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Foreword

« I was 20, and my grandmother told me not to talk about it »

It was in 2010, and that evening on RTBF, the report Modus Operandi by Hugues
Lanneau was on, devoted to the deportation of Belgium’s 25,000 Jews but also to their rescue.
And then, for a few seconds, images flashed by of children playing in the courtyard of a castle.
I had known that castle all my life; it was the Chateau de Beloeil. In the documentary, I learned
that Jewish children had been hidden there among the groups of residents. As a student, I was
looking for a thesis topic to complete my degree in history; [ had just found it. Indeed, being
from Beloeil, after a few inquiries in the area, I quickly realized that very few people were
aware of this story, not even my grandmother, who lived just a few steps from the castle. On
that subject, the only thing she once confided to me was that we shouldn’t talk about it... No
doubt because it had to remain a secret, as it was at the time. My cousins and I, children of
Beloeil who had always frequented the castle park, the Orangerie playground, the train rides,
the evenings in the park, were in fact walking in the footsteps of other children—children who
had been wrested nearly 80 years ago from the clutches of the Nazi occupier. I had to dig into
their story and tell it. I made it my duty—contrary to what my grandmother told me—to talk
about it...



Introduction

To the question « what to do with the women and children? », Himmler, the principal
person responsible for the Final Solution, replied in an October 1943 speech without leaving
the slightest hope: « we cannot kill the men and allow ourselves to let the children live who
would become avengers » . Thus, of the 6 million Jews who disappeared during the Second
World War, 25,000 Jews from Belgium were to perish in the camps. More than 4,000 children
appear on this grim list. Alongside this terrible figure, nearly 5,000 children were also able to
escape persecution. Through their rescue, these Jewish children became what are commonly
called “hidden children.” Indeed, if they managed to survive, it was thanks to the help of the
Belgian population who, at the risk of their lives, concealed these children in order to escape
Nazi barbarity.

Alongside the private individuals and Belgian families who took part in this rescue,
Sylvain Brachfeld, a former hidden child, identifies in his book devoted to hidden children 262
institutions®>. Among these was a colony for “feeble-minded” children, that is, for children
needing medical or social assistance because of the war, which was opened within Beloeil
Castle itself, the personal domain of the Princes De Ligne, under the name of the Léopold III
Homes colony. At the head of this organization were Prince Eugéne II (1893-1960), 11™ Prince
De Ligne * and his wife, Princess Philippine de Noailles (1898-1991). This Beloeil Home, in
the heart of the province of Hainaut, reportedly took in several dozen Jewish children mixed
with the other children during the hostilities of the Second World War. Our investigation
enabled us to identify 42 of them, but there were undoubtedly more.

This book retraces the journey of these Jewish children from the prewar period, already
disrupted by the rise of antisemitism but when the threat seemed distant, through the earliest
hours of the outbreak of war, the anti-Jewish measures that later led them to Beloeil at the
moment when their lives were threatened by the Nazis, and finally, their reintegration into
postwar society, synonymous with the hope of a return to a normal life.

This book therefore aims to be a meeting between History and their stories, all of which
have in common a stay at Beloeil during the war. To follow them as closely as possible, the
book blends archival documents and testimonies from children and staff members®. It will often

! <SPAN STYLE=\" \">TEITELBAUM V., " Children, avengers? ", in <span style=\"\">Regards. Jewish Review of
Belgium, no. 359, 1995, p. 10

2 BRACHFELD Sylvain, Thank You for Saving Us. Hidden Children in Belgium. Personal stories of hidden Jewish
children who survived in Belgium the Nazi persecutions during World War I, thanks to the help of "Righteous"
among the Belgian population, Herzlia, Institute for Research on Belgian Judaism, 2007, p. 644-650.

3 Eugéne II De Ligne (1893-1960) became the 11" Prince De Ligne in 1937. After studying philosophy, he took
part in the Yser campaign in 1914. In 1917, he married Philippine de Noailles. He was appointed legation attaché
in 1919 in Paris, then in Bucharest in 1920, again in Paris in 1921, and in Madrid from 1922 to 1924. He was also
assigned missions starting in 1925 in the Congo and in Kivu. On May 9, 1940, he was appointed minister
plenipotentiary; the next day, he put on his major's uniform and joined the command of a motorized corps in
Antwerp, which he was called upon to lead.

4 This work is based on the oral testimony of 20 of these hidden children, of several members of the staff, as well
as on various archival sources: the family files compiled in the Fonds Police des Etrangers (formerly the Office
des Etrangers), which tracked all foreign arrivals until their departure or naturalization; the records of the Comité
de Défense des Juifs, the Registre des Juifs de Belgique, and the Association des Juifs de Belgique; the



give voice to these children, now adults, to those involved at the time, and to contemporary
documents that help to better grasp the workings of a rescue of such magnitude.

deportation lists from the Dossin Barracks in Malines; the file for recognition as Righteous Among the Nations
by Yad Vashem; the archives of the chateau of Beloeil, as well as the various photo albums made between 1941
and 1945 by the chateau’s photographer.



Chapter 1: The Léopold IIT Homes, a charitable organization serving
the population victimized by the war

Beloeil Castle has been the princely residence of the de Ligne family since the 14™ century.
During the war, it was the family's main residence but also the home of many other residents.
Indeed, it was within the castle itself and its outbuildings that a children's home was opened.
He was then part of the Foyers Léopold Il organization, a relief effort for the needy Belgian
population, established by Prince and Princess de Ligne a few months after the German
invasion.

Indeed, while the war was raging in Belgium, charitable organizations opened up all over
to help people who were victims of the war. Thus, as early as October 1940, the Léopold 111
Homes were opened by Princess Philippine de Noailles and Prince Eugéne De Ligne. From the
outset, these homes were placed under the patronage of the Belgian Red Cross, of which a
distant cousin of Prince Eugéne, Prince Albert De Ligne (1874—1957), was the vice-president.
As its name indicates, the Léopold IIl Homes were “placed under the sign of King Léopold III”.
The name of Léopold III would represent “loyalty to the King, the monarchy, and Belgium,”
as so aptly expressed in a letter sent by Prince Eugéne to the President of the Brussels Red
Cross: “The national movement seeks to crystallize around an ideal that no one embodies more
than the Venerated Sovereign, whose presence on Belgian soil was determined by the desire to
support his people in the ordeal we are going through. > The initiative thus fit into the King’s
policy, who had made it his duty to remain with his people and his army rather than flee with
his government to London. Similarly, the emblem chosen to represent the initiative was King
Léopold III’s monogram on the Red Cross, chosen as “a rallying symbol for all Belgians
around royal solicitude®. The motto “In hoc signo caritas — in this sign, charity” surrounding it
was in the same spirit.

The primary mission entrusted to the first Léopold III Homes was "<span style=\"\">to
assist members of the middle classes affected by events"<span ’ style=\" \">. Accordingly, the
first Léopold III Home opened its doors on October 21, 1940, in the private mansion of the
Prince and Princess de Ligne, acquired by the de Ligne family in 1887 and located at <span
style=\" \">46 Rue Montoyer, in the heart of the Leopold Quarter, the famous aristocratic
neighborhood of Brussels<span® style=\" \">. This first home was a "<span style=\" \">low-
cost" restaurant where meals were offered to’ victims<span style=\" \">. Following the success
of this first home, about ten other restaurants of the same kind opened in the Brussels area.
However, because of the growing poverty among the Belgian population during the winter of
1940-1941, the Léopold III Homes quickly extended their scope of action to all classes of
society as well as to children and prisoners. From then on, the mission of the Léopold I1I Homes
was " <span style=\"\">to do everything possible to bring relief to the material and moral

> Letter from Prince Eugéne de Ligne to the President of the Red Cross, 10/23/40 (Beloeil Castle Archives)
& Idem.

7 Report on the activity of the Léopold III Homes from October 1940 to October 1944, n.d., n.p., p. 11.

8 The building will be demolished in 1952 to make way for an office building.

° Report on the activities of the Foyers Léopold III [ ...] op.cit., p.26.



suffering that the war inflicted on the Belgian population". To that end, the tasks that fell to
them were "<span style=\"\">to detect hardship, to remedy general undernourishment, to
combat children’s debility, to ease the sad lot of political prisoners"<span style=\"1"\">

To carry out these various missions, alongside the first so-called 'economy' restaurants,
there were open-air stations, canteens, and meal distribution centers, notably for political
prisoners (from the prisons of Saint-Gilles, Antwerp, Arlon, the infamous Breendonk Fortress,
the Bourg-Léopold camp, and also the citadel of Huy), a convalescent home, and homes for
'feeble-minded children'. Draft evaders arrested by the Occupier also received, through the
Foyers Léopold III, parcels containing food before their deportation to Germany. Finally, a
hospital was opened by that same organization on the first floor of the castle at Beloeil on June
6, 1944, without knowing that this date would mark the course of history and the lives of the
resistance fighters who would be treated there. In all, 68 Foyers Léopold 11l opened their doors
in Belgium for the entire duration of the war.

All these homes were jointly managed from Rue Montoyer in Brussels by Princess
Philippine herself, assisted by a management committee recruited from members of the nobility,
and by a team of secretaries, social workers, and stewards who ensured the smooth running of
what, from the spring of 1941 onward, would become Aid to the Léopold III Homes"'. Each
home also had its own leadership team, recruited from members of the nobility connected with
the de Ligne couple. The sisters Van Langenhove de Bouvekercke and d’Oultremont took
charge of children's homes.

In addition to good internal organization, for an undertaking of such magnitude to function,
it needed money, and many families, even the richest, quickly found themselves penniless after
a few months of conflict. Solutions therefore had to be found quickly. To remedy this, the
Léopold III Homes secured the support of various organizations: Winter Relief'?, the National
Children’s Organization (ONE), whose director at the time was Yvonne Nevejean'® (1900
1987), but also the Belgian State via the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Justice, and the
Ministry of Agriculture and Food Supply. The organization could also count on credits granted
by the State and the main banking institutions of the country'. In addition to these major
contributions, the organization also operated on the basis of private donations. King Léopold
IIT was among these donors; he contributed in particular to the meals of prisoners and of draft
evaders leaving for Germany. To obtain other income, the Léopold III Homes also organized
events such as exhibitions, theater and music performances, etc. In addition to providing funds,
the State, charitable organizations, and various financial and industrial companies made

10 <span style=\" \">Ibid., p. 5.

! The Social Aid to the Léopold III Homes, a private nonprofit association, was registered in Brussels on March
26, 1941, and its statutes were published in the appendices of the <span style=\" \">Belgian Official Gazette on
April 19, 1941.

12 Aid organization for the needy, opened in October 1940.

13 Yvonne Nevejean (1900-1987), married name Feyerick, was among the first women to obtain a social
worker’s diploma in 1922. She then joined the ONE secretariat, where she gradually rose through all the ranks.
She was appointed deputy director-general of the ONE in 1938 and became its director-general in May 1940,
serving until 1965, the year of her retirement.

14 Report on the activities of the Léopold III Homes [...] op. cit., p. 6.



available to the organization the majority of the staff employed both by the General Directorate
and by the Homes'>. Some demobilized servicemen also entered the service of the organization.

For their dedication to the Belgian population, the work of the Léopold III Homes was
described by the Red Cross as early as the winter of 1941 as an "example of civic-mindedness
and solidarity"'.

15 Report on the activities of the Foyers Léopold Il [...], op.cit.., p.7.
16 «Aid to Youth,” in Belgian Red Cross Monthly Review, November 1941, p. 40.



Chapter 2: Homes for 'feeble-minded children' and the Foyer Léopold
III in Beloeil

Among the main beneficiaries of the work of the Léopold III Homes, it was the “feeble-
minded children” who took a very important place in the princely project, since the couple
decided to open their castle to them at the beginning of May 1941, a little more than six months
after the opening of the first Brussels restaurant. Among the “feeble-minded children” were
children who required medical care, who suffered from malnutrition, or whose family situation
required temporary or long-term placement. Beloeil, although the largest home both in size and
in its capacity to accommodate, was not the only Léopold III home to combat "children's
debility". There were seven in all, opened between May 1941 and December 1942: three in the
province of Luxembourg (at the Chateau du Bois d'Arlon in Toernich, at the Foyer de Hachy,
at the Pensionnat de Grand-Halleux), two in the province of Hainaut (at the Chateau de Beloeil
and at the Pensionnat Saint Jean-Baptiste de La Salle in Momignies), one in the province of
Limburg (at the Chateau de Duras) and one in the province of East Flanders (at the Couvent
Saint-Dominque in Erwetegem). These homes, which officially admitted children from 6 to 18
years of age, operated either on a permanent or a seasonal basis. It was the General Directorate
on Rue Montoyer that handled the distribution of children among the homes. The children—
20,000 in total'” —were divided according to their age and sex, as well as the length of time
needed for their “recovery.” Accordingly, the Homes of Duras, Momignies, and Beloeil, all
three permanent, housed children whose care required long-term placement. The Homes of
Grand-Halleux, Toernich, Erwetegem, and Hachy were reserved for seasonal stays, which
excluded the presence of Jewish children—at least for any long duration—who, logically, were
found in the permanent colonies. Note that Duras, Momignies, and Beloeil worked in concert,
since the first took in the youngest beneficiaries and the second, the oldest, with Beloeil as the
intermediary between these two homes.

The plan to open a Léopold IIl Home in Beloeil was already mentioned in the memoirs of
Ignace Simon, dean of the parish of Beloeil, who, on February 25, 1941, informed his
parishioners of « the intention of Prince Eugene Il De Ligne to open his castle to needy children
»'® Thus, the Léopold III Home of Beloeil opened shortly thereafter, on May 8, 1941, for
around fifty children aged 6 to 12. Three months later, there were already a hundred more.

The Léopold III Home in Beloeil was set up within the very walls of the de Ligne family's
castle, built in the 18" century in the heart of the small Hainaut municipality of Beloeil. During
the war, this municipality might have seemed to benefit from a strategic geographic position,
since it was far from German posts. Indeed, the Kommandanturen of Tournai and Mons were
located more than 20 kilometers away. It should be said that the municipality of Beloeil did not
really interest the occupier, whose Luftwaffe forces were concentrated around the Chi¢vres
airfield, less than ten kilometers from Beloeil. There, between 2,000 and 5,000 men were

17 « A fine achievement of mutual aid in Belgium. The activity of the Léopold Ill Homes during the occupation »
in La Métropole, 24/01/1945, p. 1.

18 COUSIN J.-P., Excerpts from the chronology of the deanery of Beloeil from the year 1000 to 1968, Beloeil, n.d.
(J.-P. Cousin Documents).



stationed, along with bombers, fighters, and some Luftwaffe aircraft'®. Thus, opening his
weekly diary at the beginning of 1942, the parish dean summed up the first two years of the
war with these words: "We rarely encounter Germans"*.

<span style=\"\">The Léopold III Homes organization took advantage of this apparent
calm to establish there its largest and most important children’s colony. At the outset, the
Léopold III Home of Beloeil occupied only part of the castle’s wing to accommodate its first
50 boarders under the direction of Madeleine De Roover<span style=\"?! \">. However, faced
with the growing number of children—they numbered 250 by the end of 1941—a dependency
of the castle located on the other side of the estate, the Orangery, was reserved as of August 15,
1942 for boys aged 6 to 10. Madame De Roover directed it until 1943, while Countess
Magdeleine Rolin Hymans,?? a childhood friend of Prince de Ligne who had lost her husband
in the first fights against the enemy, became director of the main home at the request of Prince
Eugéne. Finally, Countess Monique de Bousies<span®® style=\" \">, niece of Countess Rolin
Hymans, took over at the Orangery at the beginning of 1944, while from the spring of 1944,
Christiane Rolin resumed the position of director of the castle (she would die there at the end
of June 1944 at only 21 years of age) <span style=\" \"> 2 so that Countess Rolin could prepare
the opening of a hospital within the castle itself. Princess Yolande De Ligne (1923-2023), one
of the princely couple’s daughters, also, seasonally, took in, in another outbuilding located at
the back of the castle, children described at the time as 'grands débiles' aged 6 to 10—in other
words, in a situation of great need. All told, as many as 827 children were counted at the castle
in the summer of 1943. Then, after part of the castle had been converted into a hospital, there
were only 400 in 1944 and 1945. In all, 3,000 children passed through Beloeil during the war
years.

Thus, to cope with such a number of children, the entire castle as well as all its outbuildings
and even its gardens had to be progressively adapted in order to accommodate the young
charges as well as possible. That is why the castle underwent numerous modifications to
accommodate restrooms, showers, dormitories, playrooms, dining halls, classrooms, etc.,

1Regarding the history of this air base, see the article: NEVE A., « Brief history of the Chiévres Air Base 1939-45
», in Coup d’eil sur Beloeil, vol. 20/3, 1984, pp. 199-202.

20 « Memoir of the events of Abbé Simon » cited in COUSIN J.-P., op. cit.

2l Madeleine Castiau is the wife of Marcel de Roover (1890-1971), an engineer and businessman who in January
1941 became director of Brufina, the financial holding company of the Banque de Bruxelles. A nationalist, royalist,
and anti-communist, he was active in the Resistance and notably contributed to the financing of several resistance
networks. He was arrested in 1942. DEBRUYNE E., The Secret War of Belgian Spies: 1940—1944, Brussels, Racine,
2008, p. 70-71

22 Countess Madeleine Rolin Hymans, née de Borchgrave d’Altena (1903-1983), is the widow of Gustave Rolin
Hymans, who died on May 11, 1940, in Heeren-Elderen.

