
MY STORY 
By Louise Stein Sorensen 

 
I was born in a large mansion in Rotterdam on a very cold night in February 1929. 

My mother's family had resided in The Netherlands for at least 300 years; my father’s family 
was originally from Brody, Galicia, though my father, Isidor Stein, grew up in Vienna. My father 
immigrated to Holland after WWI and started a fur coat factory in Rotterdam that, in 1936, he 
moved to the canal area of Amsterdam. 

    

     Left: Maternal van Dam family in 1914; (left to right) Aunt Rozetta, grandfather Izaak, grandmother Anna Emma, Louise’s 
mother Marianne (Jeanne), and uncle Mozes (Maurits). Right: Paternal Stein family at father’s Bar Mitzvah, Vienna, 1908, (left 
to right) Grandmother Chana, Aunt Sofie, Isidor (Louise’s father), Max, and Mendel.  

The earliest memory I have of the looming war is from sometime after 1933. My father 
and I are sitting in the living room. He is listening to a man on the radio who speaks in loud, 
barking, Austrian-accented German to a noisy crowd yelling, "Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil." My dad is 
hissing and swearing furiously, stomping his foot hard on the floor. 

In 1939 my parents tried to immigrate to the U.S. but they could not get a visa, and 
attempts to book passage on a ship to Curacao failed. On September 1, 1939, when Germany 
invaded Poland, I was ten years old, and my sister Elly was 16.  

 



 
           Prewar photo with my sister Eleonore (Elly) and my maternal grandparents. 

 

                  
Left: Louise, Cousin Emmy, and sister Elly in 1939. In 1943, at age 5, Emmy was murdered in Sobibor.     

Right: School photo of Louise, 1940. 

    
                                              



     
It would not be until May of 1940 that the war reached us, but my father knew what was 

to come even before Holland was invaded. He was very aware of the rise of Nazism. My father’s 
mother Chana, his sister Sofie and her family lived in Vienna, and my father managed to buy 
their way out during the 1938 Austrian Anschluss after paying “taxes.” They had to leave all 
their possessions behind. He also helped some of his nephews so that they could escape to 
Palestine or South America. But he brought his mother Chana, sister Sofie, her husband Emil 
Wittmann, and their son to Holland. In the end, Sofie, her husband, and their son were murdered 
in Auschwitz in 1942. 

 
My paternal grandmother Chana had a light stroke and became partly paralyzed when she 

came to our home. Although my mother tried to care for her, this became increasingly difficult. 
Eventually, she was moved to the Jewish Care Home in Amsterdam. On February 8, 1942, she 
passed away at age 86, not long before the residents of the home were rounded up, deported, and 
murdered in Auschwitz. She is buried in the Muiden Jewish cemetery outside Amsterdam. Both 
my grandmothers were spared the deportations because my maternal grandmother died of cancer 
in February 1940, just before the German invasion. But my maternal grandfather was murdered 
in Sobibor in 1943.   

 
The Nazis gradually introduced many anti-Jewish laws: in 1941 I was no longer allowed 

to attend the local Montessori elementary school. I had to go to a school for Jews only, and we 
were barred from all public places. My father's factory was taken over by a Nazi. In 1942 all 
Dutch citizens over the age of 15 were required to carry identification papers, and the Jews got a 
large J stamped on their cards. By late April we were forced to sew large yellow Magen David 
stars on our clothes with the word JOOD (Jew) printed in fake Hebrew letters on them.  

 
In June 1942 our home was confiscated and we were taken by bus to the Amsterdam 

Jewish Ghetto. But first, we were detoured to the harbor area. As an international port, 
Amsterdam had on its docks large aluminum sheds that were used to quarantine sailors after 
outbreaks of contagious diseases on the ships. Because the appointed mayor, a Nazi collaborator, 
had declared he did not want Jews in his city, a team of Nazi doctors were waiting in those 
buildings to examine us for venereal diseases. Of course, this was only intended to humiliate us. 
What sticks out in my memory is that the men and women were separated, and that my mother 
and my sister had to strip. But then my mother looked sternly at the doctor, pointed at me and 
said, "Do not touch her, she is too young." Surprisingly, he complied, but I had to watch while he 
examined my mother and sister. This was my first direct confrontation with Nazi maltreatment. 
But in hindsight, I admire my mother's courage and determination, and I shudder at the thought 
that this incident could have ended disastrously. This was one of the numerous times that ‘luck,’ 
a major component of our survival, was on our side.  

 



By September, in the ghetto, the raids and deportations increased. Armed helmeted police 
dragged individuals of all ages out of their homes and carted them away in trucks. The fur 
industry was put on a Gestapo exemption list that temporarily protected us from being taken. 
 

