear the heavy boots and the footsteps, and then the very light footsteps of



Anne. Through the years she had taught herself to walk so softly that you could hear her only if you knew what
to listen for. I did not see her, for the office door was closed as they all passed by.”

At Gestapo headquarters the prisoners were interrogated only briefly. As Otto Frank pointed out to his
questioners, it was unlikely, after twenty-five months in the Secret Annex, that he would know the whereabouts
of any other Jews who were hiding in Amsterdam.

The Franks, the Van Daans, and Dussel were kept at police headquarters for several days, the men in one cell, the
women in the other. They were relatively comfortable there. The food was better than the food they had had in
the Secret Annex and the guards left them alone.

Suddenly, all eight were taken to the railroad station and put on a train. The guards named their destination:
Westerbork, a concentration camp for Jews in Holland, about eighty miles from Amsterdam. Mr. Frank said:
“We rode in a regular passenger train. The fact that the door was bolted did not matter very much. We were
together and had been given a little food for the journey. We were actually cheerful. Cheerful, at least, when I
compare that journey to our next. We had already anticipated the possibility that we might not remain in
Westerbork to the end. We knew what was happening to Jews in Auschwitz. But weren’t the Russians already
deep into Poland? We hoped our luck would hold.

“As we rode, Anne would not move from the window. It was summer outside. Meadows, stubble fields, and
villages flew by. The telephone wires along the right of way curved up and down along the windows. After two
years it was like freedom for her. Can you understand that?”

Among the names given me of survivors who had known the Franks at Westerbork was that of a Mrs. de Wiek,
who lives in Apeldoorn, Holland. I visited Mrs. de Wiek in her home. A lovely, gracious woman, she told me that
her family, like the Franks, had been in hiding for months before their capture. She said: “We had been at
Westerbork three or four weeks when the word went around that there were new arrivals. News of that kind ran
like wildfire through the camp, and my daughter Judy came running to me, calling, ‘New people are coming,
Mamal!’

“The newcomers were standing in a long row in the mustering square, and one of the clerks was entering their
names on a list. We looked at them, and Judy pressed close against me. Most of the people in the camp were
adults, and I had often wished for a young friend for Judy, who was only fifteen. As I looked along the line,
fearing I might see someone I knew, I suddenly exclaimed, ‘Judy, see!’

“In the long line stood eight people whose faces, white as paper, told you at once that they had been hiding and
had not been in the open air for years. Among them was this girl. And I said to Judy, ‘Look, there is a friend for
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you.

“I saw Anne Frank and Peter Van Daan every day in Westerbork. They were always together, and I often said to
my husband, ‘Look at those two beautiful young people.’

“Anne was so radiant that her beauty flowed over into Peter. Her eyes glowed and her movements had a lilt to
them. She was very pallid at first, but there was something so attractive about her frailty and her expressive face
that at first Judy was too shy to make friends.

“Anne was happy there, incredible as it seems. Things were hard for us in the camp. We ‘convict Jews’ who had
been arrested in hiding places had to wear blue overalls with a red bib and wooden shoes. Our men had their
heads shaved. Three hundred people lived in each barracks. We were sent to work at five in the morning, the
children to a cable workshop and the grown-ups to a shed where we had to break up old batteries and salvage the
metal and the carbon rods. The food was bad, we were always kept on the run, and the guards all screamed
‘Faster, faster!” But Anne was happy. It was as if she had been liberated. Now she could see new people and talk
to them and could laugh. She could laugh while the rest of us thought nothing but: Will they send us to the
camps in Poland? Will we live through it?

“Edith Frank, Anne’s mother, seemed numbed by the experience. She could have been a mute. Anne’s sister



Margot spoke little and Otto Frank was quiet too, but his was a reassuring quietness that helped Anne and all of
us. He lived in the men’s barracks, but once when Anne was sick, he came over to visit her every evening and
would stand beside her bed for hours, telling her stories. Anne was so like him. When another child, a twelve-
year-old boy named David, fell ill, Anne stood by his bed and talked to him. David came from an Orthodox
family, and he and Anne always talked about God.”

Anne Frank stayed at Westerbork only three weeks. Early in September a thousand of the “convict Jews” were
put on a freight train, seventy-five people to a car. Brussels fell to the Allies, then Antwerp, then the Americans
reached Aachen. But the victories were coming too late. The Franks and their friends were already on the way to
Auschwitz, the camp in Poland where four million Jews died.