23 Countess Monique de Bousies (1922-2013) is the daughter of Count Jean and Countess Diane de Borchgrave
d’Altena, sister of the preceding countess. She married Prince Baudouin De Ligne (1918-1985) in 1946.

24 Christiane Rolin (1922-1944) worked at the Léopold III Home in Bois d’Arlon before being called to Beloeil
in March 1944 by a Jewish child who had stayed at Bois d’Arlon and wanted her as a godmother. She was then
suffering from complications related to the whooping cough vaccine that she had agreed to test for the children,
and from severe articular rheumatism. She died on June 26, 1944, in Beloeil.



making Beloeil the « prototype of the model social organization placed at the service of the
health and happiness of our children »** according to the Belgian Red Cross.

Among the children received at the castle were the children of employees of various Belgian
companies, such as Gazelec, Electrobel, Solvay, and Cockerill; of coal mines in the Mons and
Charleroi region; and also of stores such as Innovation and the Bon Marché. Other children also
arrived at the castle via philanthropic organizations such as the Red Cross, the ONE, or Winter
Relief. The home also took in children fleeing the bombs, from the regions of Antwerp, Licge,
and La Louviere, as well as survivors of the bombing of the Tertre orphanage, in the
municipality of Saint-Ghislain, about fifteen kilometers from Beloeil?’. Needy children from
the Beloeil area were also received at the castle. Beloeil also lodged children of political
prisoners as well as of resistance fighters—the Prince Eugene de Ligne belonged to several
Resistance groups such as the Secret Army or the Independence Front. Let us also note that in
Beloeil, the work of the Leopold I1I Homes was not limited to the reception of children; resisters
and draft evaders were also sheltered in the attics and cellars of the castle.

In conclusion, throughout its years of operation this entire organization pursued a single
aim: to provide for the happiness, safety, and recovery of the children who were housed at the
de Ligne family’s castle. Within this multitude of needy children who came from all corners of
Belgium, other children had been concealed. They were Jewish children...

%5 « L’aide a la jeunesse », in op. cit., p. 40.
26 An Allied bomb accidentally dropped from an English plane hit the orphanage run by the congregation of the

Oblate Sisters of Saint Benedict in Tertre, on April 23, 1944, killing 48 people, including 45 children.
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Chapter 3: “The Dream of a Better Life”: The journey of Jewish
children and their families before the war

The Jewish children who arrived in Beloeil were between 4 and 14 years old; most of
them had therefore known an almost normal family life before the war. A life which, although
tinged by the rise of antisemitism, still went hand in hand with the carefreeness of childhood.

This was not the case for all of these children, however, for nearly a fifth of them, then
between 7 and 10 years old, had already been through many ordeals, having followed the path
of emigration with their families and the -often- difficult integration of the interwar period.

Most of these families were originally from Poland; others from Germany, Romania, and
Czechoslovakia. They arrived in Belgium gradually starting at the end of the First World War,
with a sharp increase at the end of the 1920s—a period when the Jewish presence in Belgium
rose from 20,000 to 50,000 in less than 10 years. They had mainly come in search of better
living and working conditions at a time when, in Eastern Europe and especially in Poland, a
severe economic crisis was raging. The migratory flow of Jewish populations declined as early
as the beginning of the 1930s because the economic crisis in Western Europe drastically
reduced professional opportunities in Belgium and led to the implementation of a strict
immigration policy that stopped the arrival of foreigners. The wave of Jewish immigration
resumed during 1938-1939 from Germany and from Austria, annexed by the 3™ Reich in March
1938. Indeed, the antisemitism sweeping these countries since Hitler's rise to power pushed
them to abandon everything and leave for Belgium as "political refugees." Thus, from 1935
onward, the Nuremberg Laws adopted by the Reichstag excluded Jews from German civil
society and bode nothing good for their future in the Third Reich. The climax that dashed any
remaining hopes came with the Kristallnacht pogroms, organized on November 9, 1938,
targeting all Jewish sites throughout Nazi Germany.

Ruth Hocchauser, a 6-year-old Jewish girl living in Breslau, kept in memory the account of
that tragic night as well as of the preceding events. : « [ had a very happy, normal childhood in
Breslau that I remember very well. Everyone was nice until Kristallnacht. We were Polish
citizens. -In October 1938, 'Polenaktions' were organized with the aim of expelling Jewish
Polish families from Germany to Poland-. So they came for my parents, but they were gone. In
those days, they wouldn’t take children by themselves. My parents knew exactly what the
Germans were doing, so they left us at home with neighbors with whom we shared an
apartment. The Nazis came to get my parents and saw us, and I thought they were nice, because
Iwas very young and ignorant. A Nazi took me on his lap and said 'go and find some photos of
your parents for me to look at'. My older sister had heard that and had locked the photo albums
in a cupboard and hidden the keys. I went into the other room and said 'Where are the photos?
'He wants to see photos, he is very nice'. [ remember she said, 'he isn't nice; they came to take
our parents away, and if they see photos, they will be able to recognize them in the street.' [
remember it; it was the first shock of my life. My parents finally returned home after midnight.
On November 9, synagogues and shops were burned. I remember seeing the dome of one of
Breslau's main synagogues burning, but I did not understand what it was about. We heard the
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glass shattering. That was the most peculiar atmosphere we lived in there. » Fortunately, Ruth's
family was not directly affected by these destructions because her father's textile shop was
located on the first floor and was therefore not visible from the street.

The passage into Belgium was often strewn with pitfalls for these newcomers who
crossed the border illegally. Indeed, following the Evian Conference, which aimed—vainly—
to resolve emigration problems, on April 30, 1939, the Belgian government decided to close its
borders permanently to migrants. For example, the family of Bluma Zimet, 9 years old,
originally from Berlin, tried to cross the border with the help of smugglers for the first time in
July 1939: « From Cologne, our parents wanted to send my brother Kathriel and me to Belgium.
Someone was supposed to wait for us at a certain station to take the two of us to one of our
cousins who lived in Belgium. Arriving at that station, which was very near Cologne, we did
not find that person and we went back home ». The missed meeting forced them to return to
Berlin because « the next morning, the Gestapo raided that hotel in Cologne. “The Gestapo
took our passports and our money and sent us back to Berlin.” They made a new attempt a few
days later, this time successful: « After a few days, we set off again for Cologne. There, my
father met a Christian who was ready to help us cross the border. We had no money and
promised to pay him upon our arrival in Belgium. He agreed. He had arranged to meet us in a
place off the usual route from Germany into Belgium very early in the afternoon. We walked
for nearly 4 hours. When we arrived in Eupen-Malmédy, he put us up with one of his friends
for the night. At 4 a.m., we set off again and crossed the border under his guidance and arrived
in Antwerp ».

As with Bluma and Kathriel, the parents of the sisters Ruth and Dora Hochhauser first tried
to have their children cross the Belgian border, but legally. Whereas up until November 1938,
very few German Jewish parents were willing to part with their children, the events of
Kristallnacht had made parents realize that separation had now become inevitable. In November
1938, the Belgian Christian Social senator Joseph Pholien (1884-1968), then Minister of
Justice, authorized the admission of 250 Jewish children from Germany and Austria. 220
children thus entered Belgium in early January 1939, then 250 more 2 months later. Ruth and
Dora Hochhauser were part of this second « Kindertransport » that arrived on Belgian soil on
March 14, 1939. These children were then cared for by organizations for the protection and
assistance of Jewish refugees before being placed with families or in homes. The Hochhauser
sisters were more fortunate, as they were taken in by their grandmother who lived in Antwerp.
« I have never managed to forget our story. Let me explain: I was 7 in 1939, when our parents,
following the horrors of the infamous Kristallnacht, sent my sister and me from Germany to
Belgium, alone in a group of Jewish refugee children toward an uncertain future. Our
grandmother took us in and provided for us ». In all, 1,000 children would reach Belgium by
this legal means before May 1939. The parents promised to join -but this time, illegally- their
children as soon as possible. Thus, the Hocchauser sisters’ mother arrived in Antwerp 3 months
later « after smuggling through the Ardennes forest » and their father, another 3 months later,
after having « had to leave his father, an elderly man in his seventies, in a home for elderly
Jews. He was very upset about having left him ».
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Ultimately, overall, on the eve of World War II, nearly 70,000 Jews lived in Belgium.
Although settled for sometimes nearly 20 years, they still did not have Belgian citizenship. All
were at risk of being sent back to the border if they did not regularize their status as often as
required by the public authorities.

Other difficulties made their task even harder: problems accessing housing and steady work,
in addition to having to learn a new language—French and/or Flemish—depending on where
they found asylum.

Indeed, Jews were not allowed to settle wherever they wished. In certain neighborhoods of
Brussels and Antwerp where Jewish populations gathered, people refused to rent anything to
Jewish refugees. Ruth Hochhauser confirms this new difficulty: "My parents were refugees;
they had only what was in their small suitcases. They were young, they were in good health,
and they were filled with hope and determination to build their new life in Belgium. I remember
very well how hard it was for them at the beginning to find an apartment in Antwerp, refugees,
foreigners, Jews were turned away... We were treated like undesirables or parasites, and that
even before 1940..."

From then on, Jews arriving in Belgium were forced to live in a 'ghetto'. "Our street was
full of Jews, we lived very closely together, as a community" recalls Albert Racimora, who was
3 years old when the war broke out. Often, these families were forced to live in housing with
'nonexistent physical and moral hygiene conditions ', as lamented by the Union of Social and
Assistance Works of the City of Brussels in the case of the family of Sara Wongezenski, who
arrived as a baby from Poland to Antwerp and then to Brussels, and found only a small studio
for the four of them to live in. Despite this, in these neighborhoods, often located near the Midi
and Nord stations in Brussels and the central station in Antwerp, the Jews who arrived from the
East in a way recreated the living conditions they knew so they could come together.

These deplorable situations were due to the parents’ precarious economic situation. They
had to string together several odd jobs and work tremendously hard to meet their own needs
and those of their families. In general, they found work in small and medium-sized clothing
firms, in leather goods, and in the food trade. For that, the foreign worker still had to have a
Belgian work permit; without it, he could not work legally, which only further heightened the
families’ insecurity.

For newly arrived children, integration was not easy either. Upon their arrival in Belgium
they faced other difficulties, notably adapting to a foreign school environment and learning
their new language. Sylvia Birbaum, 8, originally from Leipzig, and Ruth Hochhauser
remember their entry into Belgian primary school.

After attending the Jewish school in Germany where « boys threw stones at us because we
were at the Jewish school », Sylvia was distressed to be placed in 1% grade at the French-
language school in Ostend at the start of the 1938 school year, even though she had already
been in 3™ grade in Germany. Following her mother’s request, she was finally moved up to 3™
grade, even though that move was hard for her. After a childhood in Germany where she could
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not go out freely, life near the Belgian coast quickly made her forget that, even though the
family stayed there only a year before moving to Brussels. Her father was finally able to obtain
a residence permit, even if it was not in a completely legal way. « My father took me to city hall
when he had to register; he had to show his passport over the counter, and I saw that, inside
his passport, there were banknotes, and he handed over that passport, and when that passport
came back into his hands, the bills had disappeared; I think that’s how he arranged his stay ».
In Brussels, Sylvia, who had just celebrated her 9th birthday, was admitted to 4th grade at the
municipal school of St-Josse-ten-Noode.

For the second, Ruth, in addition to school, it was learning French that caused her many
problems. In Antwerp, where she lived with her grandmother, she was sent to a French-speaking
school. There she accumulated various learning problems and then was mocked by her
classmates. "Shortly after our arrival in Antwerp, we attended a school; they immediately
placed me in a French-language class, and I felt as if [ had been thrown into a lions' cage. The
children teased me constantly because I didn’t understand what I was being told; they took me
for an idiot and forced me to wear donkey ears! My grandmother did not understand why I was
so unhappy, why I kept losing all my things, why I did not want to eat, why I found it so hard to
do what children generally do naturally and with pleasure. My sister was in the Flemish
department at the same school, and she adapted much better. Flemish sounds a bit like German,
whereas French was very different, so I wasn't learning well. On top of that, I was dressed in
the German fashion, with thick stockings and boots. Belgian children were dressed completely
differently. It seemed so different that they started to gang up on me in the playground, and |
couldn't defend myself because I didn't even speak the language”. The arrival of her parents in
Antwerp and her change to a Flemish school allowed her to regain an average level. Yet, « /
was no longer the little bright spark I had been in Germany; I remember being terrified of the
teacher because there was no understanding in those days, no time for difficult childreny .

The parents and the other family members also had to do the same and did everything to
learn the new language " while keeping their attachment to Jewish (Yiddish) culture, which was
their mother tongue" as stated by Isaac Jerozolimski, age 3, whose family was originally from
Poland. After a marriage in keeping with their culture, the choice to marry officially in Belgium
could also be considered another way of integrating into their new homeland. Thus, half of the
couples chose to marry in a civil ceremony in Belgium between 1925 and August 1942!
Arriving from Poland in the mid-1920s, little Isaac's parents were officially married in
November 1933 in Molenbeek-St-Jean.

All this shows these families’ determination to integrate despite the difficulties. Some
succeeded so well that their children later born in Belgium felt fully Belgian. Integration,
however, became increasingly difficult over time due to the rise of antisemitism in Belgium.
The past was gradually catching up with the fugitives who had dreamed of a better life on
Belgian soil.
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Chapter 4: « At the station, there were thousands of us »: the entry
into the war and the exodus of Jewish families

Although Belgium officially entered the war only on May 10, 1940, with the invasion by
German troops, the news coming from the East did not bode well for Jewish families.

In general, few Jewish children remember the outbreak of the war, often because they were
too young. By contrast, for the older ones, the memories are clearer. Henry Gorbitz, 6 years
old, remembers the noise of the planes and the fact that his parents had protected the large shop
window of the store they ran in Brussels with a kind of adhesive paper. Rosa Ajlkichen, 7 years
old, remembers being woken by the sound of bombs falling on the railway stations in Brussels
and planes passing overhead. Abraham Kapotka, 6 years old, also in Brussels, recalls « the
turmoil all around, people running from left to right, gas masks brought home, bombings left
and right, people fleeing ». Yet, he did not know « what it meant ». It was the same for Luba
Brygier, 7 years old, who wondered « what does war mean? » from her apartment in St-Josse.
Sylvia Birnbaum, who was 10 at the time and had left Germany less than two years earlier,
however, immediately understood what was happening. « On Friday, May 10, 1940, we were
awakened by planes in the sky over Brussels. I immediately understood that it was the war,
which the radio confirmed. I trembled for 3 days, [ was overcome with fear. I did not want to
leave the apartment until Monday. When [ finally went down into the street, I noticed that
nothing seemed to have changed ».

Nothing seemed to have changed for the inhabitants of Beloeil either, where the Germans
had entered on May 19, 1940. Indeed, Abbé Simon notes in his register that <span
style=\"\">"<span style=\"
courteously—what a difference from those of the other war! <span style=\
style=\"2\">,

\">the Germans are behaving properly, I would even say

"

\ H> ” <Spa}’l

Yet things changed rapidly, for these Jewish families, like many Belgian families, were, a
few days after the entry into the war, once again driven onto the roads, this time from France;
the Belgians, haunted by the memory of the German invasion of 1914; the Jews, out of fear of
falling under the domination of a regime that showed itself to be cruel toward them. The
majority of the families of the Jewish children of Beloeil knew these paths of exodus.
Sometimes only the father left for a time, as with the father of Abraham Kapotka, age 6, whose
mother refused to follow her husband. « My father said to my mother, ‘take the kids, we’re
leaving! We’ll take the train from the South Station toward France.” My mother said that with
3 kids on the roads, that wouldn’t do. My father left alone because, being a Bundist (Jewish
socialist movement), he would be the first to be caught by the Germans. He stayed there less
than 2 years and in the summer of 1942 he had himself repatriated to be with my mother and
her children ».

Others, however, decided to leave with their families.

27 CoUsIN J.-P., op. cit.
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Even if the atmosphere did not seem disturbed in Brussels for young Sylvia, 10, her parents
were frightened and decided to flee to Paris, where they had family. " We borrowed 1,500 francs
from a gentleman. It was chaos at the station; my father kept postponing the departure. One
day, my father managed to get train tickets for the coast. We left for Ostend on May 15. We
took the tram toward De Panne. We then reached Adinkerke on horseback, and we wanted to
head south, but because the roads were crowded, the driver abandoned us. In the end, four of
us climbed into a truck. That’s how we reached Dunkirk. We then spent 3 days in a refugee
camp before taking another train. There, a signal, 'The Germans are here,’ and everyone then
Jjumped off the train to flee across the fields. During that exodus, the constant fear was of being
caught and betrayed by our German accent, so we spoke as little as possible in public. We
found refuge on a farm occupied by Jews, mainly from Antwerp, where we stayed for about 2
weeks. After those 2 weeks, my mother wanted to continue toward the unoccupied zone in the
south of France, but my father, for lack of money, said we would have to return to Brussels. As
1 had fallen ill on the way back, we returned to Brussels in a military ambulance.”