But one bad night, we were secretly informed that virtually our entire extended family 
had been deported. At that time, we did not yet know about the slave labor camps and gas 
chambers, but we realized that something awful was going on because even elderly people and 
little babies who would be unable to work were taken as well. 

By the end of January 1943, we learned that the exemption list had been eliminated. 
Now, we had to find a way to hide. But this was very difficult. Where could one go? How could 
one get forged identity papers? My father found a temporary location in the home of a fur 
business friend on the canals. We stayed together in one room, and one night, in desperation, my 
father said, "We should do away with ourselves," meaning suicide. He thought that my sister and 
I were sleeping but after the war we agreed that we had heard him! However, my mother said it 
was too soon; we must try harder to find a way out. Eventually, we did. My parents managed to 
contact a man outside of the city who had connections with the underground.  

The four of us were individually and secretly aided to sneak out of Amsterdam. This was 
a challenge because the railway station was heavily guarded, and people were stopped for checks 
of their identification cards. But once again, we were not stopped, and we managed to evade the 
controls. For more than two-and-a-half years, we ended up in separate hiding places, each time 
one step ahead of the pursuing Nazis.  

At my first hiding place, I stayed with a family that had five sons, aged 9 to18. Despite 
the peace and quiet of a normal suburban environment, I was not made to feel comfortable. After 
experiencing 7 months of fear, danger, turmoil and persecution in Amsterdam, I felt disoriented. 
The family did not understand my condition; they only saw an ordinary teenage girl. The boys 
bullied me because they did not believe the cover story they’d been told. I had to help with the 
housekeeping. I had no experience with such things as cleaning toilets and other duties. And 
there was not much food. 

  One event sticks out in my mind: on a day that the rest of the family was away, I found 
myself alone with the father. He said to me, “I bet you would like to take a real bath.” Since it 
was an uncommon opportunity, I gingerly said, “Yes.” With no hot water in the house, we would 
fill the tub with cold water, and add several kettles of boiled water to heat the water. Next, he 
said, “I could wash you.” Feeling embarrassed, I started to laugh, and said “No, of course I can 
wash myself quite well.” At 13 years old, I had always been treated as the baby of our family and 
was totally uninformed. Although I was surprised that he suggested such a thing, I locked the 
bathroom door leading to the hallway. But when I tried to lock the other door leading to the 
master bedroom, he said, “No, that lock is broken.” Luckily, I was saved from whatever ugliness 



might have happened to me because the rest of the family returned home just in time. But, 
looking back on it now, I can see that his suggestion for a bath, arising when he and I were home 
alone, was an indication of his intent to sexually abuse me.  

With a price of 7.50 guilders on our heads, we were always escaping by the skin of our 
teeth. And because any Jew could be betrayed to the Nazis for that sum, my parents, sister, and I 
had to change hiding places several times. Ultimately, I was in about 6 or 7 hiding places. 
Puberty was very difficult under these circumstances.  In many ways, the struggle of puberty was 
more on my mind than the fear of being caught by the Nazis. When you’re that age, you don't 
really believe in your own demise, even with an ominous black cloud always looming in the 
distance.  

In November 1943, a hiding place in the eastern part of the country was found for my 
parents and me. Through a resistance network, my parents had been put in contact with a man 
called Hoogendoorn, who was helping to find hiding places for Jews. Mr. Hoogendoorn was 
associated with a local group that was connected to the Christian Reformed Church of 
Apeldoorn, a town in East Holland, twenty kilometers north of the Rhine.  

      
Through Mr. Hoogendoorn, we arrived at the home of Jan de 

Pater and his wife. Jan de Pater was 64 years old, and his wife was 
59, when we moved there. The de Paters had both been widowed, 
and they were married for only five years when we arrived. She 
belonged to the mainstream Dutch Reformed Church, while he 
adhered to the most fundamentalist "Gereformeerde Gemeente" 
(Reformed Community), which was so small that they only had a 
travelling minister. Jan was a true fundamentalist. He wore only 
black, and though he was barely literate, all he ever did was read the 
Bible. But all the time I knew him, he never showed any fear about 
helping us. I believe he felt safe under God's protection. 
 

I’m pretty sure they had no money. Mr. Hoogendoorn had 
persuaded Mr. de Pater to take us in for an agreed sum, and we became their main source of 
income. The couple lived in a farmworker’s house on a small lot on the outskirts of Apeldoorn. 
The house and the barn were under one roof. The outside door led straight into their one-room 
quarters where they slept in an alcove, ate at a large table in the middle, cooked on a woodstove, 
and pumped water because there was no running tap. This habitable part took up about one third 
of the space under the roof, and the other two thirds consisted of a barn with a compacted dirt 
floor, stables for their one cow and one pig, and a coop with some chickens. Above the barn was 
a hayloft and, adjacent to it, a small attic room divided in two sections that could be accessed via 
a door in the far corner of the living room. The door led to a staircase and our hideout. There was 
constant danger of being denounced to the Nazis or being detected in some other way. 