Mrs. de Wiek was in the same freight car as the Franks on that journey from Westerbork to Auschwitz. “Now
and then when the train stopped,” she told me, “the SS guards came to the door and held out their caps and we
had to toss our money and valuables into the caps. Anne and Judy sometimes pulled themselves up to the small
barred window of the car and described the villages we were passing through. We made the children repeat the
addresses where we could meet after the war if we became separated in the camp. I remember that the Franks
chose a meeting place in Switzerland.

“I sat beside my husband on a small box. On the third day in the train, my husband suddenly took my hand and
said, ‘I want to thank you for the wonderful life we have had together.’

“I snatched my hand away from his, crying, ‘What are you thinking about? It’s not over!”’

“But he calmly reached for my hand again and took it and repeated several times, ‘Thank you. Thank you for
the life we have had together.” Then I left my hand in his and did not try to draw it away.”

On the third night, the train stopped, the doors of the car slid violently open, and the first the exhausted
passengers saw of Auschwitz was the glaring searchlights fixed on the train. On the platform, kapos (criminal
convicts who were assigned to positions of authority over the other prisoners) were running back and forth
shouting orders. Behind them, seen distinctly against the light, stood the SS officers, trimly built and smartly
uniformed, many of them with huge dogs at their sides. As the people poured out of the train, a loudspeaker
roared, “Women to the left! Men to the right!”

Mrs. de Wiek went on calmly: “I saw them all as they went away, Mr. Van Daan and Mr. Dussel and Peter and
Mr. Frank. But I saw no sign of my husband. He had vanished. I never saw him again.

“‘Listen!’ the loudspeaker bawled again. ‘It is an hour’s march to the women’s camp. For the children and the
sick there are trucks waiting at the end of the platform.’

“We could see the trucks,” Mrs. de Wiek said. “They were painted with big red crosses. We all made a rush for
them. Who among us was not sick after those days on the train? But we did not reach them. People were still
hanging on to the backs of the trucks as they started off. Not one person who went along on that ride ever arrived
at the women’s camp, and no one has ever found any trace of them.”

Mrs. de Wiek, her daughter, Mrs. Van Daan, Mrs. Frank, Margot, and Anne survived the brutal pace of the night
march to the women’s camp at Auschwitz. Next day their heads were shaved; they learned that the hair was
useful as packing for pipe joints in U-boats.11 Then the women were put to work digging sods of grass, which
they placed in great piles. As they labored each day, thousands of others were dispatched with maniacal
efficiency in the gas chambers, and smoke rising from the stacks of the huge crematoriums blackened the sky.

Mrs. de Wiek saw Anne Frank every day at Auschwitz. “Anne seemed even more beautiful there,” Mrs. de Wiek
said, “than she had at Westerbork. Of course her long hair was gone, but now you could see that her beauty was
in her eyes, which seemed to grow bigger as she grew thinner. Her gaiety had vanished, but she was still alert
and sweet, and with her charm she sometimes secured things that the rest of us had long since given up hoping
for.

“For example, we each had only a gray sack to wear. But when the weather turned cold, Anne came in one day



wearing a suit of men’s long underwear. She had begged it somewhere. She looked screamingly funny with those
long white legs but somehow still delightful.

“Though she was the youngest, Anne was the leader in her group of five people. She also gave out the bread to
everyone in the barracks and she did it so fairly there was none of the usual grumbling.

“We were always thirsty at Auschwitz, so thirsty that at roll call we would stick out our tongues if it happened to
be raining or snowing, and many became sick from bad water. Once, when I was almost dead because there was
nothing to drink, Anne suddenly came to me with a cup of coffee. To this day I don’t know where she got it.

“In the barracks many people were dying, some of starvation, others of weakness and despair. It was almost
impossible not to give up hope, and when a person gave up, his face became empty and dead. The Polish woman
doctor who had been caring for the sick said to me, ‘You will pull through. You still have your face.’

“Anne Frank, too, still had her face, up to the very last. To the last also she was moved by the dreadful things the
rest of us had somehow become hardened to. Who bothered to look when the flames shot up into the sky at night
from the crematoriums? Who was troubled that every day new people were being selected and gassed? Most of
us were beyond feeling. But not Anne. I can still see her standing at the door and looking down the camp street
as a group of naked Gypsy girls were driven by on their way to the crematorium. Anne watched them going and
cried. And she also cried when we marched past the Hungarian children who had been waiting half a day in the
rain in front of the gas chambers. And Anne nudged me and said, ‘Look, look! Their eyes!” Anne cried. And you
cannot imagine how soon most of us came to the end of our tears.”