When they left, the morale of 7-year-old Abraham Mydlarz’s family was very low: the
mother was crying, the father was very upset, and the little boy had stomach aches. During the
journey to a destination unknown to the little boy, who had never taken the train before, an
explosion occurred, the train came to an abrupt halt, and then they heard screams. « Leave the
train, the Germans are bombing from the air, save yourselves! ». Stifled by the jostling crowd,
the father hoisted his son onto his shoulders. The little boy remembers precisely the view from
up there « buildings collapsed like cards, the cries of the wounded, the station’s glass roof
demolished, broken panes falling onto the crowd, killing and injuring, bodies, blood
everywhere, the crowd trampling the bodies that screamed in pain. It was awful ». They were
in Lille station. The family took refuge in the underground passages until the arrival of the next
train, by which they finally reached Toulouse. There, they lived in a nearby village where
Abraham learned to swim in addition to attending the village school, although his dream at the
time was to return to Belgium. His wish was granted, as they returned to Belgium after a while,
but once again the return was difficult, because upon arrival his father was subjected to an
identity check, which he eventually managed to get out of. They finally found their apartment
intact, with only a single pane broken. Dora Szyper, 6 years old, also mentions this German
presence upon their return to Belgium. Thus, when the refugees returned, the Germans took the
names and addresses of all the families who got off the trains. Dora’s father realized it was a
trap and gave them a false address, unlike the uncles who had migrated with them and who later
ended up in Breendonk for 18 months.

For Bluma Zimet’s family, the exodus would prove short-lived, because “having set off on
foot with all the Belgian refugees and made it as far as Lille, they were overtaken by the
Germans. There was no point in going any farther.” They returned to Brussels in a German
military truck. From Brussels, they went back to Antwerp to the apartment where they lived.
This family was not fortunate enough to find their apartment intact. Indeed, during their
absence, “a Belgian neighbor took advantage of the house being empty to break in by making
a hole in the cellar and to help himself to everything that pleased him .” Fortunately, a more
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honest neighbor was able to tell them who the thief was, and thus they were eventually able to
recover part of their belongings.

The period of exodus for the family of Georges Weisz, age 7, was punctuated by miracles.
At the start, the father managed to find seats for the 3 family members on two different buses.
The bus that Georges had boarded with his mother unfortunately broke down. They eventually
reached Abbeville by train. They were accommodated there in a Red Cross center that was
bombed shortly afterward. George and his mother then hid under sandbags, which did not
prevent his mother from being hit by shrapnel and by the collapse of the sandbags. They then
found themselves as if buried alive. An uncle and a priest fortunately ended up freeing them so
they could continue their journey. Another time, when they had reached a bridge that, it was
said, would bring them freedom, the mother asked that her son be made to cross the bridge
because, being wounded, she would not have the strength, but little Georges refused. A few
minutes later, the Germans blew up that same bridge, and everyone who was on it died on the
spot. That was not the last miracle. While George’s mother was being taken to the hospital,
George was left alone in a French village. After three weeks, once recovered, the mother did
everything in her power to find her son, and succeeded. And finally, the father found them as
well, and they returned to Brussels following Pétain’s capitulation and the establishment of the
Vichy regime.

Rosa’s family—she was 7, and her brother, Frangois Ajlkichen, was 4—also wanted to
escape the Germans by trying to reach the Spanish Pyrenees, except that « when France entered
the war, although he had managed to avoid military service in Poland at 18, my father was
forcibly conscripted into the Foreign Legion; he was just two weeks shy of his 45th birthday.
Finally, after a month, we received a card saying that he was wounded and being treated in a
hospital in Royan, on the Atlantic coast. After several weeks, in August, he escaped and found
us in the village where we had taken refuge in Auterive, in Haute-Garonne. He had traveled
the whole way south on foot! Finally, since France had capitulated and although the South
remained free for the time being, we decided to return to Belgium in September 1940. It was
better to go back home because my father could provide for his family. Here, we were refugees;
we had no work, no home of our own. In Belgium, we had our house, our business, and our way

of life ».

The family of Jacques Kucinski, age 8, and Robert, still a baby, then refugees in Marseille,
also decided to return to Belgium because they had « realized that the South of France was
ruled by a fascist Vichy government; it therefore seemed safer to return to Belgium despite all
the risks and perils ». For the family of Maurice, 9, and Philippe Wajnryb, 12, it was following
an exchange of letters with Jews who had remained in Belgium saying that the Germans «
weren’t doing anything to [them] », that they returned to Brussels. Indeed, General Alexander
von Falkenhausen, at the head of the military administration of Belgium and northern France,
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had received instructions to « not to touch the Jews in the occupied territories »**. At least at
first...

Chapter 5: Jewish Children and Anti-Jewish Policy (1940-1942).
From the registration of families to the wearing of the star

It was only some time after their return to occupied Belgium that the situation worsened for
Jews living in Belgium. Indeed, starting in the fall of 1940, General von Falkenhausen's military
government instituted, through special regulations, the exclusion and stigmatization of the
Jewish community within Belgian society.

The city of Antwerp was an early testing ground for the application of antisemitic measures.
Indeed, the Antwerp metropolis was to be Aryanized as a priority; hence anti-Jewish measures
were targeted at it?. As it happens, at that time several Jewish children and their families were
living in that city and its surroundings. This was the case for the family of the sisters Ruth and
Dora Hochhauser, that of Louis Engelholm, and that of Bluma Zimet.

The first measure implemented in the port metropolis was the expulsion of Jews to
Limburg in mid-December 1940. This decision undoubtedly had a strategic purpose: Hitler
planned to attack the United Kingdom and, with that in mind, wanted to eliminate any military
opposition and any suspicious presence in strategic places such as Antwerp>’. In less than three
months, a little over 3,200 Jews were thus expelled, or 10% of Antwerp’s Jewish population, at
that time still the city with the largest Jewish population in Belgium. Very quickly, the
occupation authorities reversed course. At the end of March 1941, women and children under
14 were gradually allowed to return to Antwerp. In July, it was the turn of men over 65. Those
who remained were transferred to a labor camp in Limburg, which the last of them left in
January 19423!. The family of Bluma Zimet was confronted with this expulsion measure to
Heusden, a mining village on the left bank of the Scheldt. « At the end of 1940, they began
rounding up the Jews and sending them to Limburg. With a doctor’s certificate, you could
postpone the departure date, but despite that, in February 1941 we were sent to Heusden, in
Limburg, a small coal-mining village. We had to report to the town hall every day to have our
identity cards stamped. We were housed two families to a narrow miners' cottage and ate in a
large house where the kitchens and the dining hall for all the people assigned there under forced
residence were located. In July, the women and children under 14 were sent back to Antwerp.
The Germans had ordered people to be dispersed because, as we later learned, the crematoria
were not yet ready to operate. The men and the boys over 14 had to stay in Heusden and we
had to mark their clothes with their initials. After two weeks, they too were dispersed. However,
the men were not allowed to go to Antwerp. Only mothers and children were allowed there.

28 STEINBERG L., Le Comité de Défense des Juifs en Belgique 1942-1944, Bruxelles, Ed. de I’Université de
Bruxelle,s 1973, p. 17.

2 ROEKENS A., La Belgique et la persécution des Juifs, Brussels, Renaissance du livre/CEGES, 2010, p. 71.

30 Ibid., p. 71.

31 STEINBERG M., The Persecution of the Jews in Belgium (1940-1945), Complexe, Brussels, 2004, p. 144.
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Dad and my brother were staying with a cousin in Brussels. They came to see us every Shabbats
».

While Antwerp had considerably more Jews than Brussels at the beginning of 1941, the
trend reversed following the evacuation of refugees from Limburg, but also because the
persecution policy carried out by the occupying forces was enforced more virulently in Antwerp
than in the capital®. The three families still remaining in Antwerp all moved to the capital. Such
was the case for the family of Ruth and Dora Hochhauser, who were worried about the situation
in Antwerp: “Antwerp had such a tightly knit Jewish community that something horrible could
happen there. In Brussels, we could lose ourselves in the population.” Bluma and her mother
also joined the male members of their family in Brussels. The Engelholm family also decided
to leave for Koekelberg because it despised Antwerp’s collaboration policy.

After the implementation of this early anti-Jewish policy in Antwerp, the German
authorities, who held legislative power in occupied Belgium, issued eighteen ordinances with
the force of law between October 23, 1940 and September 21, 1942. The first were aimed above
all at stigmatizing and dispossessing the Jewish community.

The first decree of October 23, 1940, which prohibited the slaughter of warm-blooded
animals, did not directly target the Jewish population; however, it outlawed their ritual
slaughter. A few days later, the decree of October 28, 1940, targeted them explicitly this time,
as it aimed to determine who was Jewish. This decree also prohibited the return to the country
of Jews who had fled Belgium for France during the German invasion. The census of Jewish
businesses was also instituted in this decree, as was the mandatory identification of cafés,
restaurants, and hotels belonging to Jews?. This October 28 decree also ordered the
establishment of a Register of Jews in all Belgian municipalities. In accordance with this decree,
municipal administrations were required to enter, in a collection of index cards filed in
alphabetical order, all Jews over the age of 15 who were then residing in their jurisdiction.
Among the families of Jewish children who would pass through Beloeil in the years that
followed, one tenth did not submit to registration. These families were no exception, for of the
42,500 Jewish persons over the age of 15 living in Belgium, between 2,000 and 3,000 did not
comply with the order given®*. That said, if the majority of families complied with the decree,
it was because they thought they could trust the occupying forces. Among them was the family
of Héléne Nemirovsky (4 years old), originally from Romania: « We went like everyone else. 1
don’t really know why, because at the time, given that the Germans were relatively restrained
in Belgium, we told ourselves, perhaps wrongly, that we were at less risk by registering than
by not registering»>>. This family—whose father was not Jewish—thought they could evade
the roundup by declaring themselves « without religion », which was unthinkable in Nazi logic
since the grandparents themselves were recorded as being of the Jewish faith. Once registered,
the notation « requested inscription in the Register of Jews » was then affixed to the identity

32 MEINEN 1., The Shoah in Belgium, Waterloo, Renaissance du Livre, 2012, p. 31.

33 ROEKENS A., op. cit., pp. 51-52.

3% SAERENS L., “ De Jodenvervolging in cijfers”, in Les Cahiers de I’Histoire du Temps Présent, no. 17, 2006, pp.
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35 Interview of Lydia Nemirovsky with Barbara Dickschen, 01/25-05/18/2000, p. 56 (FMC).
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document of the person who had fulfilled this duty®°. As of July 29, 1941, it was additionally
stamped with the word « Juif/Jood » or with the letter « J » in red ink®’.

The ordinances of spring 1941 further reinforced the last ordinance of October 1940,
because all Jewish businesses, including those that were not part of the hotel and restaurant
sector, were henceforth required to bear the trilingual inscription "Jewish Enterprise".
Moreover, an ordinance promulgated on May 31, 1941 decreed that all Jews and all Jewish
businesses had to declare their real estate®®. The plunder of the Jews was thus set on track. As
a result, nearly 80% of Jews were forced to close their businesses, depriving parents of the
income needed to support their children and their households.

The German occupier then shifted into high gear by bringing into force the first measures
aimed at isolating the Jews from the rest of the population. With the “ordinance of August 29,
1941, limiting the free movement of Jews,” they were subjected to a curfew from 8 p.m. to 7
a.m®. In addition, from then on they could settle only in Antwerp, Brussels, Charleroi, and
Liege*.

Three months later, on November 25, 1941, it was decided to establish the Association of
Jews in Belgium (AJB). The occupier now had a body representing the Jewish community that
it could, sooner or later, charge with a new task with a tragic fate. All Jews were called upon to
register with the AJB at the beginning of 1942. Precise information about family composition
and housing was required: alongside the exact identity of the occupants, the full address was
listed along with a description of the dwelling. These forms were then cataloged by municipality
and then by street, rather than being filed alphabetically as was the case for the Register of Jews.
The staff assigned to this task set to work without suspecting the true purpose of these forms.
However, several Jewish families began to grow wary. Indeed, while they had mostly complied
with the previous ordinances, a third of the families did not make an appointment to complete
this new form with the AJB.

On December 1%, 1941, a new ordinance came into force, this time against the children,
who until then had not been directly targeted. They were barred from public schools starting in
January 1942. It was now the AJB that was tasked with creating primary schools and training
Jewish teachers. This measure profoundly affected the Jewish children, for different reasons.
So in 2™ grade, Abraham Kapotka was delighted because he didn’t much like school. “I was
the king of dunces. I was very happy because in 1*, I was hopeless, they put me in 2™ because
the teacher didn’t want me anymore. In 2", if there had been a second-to-last place, I would
have gotten it”. On top of that, he was glad not to have to endure antisemitic violence from his
classmates anymore. “One day, before going to school, suddenly someone hits me and his

36 SEBERECHTS F., « Les autorités belges et la persécution des Juifs 1940-1942 », in VAN DOORSLAER R.,
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parents next to him say ‘hit the Jew,” and my brother, who was older (14 years old), went and
beat the other one up. The parents yelled at him.” On the contrary, Abraham Mydlarz
remembers that he went home on the last day of school « with tears in his eyes, it was a terrible
blow for [him], he wondered why? »*'. The enactment of this ordinance prompted many
requests for exceptions. Thus, some Jewish children escaped this measure since they continued
to attend their schools, which had to resort to various ploys (assumed names, changing dates of
birth...) to protect them*?. This was no doubt the case for Sylvia Birnbaum, who finished the
school year in the summer of 1942 without experiencing antisemitism even though there were
several Jewish children in her class. Her older brother, who was in secondary school, did not
have the same luck, as his teacher summoned their mother to tell her it would be better if he left
school. Rachel Klejman, age 7, was also able to continue school normally until the end of the
1942 school year, six months longer than the regulations allowed.

In addition to denying them access to schools, the Occupier also forbade Jewish children
from going to public places such as parks, swimming pools, cinemas, theaters, etc. Already in
the summer of 1941, Sylvia Birnbaum, then 11 years old, remembers « of a hot summer Sunday
when my mother, who loved to swim, decided to take me to the outdoor public pool. When we
got there, there was a huge sign saying ‘This establishment is forbidden to Jews’. My mother
looked at me and said that since we had come from far away, we would go. As [ was climbing
the entrance steps, I tripped and stubbed my toe so hard it must have been broken. I tell myself
it was because we had wanted to defy the German decrees ».

Also in 1942, on May 8 to be exact, a new ordinance set specific working conditions for
Jews. As a result, more than 2,000 Jews were deported to northern France to labor camps run
by the Organisation Todt. This German organization was tasked with carrying out military
construction projects and, since March 1942, had been working on building a defensive wall
along the coasts of the Atlantic, the English Channel, and the North Sea®*. Isaac Jerozolimski’s
father, a Polish tailor deprived of income, was taken among these workers. Yet his mother had
advised him not to go despite the threats hanging over the family in case of disobedience. Three
other fathers also went to work on the Todt worksites: the father of nine-year-old Abraham
Bomberg, the father of Raymond and Henry Gorbitz, ages six and eight, and the father of three-
year-old Jeannette Berkowitch. The only alternative, if they did not comply with these
summonses, was illegality, but the step to take was still too great. However, Bluma Zimet’s
father, who had been summoned, decided not to comply.

The final step in the regulations concerning the Jews was to make them identifiable to the
outside world. That was accomplished with the ordinance of May 27, 1942 establishing a
distinctive mark for Jews, the infamous yellow star! All Jews aged 6 or older were required to
wear on their clothing the Star of David on which a black J was affixed. Although the
municipalities were tasked with distributing these stars, the Brussels municipalities refused to
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do so. This was, moreover, the first significant protest against the anti-Jewish policy. This
refusal was of crucial importance because more than half of the registered Jewish population
now lived in the capital. From then on, it was the German authorities, then the AJB, that
distributed the stars in Brussels. Once again, many families complied.

Children remember having worn that star. Luba Brygier, 8, remembers her “ /ittle turquoise
coat with the star that had to be sewn on and unsewn constantly”, Albert Racimora, nearly 5,
the sweater he pulled on over it, and George Weisz, 9, the schoolbag he wore in front to hide
what made him “ very embarrassed.” It was because of that star, moreover, that he encountered
problems at school for the first time, which is why he very quickly decided not to wear it
anymore. For Rosa Ajlkichen, then 9 years old, the experience of the yellow star was also very
difficult: « Once I put on the yellow star, although everyone knew that I was Jewish [she
attended a Catholic school/, it was as if [ had a mark of shame. Everyone seemed to pull away
from me, it was completely different, like night and day. All of a sudden, the friends I had were
no longer interested in playing with me, and the teachers kept me at a distance. [ felt as if |
were someone else, as if [ were a species that did not have the same rights as other people; [
suddenly felt inferior. I did not have the right to belong to the group of people who were in front
of me ». Sylvia Birnbaum received her star on her 12th birthday. « [ felt strange the first day 1
went to school with the star sewn onto my jacket, but inside I was proud to be Jewish. My friends
and my teachers treated me just as before ». The star was not always synonymous with bad
memories for these children. In fact, for Abraham Kapotka, who was happy not to have to go
to school anymore, wearing the star amused him; for him, “ it was a bit as if he were a sheriff.”