         Apeldoorn hiding house 



 
Fearing discovery, my father and Mr. de Pater also dug a hole into the dirt floor of a 

closet in a corner of the barn. It had a camouflaged lid that closed with a hook, and was just large 
enough for the three of us to slip into.   

 
Mr. Hoogendoorn came to visit us occasionally. He would bring money, forged ration 

cards, as well as news from the war effort that was heard over secretly hidden radios. He was our 
wonderful source of strength, allowing us to hope for a day of liberation. (The high point came 
when we learned of D-Day in the summer of 1944. But unfortunately, we would not be liberated 
until April 1945.)   

 
Most of the time I sat on the floor, daydreaming. My mother read the Bible from cover to 

cover and kept repeating, "There is no God." Whenever someone dropped over for coffee, we 
had to be very, very quiet. If we needed to cough or sneeze, we had to dive under the blankets on 
our bed to muffle the sound that travelled quite easily through the walls and ceiling.  

 
Living with the de Paters was always scary because they did not get along and fought 

bitterly. At the height of their fights, she would threaten to leave him and go to her sister, a 
frightening prospect for us. Who knows what might have happened had she done so?   
 

At the height of their constant arguments, her bright blue eyes — wide open and 
consumed by fury — would lead him to shout, "You have the devil in your eyes, YOU HAVE 
THE DEVIL IN YOUR EYES,” and “Your man has hung himself." This was actually true. But 
she was not backing down, and she yelled back at the top of her lungs: "Oh yah, you only 
married me because I own my house and furniture." (He had nothing.) 
 

In the fall of 1944, the allied troops occupied the south of Holland and moved to the 
shores of the rivers at Nijmegen and Arnhem, where they came to a standstill. As a result, the 
civilian population of Arnhem was evacuated and most of the displaced people had to move to 
Apeldoorn, where people were forced to open their homes to the evacuees. Consequently, a 
young tailor with his wife and 6-year-old daughter presented themselves at the de Pater home.  

 
This caused us fear and distress because there was no way of knowing whether these 

people could be trusted. For a whole day we managed to ensure that they would not see us. But 
in the end, we realized that this was impossible. So, we had to take a chance and let them in on 
the secret. Again, luck was with us: they were anti-Nazi and played along. 

   
The winter of 1944-45 was very cold, and food became even more scarce than before. 

For a time, our only sustenance was the syrup and pulp from sugar beets. The Canadian troops 
showed up on April 17, 1945. We snuck outside, hiding in a trench that my father had dug in the 



field, because the Canadian artillery was shelling the area around the house. Eventually, we were 
liberated. 

By mid-May, my parents and I finally managed to reach the home 
of my mother's mixed married Uncle Abraham who still lived in the area 
where we once resided. We had nowhere else to go. The major event 
there was the day their only daughter, a physician, arrived. She had barely 
managed to survive Auschwitz. The only other relative who also returned 
was one of my mother’s aunts, a registered nurse, who survived 
Theresienstadt.  

 
No further family members on both parents’ sides survived the 

Holocaust. About 80 percent were murdered: My grandfather Izaak van 
Dam (murdered in Sobibor in 1943); my father's sister Sofie Wittmann-
Stein (murdered in Auschwitz in1942); Sofie’s husband Emil Wittmann 
(murdered in Auschwitz in 1942); their son Friedrich ‘Fritz’ (murdered in 
Auschwitz in 1942); my mother's brother Mozes ‘Maurits’ van Dam (murdered 
in Sobibor in 1943); his wife Rachel ‘Chel’ van Dam-Leons (murdered in 
Sobibor in 1943); their daughter Emma Rosetta ‘Emmy’ (murdered at age 5, in 1943, in 
Sobibor); my mother's sister Rosette ‘Ro’ van Dam (murdered in Auschwitz in 1942); and my 
great grandfather Mozes Abraham ‘Moos’ died at age 96 in the transit camp of Westerbork in 
1942. ■ 
 

 
Stein family reunited after the war. September 1945. 

Louise Stein Sorensen is an active Holocaust Remembrance speaker in the Greater 
Vancouver Area of Canada. (Her sister Eleonore or ‘Elly’ is now 98 years old.) Louise speaks in 
memory of her many family members who were murdered.   

Postwar photo of Uncle 
Abraham's surviving 
physician daughter. 