Late in October the SS selected the healthiest of the women prisoners for work in a munitions factory in
Czechoslovakia. Judy de Wiek was taken from her mother, but Anne and her sister Margot were rejected because
they had contracted scabies. A few days later there was another selection for shipment from Auschwitz. Stripped,
the women waited naked for hours on the mustering ground outside the barracks. Then, one by one, they filed
into the barracks, where a battery of powerful lights had been set up and an SS doctor waited to check them over.
Only those able to stand a trip and do hard work were being chosen for this new shipment, and many of the
women lied about their age and condition in the hope that they would escape the almost certain death of
Auschwitz. Mrs. de Wiek was rejected and so was Mrs. Frank. They waited, looking on.

“Next it was the turn of the two girls, Anne and Margot,” Mrs. de Wiek recalled. “Even under the glare of that
light Anne still had her face, and she encouraged Margot, and Margot walked erect into the light. There they
stood for a moment, naked and shaven-headed, and Anne looked at us with her unclouded face, looked straight
and stood straight, and then they were approved and passed along. We could not see what was on the other side
of the light. Mrs. Frank screamed, ‘The children! Oh, God!’”

The chronicle of most of the other occupants of the Secret Annex ends at Auschwitz. Mrs. Frank died there of
malnutrition two months later. Mr. Frank saw Mr. Van Daan marched to the gas chambers. When the SS fled
Auschwitz before the approaching Russians in January 1945, they took Peter Van Daan with them. It was bitter
cold and the roads were covered with ice and Peter Van Daan, Anne Frank’s shy beloved, was never heard of
again.

From Auschwitz, Mr. Dussel, the dentist, was shipped to a camp in Germany, where he died. Only Otto Frank
remained there alive until liberation. Anne Frank and Mrs. Van Daan and Margot had been selected for shipment
to Bergen-Belsen.

Last year I drove the 225 miles from Amsterdam to Belsen and spent a day there walking over the heath. The site
of the old camp is near the city of Hannover, in the state of Lower Saxony. It was June when I arrived, and
lupine was in flower in the scrubland.

My guide first showed me the cemetery where fifty thousand Russian prisoners of war, captured in one of
Hitler’s great early offensives, were buried in 1941. Next to them is a cemetery for Italians. No one knows
exactly whether there are three hundred or three thousand in that mass grave.



About a mile farther we came to the main site of the Bergen-Belsen camp. Amid the low growth of pine and
birches many large rectangular patches can be seen on the heath. The barracks stood on these, and between them
the worn tracks of thousands of bare feet are still visible. There are more mass graves nearby, low mounds
overgrown with heath grass or new-planted dwarf pines. Boards bearing the numbers of the dead stand beside
some mounds, but others are unmarked and barely discernible. Anne Frank lies there.

The train that carried Anne from Auschwitz to Belsen stopped at every second station because of air raids. At
Bergen-Belsen there were no roll calls, no organization, almost no sign of the SS. Prisoners lived on the heath
without hope. The fact that the Allies had reached the Rhine encouraged no one. Prisoners died daily—of hunger,
thirst, sickness.

The Auschwitz group had at first been assigned to tents on the Bergen-Belsen heath, tents which, one survivor
recalls, gave an oddly gay, carnival aspect to the camp. One night that fall a great windstorm brought the tents
crashing down, and their occupants were then put in wooden barracks. Mrs. B. of Amsterdam remembered about
Anne: “We lived in the same block and saw each other often. In fact, we had a party together at Christmastime.
We had saved up some stale bread, and we cut this up and put onions and boiled cabbage on the pieces. Over our
feast we nearly forgot our misery for a few hours. We were almost happy. I know that it sounds ghastly now, but
we really were a little happy in spite of everything.”

One of Anne Frank’s dearest childhood friends in Amsterdam was a girl named Lies Goosens. Lies is repeatedly
mentioned in the diary. She was captured before the Franks were found in the Secret Annex, and Anne wrote of
her great fears for the safety of her friend. Now the slim and attractive wife of an Israeli army officer, Lies lives
in Jerusalem. But she was in Bergen-Belsen in February 1945, when she heard that a group of Dutch Jews had
been moved into the next compound.