In the face of the publication of such ordinances, mistrust toward the occupier grew ever
stronger, all the more so as instances of mistreatment of Jews multiplied. Abraham Kapotka
remembers that one day his mother took him « fo a friend’s house who had two little girls.
About fifty meters away, we saw them being taken away by men in black jackets, and they saw
my mother; she started to panic and walk faster; they started walking behind us. We knew the
neighborhood very well. In the end, my mother was completely hysterical; I started to laugh—
it was like playing cops and robbers ». Others, however, continued to believe that complying
with the ordinances exempted them from all risk. Dora Szyper’s parents believed they were
safe because the father had been in Belgium « for so long, he couldn’t imagine it could happen
to him. For him, Belgium was his country ». Indeed, many German soldiers, even in occupied
territory, continued to put on a good face toward the children. Thus, Marcel and Jeanine
Goldsztejn, ages 7 and 9, each recall, at different times, an encounter with Germans who offered
one a nice juicy pear and the other some sweets.

By the end of this first phase, the Germans had succeeded in putting in place the foundations
for the exclusion of Jews from Belgian society and the Belgian economy. They had been
successively identified, registered, marked, confined at night to their homes in the four
designated cities, grouped into a compulsory community, deprived of their property and of the
exercise of their profession. Gradually, all this had contributed to breaking their morale, all in
order to have them more readily at their disposal for the next phase ...
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Chapter 6: “We were like foxes hunted by a horde of wild dogs”: the
first deportations and the roundups of the summer of 1942

This first, very complicated period of marking and exclusion was followed, in the
summer of 1942, by a second, even harsher phase of hunting down and deporting Jews.

On June 11, 1942, the deportation of the Jews of Belgium to Auschwitz was announced
by Adolf Eichmann (1906-1962), who was responsible for organizing the "Final Solution". The
camp's extermination section, known as Auschwitz II-Birkenau, was then ready to receive the
Jewish populations of occupied Europe. A few days later, an initial quota of 10,000 Jews to be
deported from Belgium was set. Consequently, an initial list of Jews to be deported before the
end of the summer was then drawn up by the AJB, which had been charged by the occupier
with ensuring the smooth conduct of the operation. To compile this list, the AJB's services
relied on the family files established when Jews registered a few months earlier. Thus, 12,000
orders for a so-called "work assignment in the East" - expecting that this number would suffice
to reach the quota of 10,000 deportees - were sent. The recipients were expected at the assembly
camp at the Dossin barracks in Malines before September 3. This barracks opened its doors on
July 27, 1942 in Malines, between Brussels and Antwerp, cities where 90% of the Jewish
population resided, to evacuate the Jewish population from Belgian territory. From there, they
would be taken to so-called work sites in Germany, that is, to the Auschwitz extermination
camp in occupied Poland, but at the time, they did not yet know this. In view of the resistance
provoked by the summonses, which many Jews did not respond to this time, the AJB leadership
began, from August 1% onward, to enclose a letter. On the one hand, it insisted that this was not
a deportation but rather a work assignment. Furthermore, the letter emphasized that « whoever
failed to report to the assembly camp on time would be arrested and sent to a concentration
camp in Germany, with confiscation of their property », as well as « failure to comply with the
labor service order could have dire consequences, both for members of your family and for the
country’s entire Jewish population » **. Most Jews nevertheless did not trust the contents of
this letter either. Although these summonses theoretically concerned only Jews aged 16 to 40
and of working age, the summoning of very young children and elderly people quickly aroused
suspicion. Yet, at the gates of the Dossin Barracks, which opened its doors to the first Jews at
the end of July 1942, 6 brothers and sisters of the Jewish children of Beloeil thought they were
protecting their families by reporting even though they were only between 14 and 21 years old.

Some children from Beloeil retained a precise memory of the summons and the
departure of their elder brothers and/or sisters.

<span style=\" \">Abraham Kapotka remembers the day when his brother Aron, 15, and
his sister Marjem, 18, were summoned. “One day, the whole house was filled with anxiety, my
brother and my sister received an invitation to go to work in Germany. My mother went to the
AJB and asked them 'what is it?’. They said: 'Listen, you have nothing to fear, it's simply for
compulsory labor on construction sites in Germany for 3 months.' She brought my brother and

4 LONCIN J., Roundup in the Marolles. Four Jewish children saved from the Shoah, Louvain-La-Neuve,Versant
Sud, 2003, p. 84.
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my sister to the Dossin Barracks. From there, they left.” <span style=\" \">They left Mechelen
by the 17P2" style=\" \">st <span style=\" \"> convoy on August 4, 1942.

Frangois Ajlkichen, 6 years old, remembers that his sister, Dora, age 16, received a letter
telling her that she had to leave « to work for 3 months in Germany on pain of having the whole
family deported ». His other sister, Rosa, 9 years old, adds that their mother then went, in vain,
to several doctors in search of a fake certificate of poor health preventing her eldest daughter
from leaving to work. Finding no other solution, she is said to have finally accompanied her
daughter to the station, « after buying her a new backpack and clothes and more practical shoes
for work in the fields » while sensing that it would be the last time she saw her. Rosa then stayed
at home to watch over her little brother. A few days later, the Ajlkichen family received a «
dirty and crumpled » card in the mailbox. On this card, which had been thrown by Dora from
Convoy No. 3 that was transporting her with 999 other people on August 15, 1942, to
Auschwitz, was written: « Mom, we re on a train going east, we don’t know where we re going
».

In addition to the summoned brothers and sisters, Abraham Gorbitz, 18, the eldest
brother of Henry and Raymond, appears to have reported voluntarily to Dossin, no doubt
because he was accompanying his brother Paul, 15,, who had himself been summoned. They
left on the 2" convoy on August 11. Lejb Klejman, 17, Rachel's older brother, left on the 1°
convoy on August 4 without having received a summons letter. Next to their names on the list
of deportees who left Malines in the summer of 1942 appears the notation KV for 'Keine
Vefiigung,' that is, 'without order'. Was it the hope of finding work and sparing their family that
led them toward this fate? No one knows, for none of these young people returned from the
camps.

Ultimately, these summonses did not reach the expected quota; of the 12,000
summonses, only 4,023 came forward, barely a third®. The Nazis then halted this recruitment
for forced labor. However, to reach the initially planned number of 10,000 deportees, they
would have to look for other means to apprehend the 60% of Jews needed to fill the quota before
September 15.

To reach the quota quickly, mass arrests were organized. Thus, several large roundups
were organized during the summer of 1942. Unlike the summonses, the roundups now targeted
the entire Jewish population. The first took place in Antwerp on the night of August 15 to 16,
1942 and led to the arrest of about 1000 people. The second was organized in the same city on
the night of August 28 to 29, 1942, with more than 1100 Jews arrested. The third took place in
Brussels on September 3, 1942 and 718 people were seized. The fourth roundup was held in
Antwerp on September 11 and 12, 1942; around 1400 Jews were apprehended*®.

The Brussels roundup is the best known not because of the number of people
apprehended, which may seem small compared to the number of families living there, but rather

45 ADRIAENS W., STEINBERG M. and SCHRAM L., et al. (eds.), Mecheln-Auschwitz, 1942-1944: The Destruction
of the Jews and Gypsies of Belgium. 28 transports, 18,522 portraits), vol. 1, Brussels, VUBPress, 2009, p. 144.
4ROEKENS A., op.cit., p. 82.
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because of the twists of fate that meant many escaped it. It should be said that on the night of
September 3, the roundup was planned around the North and South stations, but for lack of
sufficient manpower it affected only the eastern neighborhoods around the South Station,
straddling the municipalities of Brussels, Saint-Gilles, and Anderlecht. The Germans knew the
addresses of their targets well, since they were in possession of the Jewish files... They had
only to go and seize the residents in their sleep.

The Brussels roundup left a deep mark on the children who witnessed it. Abraham
Kapotka, 8 years old, who lived on Rue Vanderhaegen in Brussels, remembers that summer
evening: “All I remember is that, in the evening, you suddenly hear, ‘the Germans are here.’
My father said to my mother, ‘we’ll get out over the rooftops,” and my mother said, ‘you're
completely crazy, we're on the 4th floor,” so we stayed and waited. The concierge of our
building, a goyim (anon-Jew), was down there, sitting in front of the door of the building where
3 Jewish families lived, turning on all the lights. He watched the scene; they were taking people
out left and right. He watched, and precisely because there was light and he was sitting out
front, they didn’t come into our building. The next day we asked the concierge, the guy said,
You know, I don’t care—if they’d come, I would have said there were Jews here.” Simply
because he had stayed outside with lots of light, they didn’t come by.” The 3 families were thus
spared.

One hundred meters away, six-year-old Isaac Jerozolimski, his little brother, and their
mother were not so fortunate, as the Germans found them at home on the evening of the roundup
on Rue du Lavoir. « That fateful night, German soldiers came into the apartment and, as |
remember it, with a very large man in a white jacket, no doubt a Gestapo man, who had come
to take us. My mother shouted something, and later she told me that she was saying she knew
why they were taking us—that it was to kill us—and that they could do it on the spot. At that,
the soldier said, 'don't talk nonsense,’ yanked the tablecloth off the table, and pulled clothes out
of the wardrobes to supposedly make a bundle. We were sent to a shop on Rue du Lavoir, run
by Jews, where people from the neighborhood were being gathered. Afterwards, I remember
that we were in a truck that was taking us toward the Gare du Midi. When we arrived at the
station, a German soldier held a lamp that lit the inside of the truck, and people were getting
out. My mother took my brother by the arm (he was barely 2) and me by the hand, and she
slipped into the shadows along the side of the truck (remember, the city was plunged into
darkness during the war). I yelled to my mother, 'the suitcases!?' and she put her hand over my
mouth. We slipped through Rue de France and Rue Bara. Trucks were arriving from the other
side. My mother pushed us into a doorway, and we went to a Jewish lawyer who lived on a
street opening onto Place Bara. There, there had been no roundup — Place Bara was to the west
of the Gare du Midi and therefore outside the perimeter of the roundup —, we spent the night
therey.

The family of Luba Brygier, age 9, who lived on rue de Suéde in Saint-Gilles, narrowly
escaped deportation during the roundup, since at the moment when the Germans entered their
apartment, the father and mother - Luba was already in hiding - were on the roof with blankets
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and coats so they would not be seen. The Germans, thinking the apartment was empty, even
sealed the house as they were accustomed to doing after they had been through.

The family of 5-year-old Albert Racimora, who lived on Rue Ruysdael in Anderlecht,
also witnessed this roundup on a side street. Indeed, Albert heard shouting in the street that
evening: “Help! They've taken the children—they took the men and the children! . The
Racimora family would have escaped the roundup anyway because their house was considered
to belong to a Swiss national who in fact occupied only the ground floor. Moreover, the
Racimora family no longer officially existed, because already at the start of the war the father
had “bought” the false name Raes, sensing what was about to happen. The next day, Albert
realized the damage caused by the roundup; he found himself alone in the street to play marbles,
with all his friends gone.

Dora Szyper’s family, who were then living on Rue du Progrés in Schaerbeek, could
have been arrested during the roundup. Indeed, the next morning, ‘like any good Belgian’, the
father had gone down to pick up his rolls at the corner bakery, and a neighbor had reportedly «
almost run right into him » and said to him « but get home quickly, how is it that you re here?
There’s no one left! ». A cross had indeed been drawn on their front door, a cross that the
Germans were in the habit of marking once they had emptied a house, yet they had not gone
into the house where the Szyper family lived.

However, not everyone was so fortunate, since during that roundup the father of Léon
Zwikielski, who was only 8 years old, was arrested and deported from Place Rouppe, not far
from his home on Rue van Helmont. The father was then in a café and reportedly managed, just
in time, to hide his son under the counter before his arrest. The mother, who found refuge at the
Salvation Army with her son, then reportedly tried to negotiate with the Nazis to find her
husband, but the German signaled to her to give up, otherwise she too would be arrested. The
father was deported by the 9" convoy, on September 12, 1942, barely 9 days after the roundup.

Jeannette Berkowitch, only 3 years old, and her mother were also apprehended, no doubt
from their home on Rue des Tanneurs, from which about fifty people were rounded up that
night. The mother also appears on the list of deportees on the 9™ convoy to Auschwitz. Little
Jeannette, however, was spared. A letter dated September 11, 1942, sent by the AJB committee
to the administrator of the Foreigners’ Police (formerly the Foreigners Office), states that the
little girl had then been sent back from Malines with 9 other children *“ whose parents are either
in Malines or have left for an unknown destination” ¥ and that all of them had been placed
either with caretakers or in homes. Twelve days later, she is listed as a “clandestine child” at
the Protestant Children’s Home in Uccle.

47 Copy of the letter sent by the AJB committee to the administrator of the Aliens Police, 11/09/1942 (Aliens Police
file no. 1521561, AGR).
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All told, the large roundups of the summer of 1942 came to just under 4,000 deportees.
To this, one had to add the smaller roundups that took place in northern France and in Liége,
which brought about 700 more people*®.

By September 15, the quota of 10,000 Jews still had not been reached. That is why the
Germans had to act differently again to obtain their number: they carried out individual arrests
that gave Jewish families the “‘feeling of being like foxes hunted down by a pack of wild dogs.
Every day, the news swept through the city. The Gestapo worked night and day to seize the
Jews.” as recounted by Abraham Mydlarz (10 years old), who had not experienced the
September roundup because the family was then living in Molenbeek-Saint-Jean.

These arrests, which turned out to be the main means of rounding people up for
Auschwitz, sometimes took the form of roundups, though on a smaller scale than those of the
summer of 1942; the modus operandi was the same: one or two streets barricaded and then
emptied of their Jewish occupants. Sometimes it also happened on the basis of denunciations. ..

Frangois Ajlkichen remembers an arrest in Brussels at the beginning of 1943, when he
was living in a house at the intersection of Rue du Houblon and Boulevard Barthélemy—a
house with two entrances, a glass door on the shop side on the boulevard, and an old door 10
cm thick secured with a bolt on the perpendicular street. Because they had narrowly escaped a
roundup that had emptied the entire street of its Jewish residents for lack of room in the Gestapo
van, the family decided to go into hiding in an attic room in Molenbeek. On the day they left,
in February 1943, Frangois and his sister Rosa asked for permission to go fetch a few books
from friends so they would have something to do. When Frangois came back, he saw a crowd
in front of their house: German soldiers were pounding the heavy door with an ax. The father
of the friend with whom he had been a few minutes earlier then took him back to his house. A
few hours later, he led him to the end of Rue des Remparts, “ to the house of an old gypsy
woman who sold stinking rags ”. All of a sudden, a door opened and his mother appeared to
him. She told him about the miracle of their missed arrest: “I knew you were outside,; I don’t
know why, but an angel urged me to throw the bolt on the door (the big bolt they normally
never threw during the day).” However, the Germans could easily have entered the house
through the shop’s glass door, but they probably didn’t know that the shop connected to the
living quarters. Rosa, who had gone to get a book from another Jewish friend of Turkish origin,
having also seen the German crowd in front of the wooden door, had tried to go around via the
boulevard, but a neighbor called out to her, saying ‘Don’t go home, the Germans have taken
your parents!’. The lady then took her to a café on Boulevard d’ Anderlecht, where a man who
worked in the Resistance offered to place her somewhere safe by passing her off as his daughter:
“an isolated house with a fence—in fact, a brothel! Made-up women were there, over by the
Gare du Nord.” In the end, he brought her back to the café where he had picked her up the day
before. The café owner was furious. Rosa then had no news of either her parents or her little
brother. She found herself alone at ten years old. Fortunately, the neighbor who had brought

48 ROEKENS A., op. cit., p. 81-82.
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her to the café felt remorse and came back. She took her home again, but her husband was
furious at the idea of putting his family in danger. But a few hours later, there was a knock at
the door. Her mother had come to free her! Rosa found her parents and her little brother again,
all safe and sound.

The family of Bluma Zimet, living on the 2™ floor of a house on Rue Vloger in
Schaerbeek, was most likely denounced by a Belgian resident of the street. Thus it was that
Germans arrived one night in front of their building at 2 a.m. and tried to enter the house, whose
door was fortunately locked. Armed with a passkey, they managed to enter a neighboring house,
from which they gained access to the Jewish family’s garden and the back door of the house.
From there, they went straight up to the attic—where the family had been sleeping for some
time previously. Finding no one there, the men went down to the 3rd floor, where a Belgian
couple lived. « They woke them and asked three times whether any strangers lived in the house.
Despite the revolver pointed at his chest, the man answered three times that no. In doing so, he
saved our lives. We had heard everything that was happening and were certain they were going
to come to our place. We had gotten dressed, ready to leave, except for our shoes, and were
waiting our turn. Avound 4 a.m., they left the house and stationed themselves in front of the
entrance door. My mother took the opportunity to send my brother and me up to the attic, sure
the Germans would not go back up there». At dawn, the Germans moved on without having
checked who lived on the 2™ floor. « The next morning, on seeing me, the neighbors greeted
me with immense joy; everyone knew what had happened during the night. But we knew they
would come back. » Indeed, they did return a few days later to empty and seal the apartment,
but the Zimet family had left the premises.

The parents of Ruth and Dora Hochhauser also nearly got caught a few hundred meters
from the Zimet family’s house, on Rue Royale Sainte-Marie where they lived, while their two
daughters had already been placed in Beloeil. When the Gestapo arrived, the parents managed
to run off by jumping out one of the windows and landing on the roof of the neighbor’s
bedroom. The fagade of that neighbor’s house looked out onto the corner of the cross street.
They followed it so as not to be seen by the Gestapo.

The family of Rachel Klejman, who lived on rue du Vautour, continued to live normally
despite the events targeting the Jewish population in the capital, because they felt safe, the father
then working in a German fur workshop. Yet Rachel, her older sister Anna, her mother, and her
grandmother were arrested one morning in the winter of 1943. « Then one day, five men came,
among them the Jewish traitor and informer, Big Jacques®. He was a family friend. It was early
in the morning; I remember he said to the Germans, pointing to our blankets: ‘Das sind Decken
von Juden’. We were ordered to get dressed. Meanwhile, the Germans went up to the second
and third floors, where Jews also lived. We quickly got dressed and Mama took some papers
and divided them among us. She looked out the window to see whether there were any more

4 "Big Jacques," whose real name was Icek Glogowski, was a Belgian Jewish collaborator of Polish origin who
had lost his wife and his 3 children, deported on the 9<span style=\" \">th convoy on October 10, 1942. Before the
war, he was a doorman at a hotel in the red-light district near the North Station. As a collaborator, he had his
offices at the Gestapo headquarters on Avenue Louise. He was responsible for the deportation of hundreds of Jews,
whom he denounced during his trips in search of Jews throughout the capital, riding in a black Gestapo car.
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Germans outside. Then she took us by the hand and said: ‘Run as fast as you can and go find
Papa.” We weren’t even completely dressed. On the rue des Vautours where we lived, the
Germans had requisitioned a school, and a guard was pacing up and down in front of the
building. By chance, he was going in the other direction and didn’t see us. The Gestapo car
was empty. We ran off to our father’s workplace; Mama had said that we shouldn’t fear for
her, because nothing would happen to her. But she was arrested with my grandmother and sent
to Auschwitz (via the 19" convoy of January 15, 1943). When we arrived at our father’s, he
wanted to go home immediately, but they didn’t let him leave because the director wasn’t
therey.

Arrests did not take place only at the homes of Jews. George Weiss’s mother, for
example, was apprehended on Avenue Louise while she was on a tram. From there, she was
locked up for an entire night at the Gestapo office on that same street. The next morning, as she
was getting into the truck that had come to pick them up to take them, no doubt, to Mechelen,
an SS man pulled her from the truck, insisting that she go home. Fearing a trap, she changed
trams several times for fear of being followed and leading the enemy to her family.

In all, 17 of the 28 convoys left Malines for Auschwitz between August 4 and October
31, 1942. On board were two-thirds of the deportees from Belgium, about 17,000, who had left
following summonses, apprehended during roundups or individual arrests. From then on, if
Jews wanted to escape the worst, they had no choice but to go underground, all the more since,
as of October 1941, leaving the country was forbidden to them. From then on, the children
would have to change their lives, if they hadn’t already, and shift into their new life as hidden
children...
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Chapter 7: “As long as I live, the children stay with me”. The difficult
choice of going into hiding

While the Germans managed to round up two-thirds of all the Jews deported from
Belgium in just three months, it would take them two years to gather the remaining third. This
meager result for the Gestapo attests to the difficulties they now faced: Jews had now gone
underground in the hope of escaping the enemy.

For some, it was the summonses to Mechelen in August 1942 that pushed them to do so.
The day after the two older brothers from eight-year-old Nahum Fuchs's family left for
Mechelen, someone is said to have come to tell the parents to go into hiding and no longer stay
in their home. The parents of brothers Robert and Jacques Kucinski, for their part, had taken
the initiative, as they did not believe at all in the so-called labor camps. For others, it was the
mass arrests in the summer of 1942 that encouraged them to hide. This was the case for the
family of George Weisz who, having learned that neighborhoods had already been emptied of
their Jewish residents, decided, so as not to suffer the same fate, to leave Saint-Gilles and go
into hiding in a village west of Brussels.

For any family that chose to go into hiding, the first step was to find a hiding place where
everyone would be safe. At first, Jewish families turned to acquaintances or neighbors to hide
with their children. This was the case for the family of Bluma Zimet, who lived for a time “with
a Jewish friend whose apartment was not registered as a Jewish apartment”.

The entire family of Robert and Jacques Kucinski went to live in an attic room on the 4%
floor in Molenbeek-Saint-Jean; the tenants downstairs were not supposed to know that people
lived there, so they had to « stay there without opening a window and make no noise ». Having
miraculously escaped deportation, the family of Francois and Rosa Ajlkichen also went into
hiding in the same municipality. For more than a year already, the mother had had no news
from her family who had remained in Poland. « My mother received a letter from her parents
in Poland, who had been forced to leave their home and were going to enter a ghetto, and my
mother had to send blankets and warm clothes for the next winter via the Red Cross,; which she
did, but she never knew whether the package really reached them ». The family of Maurice and
Philippe Wainryb, who now lived in a small Brussels apartment with another Jewish family,
for their part used a doorbell system hidden in the mailbox to avoid a German raid.

Abraham Mydlarz and his parents were not fortunate enough to receive outside help or to
find makeshift housing. That is why, since “staying at home was very dangerous,” they left
their home early every day, took a tram to the countryside or the forest, and in the evening,
upon their return, they barred the front door with a beam. They slept fully dressed, shoes on,
always ready to flee via the roof to the neighboring street. Finally, they found a hiding place
for the three of them. « We lived like rats in a stinking cellar, without light; we ate uncooked
food; we had no choice—the important thing was to stay alive. By day, we went out to get a
little fresh air, hoping that the claws of the Germans would not seize us.»
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These first moments in hiding were spent as a family; the mothers were not yet ready to part
with their children. To an older cousin of Albert Racimora who wanted to take him and his
older brother with her to Switzerland, their mother replied, “ as long as I live, the children stay
with me.” The same was true for Abraham Kapotka, whom an uncle wanted to take to his home
because he believed himself protected thanks to his service in the First World War. These
mothers were right not to entrust their child to these people, for both were arrested and
subsequently sent to Auschwitz, from which they never returned.

Yet, very quickly, families understood the necessity of a separation, even though this choice
was very painful. In August 1942, Sylvia Birnbaum’s parents had already placed their youngest
daughter in hiding for fear of deportations. In September 1942, Dora and Ruth Hochhauser’s
parents decided to put their daughters « in safety so they could flee somewhere », all the more
since the situation in Belgium had become « more and more alarming », to the point that they
« hoped that, if they were separated, perhaps someone might survive ». The arrest of two aunts
led Dora Szyper’s parents to hide her, because « it was easier for the parents to get around than
with a 7-8-year-old child ». The parents of the young Kucinski brothers also separated from
Robert and Jacques at the same time because « being with two little kids in an attic room without
being able to move around was not going to make survival very easy ». Abraham Kapokta’s
parents finally resolved to part with their remaining child—the older children had been deported
in August 1942—at the beginning of 1943, after they learned of the deportation of the uncle,
supposedly protected, along with his family, and after narrowly escaping arrest themselves.
While he had gone with his mother to visit a friend of hers and her two daughters, they witnessed
their arrest as it happened. Spotted, they managed to shake off the German by cutting through
the construction site of the junction that would later connect the Brussels-South and Brussels-
North stations. The mother then tried to find a way to have her son hidden in a Brussels
monastery. « She said, ‘My son, he is Jewish. Would you be willing to hide him?’ The monk
said, ‘Listen, no problem, give him to me,’ then she said, ‘I will ask my husband.” My father,
who was not very religious already, replied, ‘The child will not be hidden with monks,” so we
waited for another way. ». Francois and Rosa Ajlkichen’s mother began to distrust the Germans
from the moment she received the card that her daughter Dora had thrown from the train that
was taking her to Auschwitz in August 1942. From that moment on, she told herself that
something had to be done to save her two youngest, all the more as life in hiding was becoming
more and more difficult. « My father was already in hiding; he had very dark features, black
hair, brown eyes—he looked Jewish. My mother was blonde with blue eyes. She passed for a
Flemish woman. She went out every day to go to the market; my father never went out. We
never lit the stove, so as not to make smoke. We always ate cold. I went out from time to time
to the library. The situation was becoming very difficult. There were roundups every day». The
fear in this family intensified from the winter of 1943 onward, when an escaped Jewish prisoner
is said to have warned the Jewish community about the fate that awaited them. « One evening,
we had a meeting at our home with a few Jews, and someone recounted that a Jew had escaped
from Auschwitz and had described the horror of that extermination camp; we were terrified.
He warned all the Jews not to let themselves be caught because they don't take you to work;
they take you to kill you.» That would have been the last straw for this family. « From now on,
there’s no question of staying with us; it’s too dangerous. I'm going to have to place you; you
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must accept it because we can no longer stay together after what happened to us. We
understood. We could no longer count on our parents. For me it was a fall from a pedestal: my
mother was no longer my guardian angel».

But whom to turn to this time? Officially, no organization could come to their aid, and those
who acted to help them had to proceed clandestinely, which made approaching them even more
complicated.
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Chapter 8: Rescue networks

After the difficult choice of separation, Jewish families turned to several networks to hide
their children. Thus several of them arrived as early as the summer of 1942 at Beloeil Castle.

The Belgian Red Cross

Although it could do nothing officially for the Jews, given the occupying authority's
ban, the Red Cross expressed, via its 'Aid to Youth' committee, its support for children's
colonies that were hiding Jewish children, including the Foyer Léopold III. This committee also
sometimes took it upon itself to direct Jewish parents to the institutions it sponsored, and it so
happened that the homes of the Foyers Léopold I1l—and therefore the Home de Beloeil, which
was the first to open its doors to these clandestine protégés—were the main beneficiaries at the
time.

It was therefore through this intermediary that several Jewish children arrived in Beloeil.
Ruth and Dora Hochhauser's mother had initially sympathized with a saleswoman from the
Innovation stores, a certain Léonie Van Rossem, and had asked her for help in getting her
daughters to safety. The daughter of this saleswoman, who worked as a nurse for the Red Cross,
is said to have put them in contact with Beloeil in the summer of 1942. Dora Szyper and Sonia
Wuczinsky, 5 years old, arrived at the same time probably via local Red Cross branches in
Beloeil.

The Committee for the Defense of Jews

The Committee for the Defense of Jews (CDJ), which benefited from the assistance of the
Red Cross for sending food to Jews in hiding in Belgium and was not truly active until the end
of 1942, is said to have then taken over the placement of children in Beloeil.

It was a clandestine resistance network founded in the summer of 1942 by Hertz, a Jewish
communist scientist, and Yvonne Jospa®’, a social worker of Romanian origin; the professor of
philosophy at the Free University of Brussels, of Polish origin, Chaim Perelman®! and his wife,

30 Hertz Jospa (1905-1966) was a mining engineer from Bessarabia (formerly Romania and now Moldova) who
came to Belgium in 1921 to pursue his studies. From 1936 to 1940, he was one of the members of the National
Committee of the Belgian League against Racism and Antisemitism. He was active in the Communist Party while
it was underground. Arrested on June 21, 1943, he was deported in succession to Breendonk and Buchenwald,
from which he returned in May 1945. His wife, Yvonne Jospa (1910-2000), née Hava Groisman, also originally
from Bessarabia, emigrated to Belgium in 1928 to pursue higher education at the University of Liége, but
reoriented toward training as a social worker. Upon completing her studies in 1933, she was hired at the Institute
of Sociology of the ULB and married Ghert the same year. She took part in receiving the children of Spanish
Republicans and in the clandestine transit through Belgium of foreign volunteers joining the International Brigades
during the Spanish Civil War. From 1936 onward, she also, together with her husband, took care of receiving
Austrian and German Jewish refugees.

51 Chaim Perelman (1912-1984) was a Polish philosopher, with doctorates in law and in philosophy and letters,
who arrived in Belgium in 1925. He became a Belgian citizen in 1936. He took part in the Eighteen Days'
Campaign as a soldier. He was suspended from his duties as a teacher following the ordinance of October 28,
1940. He was responsible for education within the AJB. His wife, Félicie (1909—1991), better known as Fela,
maiden name Fajga Estera Liwer, is originally from Poland as well. At the beginning of the German occupation,
she takes care of packages for the detainees at Breendonk. Starting in 1942, she set up four Jewish kindergartens
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Fela, a historian with a degree in psycho-pedagogy, who had already set up nursery schools for
Jewish children excluded from schooling pursuant to the 1941 ordinance.

In addition to its general aid missions for the Jewish population hidden throughout Belgium,
the "Children's Section," headed by Maurice Heiber’?> —who at the time held a dual role as
director of the AJB (Association of Jewish Jews) and director of the Children's Section of the
CDJ (Jewish Defense Committee), which allowed him to save thousands of Jews since he had
access to the AJB's files listing Jewish families—became the primary activity of this resistance
network against the occupation. This section did not employ only Jewish personnel; non-Jews
also worked in the various sections of the network.

Within this important section, the 'placement service' was headed by Ida Sterno™, a.k.a.
Mademoiselle Jeanne, a Jewish social worker of Romanian origin, and she was assisted notably
by Andrée Geulen and Suzanne Moons>*, a.k.a. Brigitte, two young women of Belgian origin.
This service’s role was to find available places in Catholic institutions, holiday camps, boarding
schools, orphanages, or with private individuals to hide the children. In all, 155 institutions and
700 hosts entered the service of the CDJ to place some 2,500 Jewish children. To that end, the
service could count on the participation of the ONE which, thanks to its director, Yvonne
Nevejean, had put its camps at the disposal of Jewish children and opened its contact list to Ida
Sterno and her collaborators.

Among these colonies was Beloeil, which at the time was approved directly by the ONE
and which, for the CDJ, bore the code number 601. To understand what this number means,
one must refer to the system set up by “Madame Pascal,” whose real name was Estera “Esta”
Heiber-Fajersztejn, the wife of Mr. Heiber, tasked with creating a system to record all
information concerning these children without compromising their safety. This coding system
comprised six notebooks that had to be consulted together to be understood. Opening notebook
C, one discovers that the number 601 corresponds to the “Foyers Léopold III Beloeil Colony.”
Under this number, eight other numbers: 79, 80, 201, 217, 450, 155, 440, as well as typically
Belgian first and last names: Philippe and Maurice Wynants, Louis Engels, Frangois Michaux,
Jean and Jeanine Collet, Jacques Vanderlinden, and Simon Appels. These numbers and names
in fact conceal the identities of the Jewish children placed in this colony. To identify them, only

in Brussels. When the roundups and deportations of the Jews of Belgium began, she entrusted these children to
the CDJ to put them somewhere safe.

52 Maurice Heiber, originally from Galicia (in Poland), arrived in Belgium in 1926. At the beginning of the
conflict, he accepted pyrénenfance’. With his dual role, he quickly understood that, instead of protecting the
children, the AJB exposed them even more to danger. He was arrested with his wife, Esta Heiber, on May 21,
1943, and sent to Malines, from where he was released in January 1944. The couple was then able to devote
themselves fully to rescuing children with the CDJ.

33 1da Sterno (1902—-1964), of Bessarabian origin, had been recruited by Yvonne Jospa, who had known her during
her professional internships before the war. She was arrested in May 1944 but escaped deportation at the last
minute.

54 Suzanne Moons-Lepetit was recommended by the Resistance to Ida Sterno. As a Catholic activist, she managed
to establish contacts with convents and Catholic institutions for the placement of children..
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by placing the other notebooks side by side could one learn the full identities of those in hiding.
Indeed, a single notebook falling into hostile hands could not be used on its own>>.

These notebooks were organized as follows: a first notebook, notebook A, contained the
list of children under their real first and last names, sorted alphabetically, followed by different
numbers for each child—these were their code numbers assigned by the CDJ. Under those same
code numbers, arranged in ascending order, notebook D listed the false first and last names of
those children, followed by their dates of birth, and notebook F listed the parents’ addresses.
Another notebook, notebook E, had the same role as notebook C, as it recorded in alphabetical
order the various hosts—that is, the list of non-Jewish private individuals—as well as their
addresses and the code numbers of the children placed with them. A final notebook, B, titled
“Names,” listed, by code number, the children’s real names.

In addition to the notebooks, the secret system also included individual cards useful for
accounting and that remained incomprehensible without the help of the notebooks. Thus,
Abraham Kapotka’s card recorded not only his false name, “Jean Collet,” but also his code
number, 450; his date and place of birth, March 18, 1934, in Brussels; the code 601, meaning
Beloeil, where he was in hiding; his date of entry into the network, which also corresponds to
his arrival in Beloeil, February 26, 1943; and the terms of his placement, namely the boarding
fee to be paid, 750 francs per month, payable at the end of the month (but also his exit date, in
red pencil, September 23, 1944, as well as the fact that he had been taken back by his parents—
in reality, his mother). On the back of this card, the various payments made by the network or
the parents are listed. For those whose parents could not contribute to the pension, the CDJ’s
“External Service” paid the pensions.