Lies said, “I waited until night. Then I stole out of the barracks and went over to the barbed wire which separated
us from the newcomers. I called softly into the darkness, ‘Is anyone there?’

“A voice answered, ‘I am here. I am Mrs. Van Daan.’

“We had known the Van Daans in Amsterdam. I told her who I was and asked whether Margot or Anne could
come to the fence. Mrs. Van Daan answered in a breathless voice that Margot was sick but that Anne could
probably come and that she would go look for her.

“I waited, shivering in the darkness. It took a long time. But suddenly I heard a voice: ‘Lies? Lies? Where are
you?’

“I ran in the direction of the voice, and then I saw Anne beyond the barbed wire. She was in rags. I saw her
emaciated, sunken face in the darkness. Her eyes were very large. We cried and cried as we told each other our
sad news, for now there was only the barbed wire between us, nothing more, and no longer any difference in our
fates.

“But there was a difference after all. My block still had food and clothing. Anne had nothing. She was freezing
and starving. I called to her in a whisper, ‘Come back tomorrow. I’ll bring you something.’

“And Anne called across, ‘Yes, tomorrow. I’'ll come.’

“I saw Anne again when she came to the fence on the following night,” Lies continued. “I had packed up a
woolen jacket and some zwieback and sugar and a tin of sardines for her. I called out, ‘Anne, watch now!” Then I
threw the bundle across the barbed wire.

“But I heard only screams and Anne crying. I shouted, ‘What’s happened?’ And she called back, weeping, ‘A
woman caught it and won’t give it to me.” Then I heard rapid footsteps as the woman ran away. Next night I had
only a pair of stockings and zwieback, but this time Anne caught it.”

In the last weeks at Bergen-Belsen, as Germany was strangled between the Russians and the Western Allies,
there was almost no food at all. The roads were blocked, the railroads had been bombed, and the SS commander
of the camp drove around the district trying unsuccessfully to requisition supplies. Still, the crematoriums



worked night and day. And in the midst of the starvation and the murder there was a great epidemic of typhus.

Both Anne and Margot Frank contracted the disease in late February or early March of 1945. Margot lay in a
coma for several days. Then, while unconscious, she somehow rolled from her bed and died. Mrs. Van Daan also
died in the epidemic.

The death of Anne Frank passed almost without notice. For Anne, as for millions of others, it was only the final
anonymity, and I met no one who remembers being with her in that moment. So many were dying. One woman
said, “I feel certain she died because of her sister’s death. Dying is easy for anyone left alone in a concentration
camp.” Mrs. B., who had shared the pitiful Christmastide feast with Anne, knows a little more: “Anne, who was
very sick at the time, was not informed of her sister’s death. But a few days later she sensed it and soon
afterward she died, peacefully.”

Three weeks later British troops liberated Bergen-Belsen.

Miep and Elli, the heroic young women who had shielded the Franks for two years, found Anne's papers during
the week after the police raid on the Secret Annex. “It was terrible when I went up there,” Miep recalled.
“Everything had been turned upside down. On the floor lay clothes, papers, letters, and school notebooks. Anne's
little wrapper hung from a hook on the wall. And among the clutter on the floor lay a notebook with a red-
checked cover. I picked it up, looked at the pages and recognized Anne's handwriting.”

Elli wept as she spoke to me: “The table was still set. There were plates, cups, and spoons, but the plates were
empty, and I was so frightened that I scarcely dared take a step. We sat down on the floor and leafed through all
the papers. They were all Anne's, the notebooks and the colored duplicate paper from the office too. We gathered
all of them and locked them up in the main office.

“A few days later M. came into the office, M. who now had the keys to the building. He said to me, 'I found
some more stuff upstairs,’ and he handed me another sheaf of Anne's papers. How strange, I thought, that e
should be the one to give these to me. But I took them and locked them up with the others.”

Miep and Elli did not read the papers they had saved. The red-checked diary, the office account books into which
it overflowed, the 312 tissue-thin sheets of colored paper filled with Anne's short stories and the beginnings of a
novel about a young girl who was to live in freedom—all these were kept in the safe until Otto Frank finally
returned to Amsterdam alone. Thus Anne Frank's voice was preserved out of the millions that were silenced. No
louder than a child's whisper, it speaks for those millions and has outlasted the raucous shouts of the murderers,
soaring above the clamorous voices of passing time.
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