Whereas for certain hiding places, the name of the contact person between the CDJ and
the hiding place is explicitly listed in Notebook C, for the Léopold IIT Home in Beloeil, nothing
is indicated. No doubt, it may have been Ida Sterno, with whom Princess De Ligne was regularly
in contact from 1940 until the end of 1941, when she was working as a social worker in the
Charleroi area on the Princess’s recommendation®. The official correspondence between the
two women ceased at the end of 1942, when Ida became more active within the CDJ. Further
proof that the two women remained connected: when Ida Sterno was arrested—while she was
exchanging information about the CDJ with Fela Perelman in a Brussels café—and sent to the
Dossin Barracks at the end of May 1944, Princess Philippine De Ligne tried, in vain, to obtain
her release via Queen Elisabeth, to whom she wrote a letter on June 12°7.

In addition to the system of coded notebooks, Andrée Geulen, a young Belgian
schoolteacher who assisted Ida Sterno in her work of placing Jewish children, also kept a secret

55 STEINBERG M., The Star and the Rifle, vol. 3, vol. 1: The Hunt for the Jews 1942-1944, Brussels, Vie ouvriére,
1986, p. 124.

%6 Correspondence between Princess de Ligne and Ida Sterno, 21/07/1941 to 30/12/1942 (Coll. Beloeil Castle
Archives fonds)

57 Letter from Princess Philippine de Noailles to E. de Streel, Secretary to Queen Elisabeth, 12/06/1944 (Steps by
Queen Elisabeth on behalf of Jews (1942-1944), 71/5, Archives of the Secretariat of Queen Elisabeth, Archives of
the Royal Palace).
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notebook in which she recorded all the information concerning the children she personally took
charge of since joining the CDJ in January 1943, This notebook would have served for the
preliminary investigations prior to placement by the network. According to this list, it seems
that she was in contact with ten Jewish children who would subsequently be placed in Beloeil.
In her notebook, in addition to listing the children’s real surnames and given names, their dates
of birth, their ages, their addresses and their dates of entry, she noted “observations” that allow
us to understand her work within the “placement section”. Among other things, it included
considerations about the physical appearance of the children she cared for; Bluma Zimet and
Albert Racimora are labeled 2 T, which was equivalent to “semi-Jewish type,” whereas Louise
Papiernikow was labeled “Belgian type.” On the line for Mathilde Berger and her three brothers
and sisters, the notation “TB” appears, whereas for Louise Papiernikow it is “good,” which no
doubt refers to the child’s physical condition. There is also mention of the parents’ contributions
to the payment of their children’s boarding fees, the parents of Mathilde Berger could give
2,000 francs for their 4 children to be placed “preferably together or else the eldest with the
youngest”, the parents of Albert Racimora offered 1,000 francs for their two children, the
parents of Bluma Zimet could contribute 400 francs per month, those of Isaac Jerozolimski 500
francs per month. By contrast, the parents of Louise Papiernikow could “pay nothing.” Mrs.
Geulen’s notebook also mentioned that Jeanine and Marcel Goldsztejn had undergone the ONE
medical examination.

Fortunately, none of the CDJ notebooks fell into enemy hands. Thus, in all, more than fifty
Jewish children were able to be housed thanks to all these women in the Léopold III Homes
between 1942 and 1944: 25 children were placed in Beloeil, 8 in Duras, and 21 in Momignies.

The Grynpas network

A final placement network that collaborated with Beloeil in the placement of Jewish
children was the Grynpas network, also active since 1942. At the head of this network was the
couple Esther and Benedykt Grynpas, both of Jewish origin. The Belgian Red Cross is said to
have gotten in touch with Mrs. Grynpas in order to make use of her husband’s reputation and
network of contacts—at the time a professor of classical languages at Collége Saint-Michel in
Brussels after a career as a professor of Oriental languages at the University of Louvain—to
help the Jewish population<span®’ style=\" \">. Among these contacts were many clerics and
Jesuit Fathers, but also the de Ligne couple, at whose home the professor is said to have given
lectures in 1942. It was in this way that several Jewish children were placed in the Léopold III
Homes. Such was the case of Léon Zwikielski, previously placed by the CDJ with other children
under code 211 with a landlady in the Brussels area after the arrest and deportation of his father
in September 1942. The mother feared for her only son because " <span style=\"\">these
children were very exposed.: the person who housed them for profit often sent the older ones to
stand in line for rations and other errands" ®°*<span style=\" \">. Mrs. Grynpas then, with the

38 War diary of Andrée Geulen (Dossin Barracks).
59 Letter from E.Grynpas to Donia Rosen, 8/09/1971 (File 530j-K, Ibid.).
60 Case of Bertha and Léon Z. by Esther Grynpas, 06/03/1971, also signed by Léon Z. (File 530b, op. cit.).
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help of Princess Philippine de Ligne, decided to remove the child and place him in Beloeil in
the autumn of 1943.

In all, the Grynpas network is thought to have helped around thirty Jews, not only children
but also adults. Little Léon’s mother was placed by that same network as a maid in the home of
Mr. Gérard Van Bunnen, a Brussels lawyer, together with two other Jewish women, until the
end of the conflict.

For other Jewish children placed in Beloeil, other Resistance networks seem to have been
approached by the Jewish families. Let us recall that Beloeil regularly sheltered resistance
fighters and draft evaders in its cellars and attics, and that Prince de Ligne was also active within
the Front de I’Indépendance resistance network.

Other intermediaries were probably approached—perhaps even directly within Jewish
circles. Indeed, Princess Philippine De Ligne had contacts with Jewish circles but also with the
AJB. On June 3, 1942, she wrote to Luce Polak, an AJB social worker, that “Mademoiselle
Lejeune [a social worker in charge of the social service on Rue Montoyer/ had informed her of
her offer to put a house at our disposal for our children,” which the Princess declined, given
that there were enough camps at the time®!.

Companies also took part in the rescue of Jewish children, so little Héléne Nemirovsky was
placed in Beloeil « as the child of an employee of the Compagnie Générale de Gaz et
I’Electricité, Gazelec » and not as a hidden child. Indeed, her elder sister, Lydia, who was
responsible for her, their parents being considered too conspicuous because of their Russian
accent, had been clandestinely hired by her teacher at the Lycée d’Ixelles, Suzanne Bocquet,
active in the Resistance, as a counselor at a summer camp for the children of Gazelec employees
in Limelette. This camp had been opened specifically for the children of the company’s
employees. That is why her younger sister, Héléne, could not accompany her there. However,
the social worker responsible for Gazelec’s staff suggested that she place her little sister in
Beloeil, since Gazelec was also placing a number of the children of its personnel there.

61 Letter from Princess de Ligne to Luce Polak, June 3, 1942, (Winter Relief — 32 (1828), Dossin Barracks).
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Chapter 9: “Now it’s too dangerous; you must hide”: The
dreaded moment of separation

Once an intermediary had been found, the hardest part still remained: separating the parents
and their child(ren), and who knew—perhaps forever... What would become of them? What
would become of them if they were arrested? Who would take care of them? Such were the
questions that tormented the parents. For the children, it was the feeling of abandonment that
predominated, especially at that moment. On both sides, the separation was experienced as a
terrible wrench, the one that most often left the deepest mark, to the point that some children
still retain very vivid memories of it.

Abraham Mydlarz, 10 years old, remembers with great emotion the moment when he saw
his parents for the last time—they were both deported by the 19™ convoy of January 15, 1943—
. An unknown woman came to my grandmother’s address to take me and bring me to a place
to hide. This is the first time I am forced to be separated from my parents. My mother and I are
crying. The separation from my parents was very painful. My father kneels down, takes me in
his arms, and says softly, ‘Mom and I will come to get you, don’t be afraid!’ and he kissed me
on the cheek, and then Mother in turn kissed me. Her face was wet with tears. I hugged her, not
wanting to let her go. I received the last instructions. I learned to make the sign of the cross,
never to say my real name, that my parents were Catholic, and not to cry anymore from that
moment on. I had tears in my throat that were choking me. This important moment of my life—
every word and the picture of that moment—are in my heart and my memory. Before leaving
my home, my Father knelt down before me. I cannot forget his face, nor the tone of his voice
that told me ‘Never forget that you are Jewish, remember it, and do not forget it’. I know he
was crying; my mother kissed me, the tears were choking her voice. This memory will never be
forgotten. As I stepped onto the doorstep, perhaps looking for the last time at my dear parents,
1 said ‘I will come back™.

Marcel Goldsztejn, age 7, although he has few memories of his childhood, also
remembers the moment when he was separated from his mother one evening in December 1942.
“I remember the moment when they came to get me one evening, they separated me from my
mother. 1 felt that something terrible was happening and that I had to hide. My mother was
crying. A lady arrived, kind, gentle. My mother said, ‘you have to go, you must stay hidden,
above all you must not say your name is Goldsztejn, I would come to see you, this is not
forever’.... I neither cried nor screamed. I followed, docile. To see her again, I had to stay
hidden. ”

The parents of little Abraham Kapotka, almost 9 years old, left him at an ONE center in
Brussels at the end of February 1943. There, his mother told him that he had to hide the fact
that he was Jewish, that he had to choose a Christian name, and that he also had to go to church.
In answer to his question about how to behave in such a place, she replied: "Do as the other
children do ! ". It was the last time he saw his father.

The only advice Héléne Némirovsky's mother gave her 6-year-old daughter during that
terrible moment was to tell her, "If you talk, the Germans will burn you "
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Bluma Zimet, who had left home with an escort — a person responsible for taking the
children to their hiding places — received all these instructions in a letter written by her older
brother just before her departure. In this letter, he told her that she should remember that she
was Jewish and behave herself.

Although parents made their children understand the importance of a new identity, the first
children placed in Beloeil in the summer of 1942 were nevertheless hidden under their real
identities. Afterwards, false names were imposed when a child’s first and last name could have
given them away. Thus, Sylvia Birnbaum did not use a false name upon her arrival in Beloeil.
All she had been told was that she could not say that she was Jewish or in hiding. It was only
in September 1942 that Sylvia and others received in Beloeil the instruction to stop using their
real names when they corresponded with their family, and then to stop using them at the colony
as well. Sylvia and other friends then had to choose for themselves « a Belgian-sounding name,
not too different since our clothes were marked with our initials ». Thus Sylvia Birnbaum
became Sylvie Beekman, keeping the initials SB.

Several first names nevertheless had to be completely changed because of their foreign-
sounding connotation : Abraham, Isaac, Sara, Blima, Ruth, Nahum, Luba, Rachel. For those
who were lucky enough to keep their own first name, taking on the new identity was all the
easier, as Robert Kucinski attests: « For me, fortunately my first name Robert had not changed,
and that helped me a lot not to forget what my name was ». It was above all the last name of
these Jewish children that had to be changed, even though it was seldom used within the
children’s groups. Renée Ariel and Mathilde Berger were fortunate enough to keep their
identity.

Some children chose their own false names. Abraham Kapotka, who became Jean
Collet, chose such an identity because "it was the most Belgian name there could be". Rosa and
Frangois Ajlkichen chose the name "Demien" because Rosa, who was just finishing a book
about Father Damien, admired that man's work with lepers; she nevertheless took care to alter
one vowel because she was afraid it would sound fake. Little Sonia Wuczinsky, 5, took the
family name of her counselor, Paula Buyst, since the latter took special care of her at Beloeil.
Rachel Klejman, 8, also received the family name of her counselor -Elise Smal- becoming
Cécile Smal.

Burdened by their new identity, the little ones in hiding, now on their own, were about
to take their first steps as hidden children far from home.
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Chapter 10: The first placements

A large number of the children who were hidden in Beloeil had experienced other
placements before their arrival at the chateau of the Princes de Ligne. Here are some accounts
of these placements, often precarious and unsafe.

Frangois and Rosa Ajlkichen, now Demien, first stayed for a while with farmers in the
Woluwé area. “We stayed a few weeks; it was very hard. These people didn’t have enough to
feed us. One potato in the morning, one potato at night. My brother and I slept in the attic. My
mother came every month to pay, and we complained that we didn’t have enough to eat. So she
placed my brother somewhere else and I stayed another 2 months. One day I took the train and
never went back.” Then, from March to May 1943, both were placed via the CDJ at the
Orphanage of the Holy Family in Longlier (code 410), set up in a convent in the Ardennes,
about twenty kilometers from Bastogne. Having stumbled by chance upon the meeting place of
CDJ members, their mother begged them to do something for her two youngest. Thus a female
courier from the CDJ accompanied them by train, via Jemeppe station and then by a local train,
to their new hiding place. Rosa found classmates there among the roughly fifty residents, but
they all pretended not to know one another so as not to betray their identities. The children lived
to the rhythm of religious services, the first at 6 in the morning. Thanks to the postmark on a
card sent by Rosa from the convent, Francois and Rosa’s mother made it to Longlier despite
the precautions taken by the Sisters, who had taken care to erase the convent’s address. Because
life “was really unbearable ™ in that convent for her two children, who moreover had to live
apart, she begged the network to get them out of there. They were not treated well there, infested
with lice, dirty and hungry. « One Wednesday, they took me to have a bath, and for the first
time, in hot, clean water. That meant [ was going to leave soon ». A woman from the CDJ came
to get them after breakfast one winter day in 1943-1944, and took them from there by train to
Beloeil.

Héléne Rosenblat, who became Laurent, and her younger brothers, Simon and Georges,
were lodged for 9 months with a couple from La Bouverie, in the municipality of Frameries in
Hainaut, whose husband worked in the tailoring of suits for the Germans. In addition to
pocketing the placement money, the couple beat them. Then, the experience was no better, since
they were placed with Mrs. Kooiman, in Jumet, not far from Charleroi, with 3 other Jewish
children including Jenny Kerner (alias Coenen), David and Albert Inowlocki (alias Merckx).
She constantly yelled at them, forced them to carry out various household chores, and beat them
as well. According to David Inowlocki, this woman had « accepted the presence of the Jewish
children because she received from the CDJ a monthly stipend for each child, which allowed
her to survive ». One evening, a tragedy occurred there: « I remember that Mrs. Kooiman was
giving little Jenny Kerner a bath in a galvanized tub in the kitchen. Suddenly, there was a
commotion and an ambulance came to take the little girl to the hospital. She had swallowed a
sponge in class because she was so hungry, then after drinking some water, she had a serious
stomach problem. She died in the first days of January [1943]». Following this event, the CDJ
took all the children who were at the landlady’s to other hiding places, the Inowlocki brothers
to a convent in Gilly and then to the Chateau du Faing in Jamoigne (code 611), the 3 Rosenblat
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children to the Saint-Joseph Orphanage in Etterbeek (code 411) for some time, before Héléne
and Simon were finally placed at the end of April 1943 in Beloeil and their younger brother at
the Citadel of Namur®,

Abraham Mydlarz, now 'Frangois Michaux', was initially hidden in the countryside. "/
was hidden in the countryside at the home of a very kind woman with two children, a boy and
a girl about my age; I was housed in the attic. I'm locked up all day. Near me, a small skylight
gave me enough light to read a children's book. The food was brought to me by a ladder. The
children would visit me and in the evening I was allowed to go downstairs for a while to have
my meal. Once a week, my father would visit me, and also to pay for my accommodation. I don't
know how long I lived in that hiding place. One evening, the old woman told me that in the
village, our secret has been discovered, and it is dangerous for me to stay here, and that the
next time your father comes you will be forced to leave. I love you very much, and so do my
children. On Saturday, Papa came to get mey. From there, he went to live for a time in his
parents’ hideout, and then his father took him by train to the countryside to a farmer. Frangois
keeps a very bad memory of that hideout. « My father took me by train toward the countryside
to meet my new fate, a farm in a region unknown to me, fields and woods as far as the eye could
see. a farmyard, pigs, a very old house, very dirty windows, and the farmer with a not very kind-
looking face. My father held out his hand to him and gave him banknotes. My stay on that farm
was the most unpleasant time. My father stopped coming, I was very worried. The farmer swore
and yelled bad words at me. He beat me every day with a whip or his fists, was breaking my
back, pulled me by the hair, saying to me, ‘I'm going to throw you into the hands of the Gestapo
if your father doesn’t pay me.’ He raped me twice; it was disastrous, detestable, horrible. |
made a decision: to kill him while he slept and to run away anywhere, even if it cost me my life.
My parents were no longer there; who knows if they are still among the living? These thoughts
tortured me. One day, I prepared a knife that the farmer used to slit the pigs’ throats, some
bread that I had saved from meals and had hidden well. No one knew that [ was living at his
place. Murder is not my way, despite all the hatred I have for him! I tormented myself with my
thoughts; a fierce struggle was taking place, for and against? For a child barely nine years
old... ». Francois finally made the decision to run away. "So the best thing was to escape, but
where to?" And when? The next day, early at dawn, [ went out to feed the pigs in the farmyard
and stuff my pockets with potatoes and bread crusts, I also took the knife, in case of defense. I
was very scared, alone, that first night, I remember that night. I couldn't win over sleep, fear,
and cold. It was better than being beaten, kicked, and having to listen to the swearing of that
rude character and his Satanic mouth. I had already eaten the last crumb of the crusts. I don't
know how many days and nights I spent in the woods. Whenever I saw a hunter, [ would go and
hide. " He was eventually taken in by a couple, the Vandevelde family, who put him in contact
with a priest who brought him to Beloeil at the end of December 1942.

Albert Racimora, who became Raes, was first hidden in a kindergarten, ‘Chez Mamie,’
in Uccle, where there were also other Jewish children. One day, the Jewish informer, ‘Big
Jacques,” showed up and, after pulling down the pants of all the little boys, he uncovered the

62 CDJ files no. 831 and 832 (R497/tr. 185916, SVG).
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clandestine boarders. In the meantime, someone had managed to warn Albert’s mother that her
child was going to be taken away as a result of this event. So she came to get her child against
Mamie’s wishes, who did not want to let him go for fear of not having the exact number of
children when the Germans returned. It was then that he was placed in Beloeil at the end of
September 1943.

Luba Brygier, who became Lucienne Brygier, was first placed with various Catholic
families in Hainaut—at Jolimont, Haine-Saint-Pierre, and Haine-Saint-Paul—as well as in a
convent. While she was living with a man living alone, bombings occurred; Lucienne was
forced to leave, all the more so because two days after her departure the Germans came to arrest
the host, as they had been informed that he was hiding a Jewish woman in his home. Too late;
Lucienne was already on her way to Beloeil.

Other Jewish children already encountered an earlier Foyer Léopold III before the one in
Beloeil. Sylvia Birnbaum, later Beekman, and Henry and Raymond Gorbitz, later Gorbois, were
all placed in the recently opened Foyer Léopold III in Hachy, in Luxembourg province, during
the summer of 1942. For Sylvia, who stayed there the whole month of July 1942, that home
remained etched in her memory because it was her first experience in the countryside. “In the
summer of 1942, the situation for us Jews deteriorated. Once, I must have heard that some of
my classmates were going to a school holiday camp for the month of July. Because my friend
was going, I wanted to go too. It was a scout-style summer camp. ~ Bluma Zimet, who became
Jeanne Blomme, for her part was placed for two months at the Foyer Léopold III in Bois
d’Arlon, in the Ardennes. “ It was the Resistance that placed me in a castle belonging to a
baron, which was in Bois d’Arlon. He had lent his castle to house poor Christian children,
among whom a few Jewish children were also hidden. I had been brought there by our
landlord’s daughter who, on several occasions already, had taken me into her home when the
danger of staying at home was too great. She had accompanied me to the train as if she were
my mother and could come to my home to say I had set off safely. No one at the institution knew
that I was Jewish. Since I have dark hair and eyes, I told everyone that [ was of Spanish origin,
a Christian. When I had to write to my parents, I sent the letters to my neighbor’s daughter’s
address, and she passed them on to them. At the Foyer Léopold I11, I lived quietly for 2 months.
Since it was a Catholic institution, I took part in the Christian rites along with the other
children. After 2 months — the Ardennes home being seasonal —, all the Jewish children from
this home were taken to the Foyer Léopold III in Grand-Halleux, still in the province of
Luxembourg, where Bluma stayed for a few weeks before her arrival in Beloeil.

The routes described above show that for all those who had known other hiding places, the
choice of the next placement in Beloeil was justified by the fact that those first hiding places
had become unsuitable for their well-being and safety. These multiple back-and-forths between
hosts and institutions are of course not unique to the children of Beloeil; this was the case for
most hidden children. Very few children knew only a single place of lodging. All these children,
whatever their journey, shared having, each time, to get used to a new place, new people, new
living conditions, but also to new separations...
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Chapter 11: “Do like the others”: The arrival of the
Jewish children at the castle

In total, it is said that there were more than a hundred hidden Jewish children at Beloeil
Castle. Testimonies and documents enable 42 of them to attest to their presence in these princely
surroundings: 21 girls and 21 boys.

Gender mattered, because the designated spaces for girls and boys at Beloeil were
completely separate. The girls were housed in the two wings of the “cour des communs,” at the
front of the castle. Their dormitory as well as their sanitary facilities were located on the 2™
floor, under the eaves, and their refectory on the ground floor. The boys, for their part, were
housed in the Orangery, a building constructed under Prince Eugéne' (1804-1880), located a
few hundred meters from the castle, next to the group of greenhouses and the castle farm. The
boys went to the chateau only to go to the infirmary, set up on the first floor of the chateau
above the offices, and to the chapel located on the ground floor of the left wing.

Most of these Jewish children were able to blend in fairly easily among the groups of
children at the castle since, like them, most had been born in Belgium (75%), and they were
then living in the capital, like many other children coming from Brussels organizations. For
them as for the other children, they were city kids who all had to adapt to rural provincial life.

These Jewish children taken in at Beloeil were between 4 and 16 years old when they
arrived, even though the minimum admission age was set at 6 and the maximum at 10 for boys
and 12 for girls. In all, more than a dozen therefore did not meet the required age to stay with
the groups. That is in fact why five of these children, after a short stay in Beloeil, were redirected
to other Foyers Léopold III. Three boys aged between 6 and 8 were sent to the Foyer Léopold
IIT in Duras, two others to the one in Momignies.

Age does not seem to be the only reason for transfers to other Léopold III Homes. The
family factor also seemed to prevail, since around ten pairs of brothers and sisters were hidden
in Beloeil. For example, Marcel Goldstein ‘Collet’, then 8 years old, was brought back from
Duras to Beloeil upon the arrival of his sister, Jeanine, in Beloeil in March 1943. The brothers
Henry and Raymond Gorbitz ‘Gorbois’ were sent together from Beloeil to Duras. Being placed
in Beloeil with a brother or sister facilitated integration and daily life for the Jewish children.
At that time, the eldest, who was sometimes barely 10 years old, in some ways played the role
of parents. For example, Robert Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink’s’ older brother, Jacques, age 11, visited
his little brother every day, then barely 4 years old. “My brother, being seven years older than
me, was placed in another group of children his own age. I was placed with the younger ones.
My parents had entrusted my brother with looking after his younger brother, and he did the best
he could. He came to visit me every day, and that comforted me a lot. The fact that my brother
was near me made my life much easier”. For Francois Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ (7 years old), his
sister, Rosa (10 years old) “was like a second mother; she was kind to me. When [ saw her, 1
was very happy. Even today, I call her my little mommy”.
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All these identifying characteristics nevertheless did not really make it possible to
distinguish the Jewish children from all the children placed in Beloeil, since other children were
grouped with their brothers and sisters and sometimes arrived at ages different from those
tolerated by the organization. It was indeed their origins, and above all their religion, that
distinguished the Jewish children from the mass of the other children. And it was precisely
those characteristics that they had to learn quickly to hide from their classmates...

Jewish children did not speak only French or Flemish like other children their age; in most
cases they had also learned Yiddish at home, or words from their parents’ native language—
Polish, for the majority. These children had often only been introduced to the national languages
late, through attending school, which sometimes betrayed an accent. Thus, Louis Engelholm,
10 years old, later known as Engels, spoke Yiddish (although his father was considered non-
Jewish), Polish (his parents had arrived in Belgium from the Warsaw region in 1931), and
Flemish, which he learned at school in Antwerp, where he remained until his 4™ year of primary
school before his arrival in Koekelberg at the end of 1942. He was therefore placed in a group
of Flemish children for 2 years in Beloeil and only learned French after the war.

These new arrivals also differed among themselves because, even if they were all
considered Jewish, they did not have the same practice of religion. Some had at least one parent
who was very religious. They observed all the traditions of Judaism as well as all the holidays
of the Jewish calendar. Other parents, by contrast, though they had been observant in Poland,
abandoned religious practice after emigrating to Belgium. This was the case for the parents of
Frangois and Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ who « believed that if they escaped Judaism, they would
be more accepted » or for the parents of Robert and Jacques Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink” who gave
up practicing because « the fact of a hard and difficult life had made them rebel against religion
». They then contented themselves with taking part in the major holidays: Yom Kippur, Rosh
Hashanah, but hardly at all in Shabbat. They were not the only ones, since the parents of
Maurice Wajnryb ‘Wynants’ did the same, to the point that on a Shabbat Saturday when
Maurice was riding a scooter, his uncle told him it was forbidden to ride on such a day, yet
Maurice did not know why. The parents of Sylvia Birnbaum ‘Beekman’ no longer lit the candles
on Fridays and Saturdays, whereas they did so all the time in Germany; however, they still
attended the synagogue on Rue de la Régence in Brussels. Others were not religious at all, to
the point that the children did not know what Judaism meant. This was the case for the parents
of Jeanine and Marcel Goldstein ‘Collet’: Marcel was circumcised, but he only understood later
that it had a link with Jewish religious practice. His older sister Jeanine knew she was Jewish
but « it didn’t mean anything to [her] », she felt « like a little Belgian girl who goes to school
like all the other children ». Frangois Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ was also aware of his origins but
knew absolutely nothing about Judaism, just like Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’, who
moreover did not understand why his parents were treated worse than other Belgians. Abraham
Mydlarz ‘Francois Michaux’, whose parents were barely observant to the point of not having
their only child circumcised, learned by chance via his mother what Judaism was: while
Frangois was asking questions about a little money box sitting on the mantelpiece, his mother
one day explained to him what it meant to be Jewish: « that means that we were a people who
lived in its own country, very far from here. Attacked, our people fought to remain free. Alas,
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they were stronger and they won the battle. All the Jewish people scattered into all the countries
of the world. The money in the little box was intended to buy the lands of our country and
rebuild our army ». The integration of these children was thus facilitated, because the less the
parents were observant, the less the children were aware of their Jewishness or of what that
meant. This was therefore a part of their identity that they did not have to hide, unlike children
from observant families.

Despite their differences, whether observant or not, all Jewish children were forced to find
ways to silence anything that could betray their true identity and to integrate. Indeed, for these
Jewish children, blending into the mass of children who had come from the four corners of
Belgium was the only guarantee of their survival from the moment they arrived at the castle.

The first Jewish children who arrived at Beloeil Castle took advantage of the school
holidays of the summer of 1942 to mingle with the groups already there. Sylvia Birnbaum
‘Beekman’ (12 years old) and her friends, the sisters Ruth ‘Renée’ (10 years old) and Gina
Knopf ‘Knoop’ (12 years old), came to spend the holidays to escape the occupier’s measures.
Four other children joined them in September 1942: the sisters Ruth (10 years old) and Dora
Hochhauser (14 years old), Dora Szyper ‘Isabelle Dutoit’ (8 years old) and George Weisz
‘Weiss’ (9 years old), and finally little Sonia Wuczinsky ‘Buyst’ (5 years old) in mid-October.
From the end of November 1942, Beloeil Castle opened its doors to the Jewish children of the
Committee for the Defense of Jews, since three boys spent a few weeks there before being
dispatched to other Léopold III Homes. During the month of December, four other Jewish
children were placed in Beloeil by that same organization. The other children arrived in Beloeil
throughout 1943.

The vast majority of these children were gathered somewhere in Brussels before being
sent to Beloeil. This gathering point was very likely set in a Red Cross center or in an ONE
branch, or at the Foyer Léopold III No. 1 on Rue Montoyer, or in another Brussels home. At
the gathering point, a bus picked up the Jewish children, mixed in with other Belgian children.
These transfers were facilitated because the Foyers Léopold III organization had escorts for
groups of children. André Cogneaux was one of them; he was in charge of groups of children
from Brussels to the different homes, including Beloeil.

From that moment on, the future clandestine boarders had to blend into groups without
attracting attention. Among the children transported by bus were, notably, children from the
CDJ. For example, on February 26, 1943, Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’ and Simon Appels
‘Appel” were sent together by bus to Beloeil. “One day, I remember they took me to the ONE,
and there I saw my father for the last time. I asked, ‘what are we doing among the goyim?’ My
mother said to me, ‘do like the others, do what the others do.” The journey was by bus. It was
evening. The bus stopped in a large park near a building covered with glass. It was the
Orangery”.

The second admission route to Beloeil was by rail, from Brussels to Ath and then from
Ath to Beloeil via the Ath-Blaton line, with a female courier not attached to the Léopold III
Homes. The small Beloeil station was only one kilometer from the castle. This is how Philippe
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and Maurice Wajnryb ‘Wynants’ arrived in Beloeil after a woman [from the CDJ] came to pick
them up at the Gare du Midi or the Gare du Nord to take them to Beloeil. It was also a woman
who one evening handled the transfer of Rosa and Francois Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ between the
Longlier convent, where they were in hiding, and Beloeil. Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois
Michaux’ also arrived by train at nightfall in Beloeil, alone with Abbé Louis Celis, a CDJ
collaborator. The CDJ was not the only organization to have female couriers. The castle staff
sometimes also handled these transfers. Thus, Dora Szyper ‘Isabelle Dutoit” was brought by
train to Beloeil by a "Madame Simone," perhaps Beloeil’s chief physician, Simone Detrain®.
Yvonne Broche, a social worker and nurse at Beloeil, had the opportunity, together with Joseph
Licoppe, accountant and secretary to Prince Eugéne De Ligne, to transfer a group. "Once, 1
asked to go pick up a convoy that the Princess’s social worker, Mademoiselle Lejeune, had
assembled, and there were 21 little Jewish children. I was accompanied by Monsieur Licoppe,
who was afraid of the Germans. He was a veteran of the 1914—18 war. From Brussels to Ath,
everything went like clockwork. In Ath, around 9 p.m., no more micheline to take us from Ath
to Beloeil, and the station was full of Germans. The children were sleeping on the station
benches. The Princess’s social worker had said that some had seen their parents arrested that
morning by the Germans. Licoppe was terrified,; he was there in the station, pacing around and
whispering in my ear, we re going to get caught, it’s full of Germans. In the end, Licoppe got
the stationmaster to put a micheline — single-class train - on the tracks, so much had he pestered
the stationmaster."”

Sometimes parents came to bring their children to Beloeil themselves, which proved
dangerous at the time both for the parents and for the Home. The organization nevertheless tried
to avoid this type of arrival because, as Eva Dutoit, head educator, had noted, these separations
gave rise to terrible scenes both for the staff and for the children who witnessed the sight of «
parents coming to hold their children in their arms one last timey.

Upon their arrival, the children were welcomed by staff members. For example, the
Hochhauser sisters were met on their arrival one evening at the Beloeil station by Simone
Detrain, the chief physician at the chateau. Upon his arrival, Abraham Mydlarz ‘Francois
Michaux’ was taken to the office of the Director, Magdeleine Rolin. Abraham Kapokta ‘Jean
Collet,” who was dropped off directly at the Orangerie, was welcomed by a counselor. « When
we got off the bus, a blond woman asked, ‘Who among you are Flemish?’ I didn’t know what
to answer; the son of Polish Jewish immigrants under a false name, I didn’t know whether [
was Flemish or Walloon. Then there was a counselor who was no doubt in on it; she told me to
come with hery. A few staff members had been informed to facilitate the arrival of the new
hidden boarders. Thus, Eva Dutoit, head educator, notified by the director upon the arrival of
children, was responsible for welcoming them. « Physically, you could recognize them, and
when I approached them I would say, ‘Are you Jewish?’ Right away [ saw them shrink back,
and I'd say, ‘It’s all right; you can tell me.  won’t say anything—I’ll know anyway—but I will
always be very kind.’ You could feel that those children were afraid, were traumatized ».

63 Simonne Detrain (1910-2006), née Colmant, originally from the Borinage, was a medical doctor. She was the
wife of Léon Detrain, director of the Clinique de Beloeil, who was taken prisoner during the war in Germany.
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Some children were fortunate enough to be welcomed personally by Prince Eugéne de
Ligne. Sylvia Birnbaum ‘Beekman’ recounts her arrival at the chateau: « My parents were
happy when they found another place for me to stay outside Brussels, in the countryside with
food and many children to play with, away from the German threat. My mother again packed
my big suitcase. A woman accompanied me on the very slow and very crowded train. At the end
of the afternoon, we arrived in Beloeil. As we were walking toward the chdteau, a man in a
black suit came to meet us. He extended a welcoming hand to the woman who was carrying my
enormous suitcase and who introduced me to him, Prince Eugéne de Ligne. He looked down at
me with a smile, shook my hand, and welcomed me. I didn’t realize that [ was going to live in
a chateau with a real prince. His personal welcome filled me with gratitude that this important
man had found the time to greet me, a 12-year-old Jewish girl who was going to be hidden in
his chdteauy.

Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ also met “a man with gray hair” upon her arrival in the
refectory. The other young girls would stand up and greet him by calling him 'Monseigneur,'
but Rosa had no idea what that meant; she only later understood who he was. This personal
welcome by the Prince in his castle surprised more than a few.

Robert Kucinsky 'Vanderlink' was also impressed upon his arrival at the castle, not by
the Prince, but by the place: “the size, the gardens, the lake; none of it seemed real to me.”

From the very first moment, the newcomers learned to do as the others did. After his
interview with the headmistress, Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois Michaux’ was « sent to the
refectory to join the children, who were all boys, all dressed in black suits, seated around a very
large marble table, with two or three educators supervising. I remember that I took a seat and
one of the supervisors said to me, ‘What is your name?’ ‘Francgois,’ I answered. ‘Young man,
and your prayer?’ [ put my hands together, closed my eyes, and pretended to say a prayer. I felt
all eyes on me with every bite. When the meal was over, I kept my eyes on the other children so
as not to make a blunder. I learn quickly ».

Abraham and all the others would now be able to blend into their new life at the
chateau...
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Chapter 12: Chateau life, scout-style

Days at the Chateau de Beloeil were highly regimented and there were many activities. The
following activity schedule shows how full the children’s days were.

In the morning, the children were up around 7 a.m. After saying their prayers by their
beds, they went to the bathrooms to wash up and take a shower. Taking a shower every day
was, in fact, the greatest pleasure for Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’, compared with what she had
experienced at the Longlier orphanage, where hygiene was neglected by the Sisters. By contrast,
going to the showers was a delicate moment for the Jewish boys, most of whom were
circumcised. Albert Racimora ‘Raes’ had trouble at that time. “We washed out back, I had quite
a bit of trouble with the other kids because I was circumcised, I didn t really understand what
that meant. They would circle around me to see how [ was made, they would open my pants, it
was unbelievable”. From then on, the counselors had him take his shower separately. As for
George Weisz ‘Weiss’, he got into the habit of hiding in a corner during shower time because
he knew he was different. The counselors then more or less left him alone, and in this way he
never ran into any trouble. Francois Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ and Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’
do not recall having encountered difficulties at those times, nor even having been separated
during the showers, perhaps because, as Marianna Delbart, a counselor of a group of boys,
recalls, after the showers were installed — before, they had washed in basins —, she was
warned that “the children in that group were not to take their showers at the same time as the
others”, and it was only later that she understood why.

After the showers, the children went down in line to the courtyard of the chateau or the
Orangery to do a bit of calisthenics. The girls then went to the refectory to have breakfast. At
the Orangery, the boys ate their breakfast on ledges along the dormitory window. Often, they
ate oatmeal with brown sugar or, sometimes, pieces of bread.

The children were then directed to their classrooms, where their teachers were waiting
for them. The counselors then took advantage of their only break of the day. The instruction
provided was basic primary education (French, mathematics, science, etc.), “aimed at
maintaining knowledge without seeking to go further,” given that the children were generally
just passing through. Given the available space, lessons were sometimes held outdoors. Some
remember those classroom moments when they dissected frogs, says Marcel Goldsztejn
‘Collet’. Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’ was deeply influenced by the school at Beloeil, and
especially by his teacher, Miss Brabaents, because she supposedly put him “back on the right
path.” Whereas previously in Brussels he had been the “worst dunce, ” he became “top of the
class” at Beloeil. “She would say in the morning, ‘Write something about anything, or we re
going to do addition, subtraction, fractions’ for hours... The methods were different methods
and, I don’t know why, I started to become a more gifted student. A few slaps left and right and
that put the kids back on the right path. Miss Brabaents didn’t hit, but she had a good holler to
get us back on the right path.”. Abraham Mydlarz’s (‘Francois Michaux’) teacher, Miss
Abrassard, also enabled him to catch up on his schooling, which had fallen behind following
the school ban of December 1941. The chateau school, however, was closed to Sylvie Birnbaum
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‘Beekman’ because she was deemed “foo old”’; in fact, she had finished primary school a month
before arriving in Beloeil. Some of the children interviewed, however, have no memory of
having attended classes at Beloeil, to the point that both Jeanine Goldsztejn ‘Collet’ and Albert
Racimora ‘Raes’ encountered serious academic difficulties after the war. Jeanine had to make
up three school years when she left Beloeil. It was the opposite for Héléne Rosenblat ‘Laurent’
who, once back from Beloeil, “when I arrived in Brussels, I skipped a grade because I was too
far ahead.”

Then came dinnertime. On the menu: soup with bread. Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet’
remembers the « soup with pieces in it; those next to the lady who was serving, her favorites,
had bits of potato and meat, and the others, water. We paid attention to anything that could
help us live better ».

After dinner, the counselors resumed their duties. The children were required to take a
nap, on lounge chairs or on mats in good weather. Not everyone liked this time, as testified by
Rachel Klejman ‘Cécile Smal’, who always felt the need to go to the bathroom: « In the
afternoon, we had to take a nap; to this day I don’t understand why during the nap we couldn’t
get up to go to the bathroom. I always had to go outy. Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien' remembers
very well those moments of quiet in the sun during the summer: « We were lying on a canvas
on the ground, and I remember, once, we were sitting on an anthill ». Nap times were an
opportunity for the chateau’s nurses to hunt for lice, with which many children were infested.
Rachel Klejman ‘Cécile Smal’ found a way to avoid that rest period. « [ found the trick to avoid
having to take a nap, I volunteered to remove the nits, so I could go to the bathroom as I
pleasedy.

After nap time came the children's favorite time, the one they remember most: playtime.
During those times, they often went for walks in the vast park, in the many woods nearby, or in
the village, always singing. These children’s walks, moreover, enlivened the peaceful village
of Beloeil. Most of the children interviewed remembered those long walks through the woods,
during which the girls picked flowers to make crowns or gathered hazelnuts. The boys, for their
part, caught tadpoles in the ponds. In the summer, when the groups were larger, big scavenger
hunts were sometimes organized as well. During these moments of leisure, the female
counselors also gathered to tell stories to the younger ones. The children also took advantage
of the open spaces to practice fishing or, for example, to play soccer. Summer also offered the
children the chance to enjoy the many water basins that filled the castle park; it was there that
Louis Engelholm ‘Engels’ learned to swim. Sylvia Bimbaum ‘Beekman’ and her friends made
the most of it to have a good time. « On hot days, we could play in the basins filled with water;
the water only reached our ankles, but some girls still managed to fall in. » In winter, those
same basins were turned into ice rinks. Activities were also reserved for the older ones. Groups
of older girls, including Sylvia Birnbaum 'Beekman', were among the castle's privileged. « On
one special occasion, we were taken on a tour of the castle with a guide who named all the
Princes De Ligne since 1400 in the portrait gallery. They had all taken part in at least one war,
and some in the Crusades, she told the entire history of the castle, how it had been destroyed
and rebuilt many times;, we were also shown a film of the wedding of the Prince’s eldest
daughter to a Spanish marquis -Isabelle De Ligne to the Marquis of Villadobar-». Philippe
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Wajnrib ‘Wynants’ also remembers being privileged during those afternoons: « I played with
the Prince De Ligne, who had a little boat, and we went around the watercourse ».

Then came the time for the afternoon snack, after which the children sometimes still
attended another hour or two of classes. Supper was followed by another period of relaxation
and games in the recreation rooms. In summer, the evening relaxation period was often set aside
for campfires. Girls and boys were then brought together, and everyone sang the patrols’ hymn
as the evening prayer. The children then went to bed.

Festivities organized at the castle also punctuated the children’s lives in Beloeil. For
example, on August 10, 1943, all the administrators and members of the management
committee of the Foyers Léopold III were invited to the castle to a grand dinner on the occasion
of Prince Eugéne’s 50™ birthday. The same was true in 1944. On these occasions, short plays,
dances, water games, and a small orchestra were organized by and for the children. The same
kind of celebration was organized again for the birthday of the Princess De Ligne on August
23, 1944. It was also during these festivities that the boys approached the castle and the groups
of girls. In addition, puppet shows were also performed for the children, notably on St. Nicholas
Day.

The discipline that prevailed among the groups in Beloeil was modeled on the discipline of
the scouts, although their activities had been reduced and placed under the control of the
Occupier. Thus, Yolande Boeve, a Flemish instructor, admits that her scouting experience
helped her a lot in Beloeil to be able to take care of her group of children. The scouting way of
life was most noticeable in the internal organization of the different groups. These were
separated into groups of 20 to 25 children divided according to age and under the direction of
a monitor and when possible, according to language (but Flemish staff were often lacking,
which forced the mixing of groups). Each group had its own leader, pennant, name, cry and
song, as evidenced by the example of Micheline Demaert's group, instructor. She was in charge
of the "Always Happy Hearts" group, which included several Jewish girls such as Sonia
Wuczinsky 'Buyst', Jeanine Goldsztejn 'Collet' and Héléne Rosenblat 'Laurent'. For the shout,
the group leader would shout " heart always " and the others would respond " happy!" " It was
then that the girls all joined in the group's song, the refrain of which was: "4 flower in the hat,
a song on the lips, a joyful and sincere heart, and that's all we need, we who walk, to go to the
ends of the earth.” Rosa Ajlkichen 'Demien' was, for her part, integrated into the 'Swallows'
group while Sylvia Birnbaum 'Beekman’, Ruth and Dora Hochhauser, Renée and Gina Knopf
'Knoop', into the 'Scouts' group. All the children in the same group wore the same uniform with
a scarf matching the group's pennant. Thus, the girls in the group, which included Sylvia, Ruth,
Dora and the others, were initially dressed in shorts and a sweater, then in " colourful shorts
made with toile de Jouy drapes taken from the windows of the castle and which everyone
laughed at ". All these arrangements made it possible to make the group identifiable not only
from the outside but also from the inside, since all the children could find a common identity
within it. Thus, the identical attire for all members of the group promoted the integration of
Jewish children since it made differences invisible, and that was indeed the main function of
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choosing such a uniform: a similar outfit to erase the individual identities of each person and
form a united group. Thus, George Weisz "Weiss' reportedly begged his mother to get his band's
uniform so he could be like the others and "when they gave it to me, I felt a little more like the
other kids ".

Some activities were also modeled on scouting. Every morning, especially in summer, there
was a flag salute, just as in scout gatherings. Its purpose was to affirm loyalty to King Léopold
111, whose name the home bore. During this ceremony, in which all the staff took part alongside
the children, the home’s flag was hoisted. Then, the Brabanconne rang out, and then the general
cry « For the King, God wills it. Belgium ! " " as the pennants of the different groups were
raised. Each patrol then shouted its own cry. On summer evenings, campfires were also
organized. These moments were also an opportunity to sing together: “Lord, gathered together,
we greet the end of the day. Your sons come here to sing in heaven the hymn of love”.

Scout games were also organized. For example, Sylvia Birnbaum 'Beekman' particularly
remembers a big game organized over an entire day by Rover Scouts. "The most exciting
activities were when the Rovers came to visit to organize a huge game that lasted almost the
whole day. You had to snatch a scarf you had on. You had to take prisoners in teams. Then,
during the night, we were kept awake, with a flashlight, to play another game in the dark."

The Jewish children blended fairly quickly into this new group way of life, paced by rituals
inherited from the Scouts. Besides the busy schedule, what struck them most was the discipline
associated with this group life, which they had not been used to before. Indeed, to manage such
a mass of children, strict discipline was the rule, and the management ensured that it was
respected. For example, the children had to make their own beds in the morning at any age,
even Robert Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink,” who was barely 4 years old. In the evening, once the lights
were out, silence was enforced in the dormitories. Héléne Rosenblat ‘Laurent’ remembers the
rigidity of the headmistress, Mrs. Rolin, who was “ very strict; with her stick at mealtimes, we
had to eat with no elbows on the table. We learned good manners with her; we knew how to
behave at the table.” Some children were traumatized by the harsh discipline that reigned at
Beloeil, especially regarding incontinence, which Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet’ dreaded: “There
was a huge population of boys and among them boys who wet the bed, and the one who had
wet the bed would be taken out of bed in the morning and, in the dining hall, the kid had to
stand on a chair holding his wet pajamas while everyone walked by and laughed. ” Fortunately,
it never happened to him. Albert Racimora ‘Raes’ and his buddies had found a solution to avoid
such a punishment. They slept two to a bed « that way, they peed in the same bed and they
switched places in the morning, and the one who hadn’t peed got a piece of bread that he shared
with his friend ». The girls were not spared; Héléne Némirovsky says that “every night, the
nights were soaked because of fear. The counselors were not happy about this, so they scolded
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them.’

Mr Vischmevsky, a refugee from Antwerp hidden in Chappelle-a-Wattines, a few
kilometers from Beloeil, also laments the rigor of this discipline during one of his visits to the
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young Antwerp boys at the beginning of 1945: « if children (...) should always be treated with
kindness, those from Antwerp deprived of their mother (...) all the more need an almost
maternal tenderness. None of that was to be found among the young ladies of the Orangerie.
To see it, one simply had to observe with what zeal they forced the children to fold their arms
behind their backs and keep them there for quite a long time in an untenable position between
and after their meals. After dinner, the children were required to line up in a military manner
and to march while singing, on command (...). »**

However, this strict discipline was an important safety factor for the guests concealed
among the groups; the slightest slip could have betrayed their presence, so they all internalized
the principles of this discipline. In addition, group life also made it easier for the hidden children
to integrate. The group spirit that prevailed in Beloeil allowed Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ to feel
« relieved» because there she was regarded by the others as a « part of the group » and no longer
as « a stranger ». Moreover, in this group, she felt « well hidden » and « safe » because she «
look[ed] like the others ». The other Jewish children also felt this real need to be like the others
and not to attract attention. This is borne out by the account of Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet’:
according to him, there was real competition among the children at Beloeil; the « counselors’
favorites » received more to eat, they got the nice cuts of meat, but Marcel, even though he
would have liked to take advantage of those benefits, chose not to be one of them because « fo
be part of it was to put oneself forward », however, he knew that « [he] had to stay hidden ».
Finally, for him, « in this group, you had to swim while trying not to swim against the current
».

Indeed, besides finding a place within their group, the hidden Jewish children also had to
conceal their Jewishness as best they could from others. Some played along so well that most
of the Jewish children did not notice the presence of other children of the same origin in their
group. Indeed, they all avoided broaching the subject with their classmates so as not to arouse
suspicion. That is why this period, when they could not speak from the heart with their friends,
was often very difficult for them. Such was the case for Robert Kucinsky "Vanderlink," who
could not form friendships with the others because, under normal circumstances, "a friend is a
person to whom one can open up completely, tell them who one is, what one feels, and with
whom one has no secrets", whereas revealing "his secret risked his life".

Ruth Hochhauser, 10 years old, did not adapt to this life of a hidden child within a group,
which led to her departure after only a few months to the Secret family, a family from Tournai
whose daughter worked as a counselor at Beloeil and understood the little girl's sadness. "There,
Twas always tired; I didn't want to play or run, and everyone was running. Life in a community
of children was not for me either. They were very rough; if they could knock you over, they did.
No one was particularly kind, and they spoke harshly to me. I had to go and find friends.
Although I had a gentle personality, I found it very hard. In November 1942, after a two-and-
a-half-month stay, Yvonne Broche, head nurse and head of the social service, and Jeanne
Secret, a volunteer counselor, decided to help this sad little Ruth and, with the permission of

8 Letter from Mr. Vischmevsky to Prince Eugéne De Ligne, March 19, 45 (Chateau de Beloeil
Archives)
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the Prince and Mme Rolin, they found me a place with a private family. I was a pitiful sight, all
skinny, wasting away from depression. I didn't want to eat. I couldn't manage to communicate
with the other children. My only friend was Ruth Knopf, and even she made fun of me! I didn't
speak French yet, except for a few phrases, I spoke Flemish because we lived in Antwerp from
1939 to 1941. It was in that state that Jeanne Secret found me and decided to take me under
her wing, her parents agreed. Madeleine Smet—the mother of Jeanne Secret—came to the
office of the Director, Mme Rolin, who had lined up two other little Jewish girls like me. She
chose me, and I was immediately sent off to get ready. I had to change out of my uniform, put
on my own clothes, and prepare my little suitcase. My sister came with us to the station without
knowing where I was going. It was only on the way back that Mme Rolin told her where I had
gone"

Sonia Wuczinsky ‘Buyst’, age 5, encountered the same language problems, for upon her
arrival in Beloeil she spoke only Yiddish, which immediately betrayed her identity to the
counselors. Micheline Demaert, a counselor at the castle, remembers this unhappy little girl
who did not speak French, who cried a lot, and whom she had to comfort often. "The children
didn 't say they were Jewish, but you could tell that the children had learned to say nothing; we
didn t talk about it, we never said anything. Sonia was Polish; that child didnt know a word of
French, and she was often on my lap or in my arms; I was her mother".

The presence of other Jewish children in their group was not a secret to everyone. Some
people knew very well who their clandestine comrades were; this was the case for Abraham
Kapotka ‘Jean Collet,” who had identified several other children in the same situation among
the boarders in his group, among them Maurice Wajnryb ‘Wynants,” Simon Appel ‘Appels,’
Abraham Bomberg ‘Henri De Vos,” and Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet.” Several signs, however,
could have made it possible to identify the Jewish children in the groups. Rosa Ajlkichen
‘Demien’ had spotted Mathilde Berger in her group because the ““ sadness in her eyes ” betrayed
her. « After a certain time you recognize Jewish children among themselves, but we never tried
to get closer because we were afraid of denouncing one another. There was a way to recognize
the person: she was a little sadder; I knew that Solange ‘Mathilde’ was Jewish,; I didn’t know

’

whether she knew that I was,; we never said it to each other.’

Léon Zwikielski 'Wauters' spotted another Jewish child in his group; it was Bernard Plat
'Plateau’. He also thought there were only two of them in hiding at that time. Yet it was during
a religion class about the New Testament that Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’ gave himself
away: « Once, a counselor was explaining a bit about the New Testament, and I started telling
her that there was Moses and that he had a brother named Aaron, and she looked at me in a
strange way; I think she knew [ was Jewish ».

All these elements meant that children who knew they shared the same origin drew closer
to one another without talking about it. Thus, Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet’ became the best friend
of Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’ in Beloeil. Sylvia Birbaum ‘Beekman’, the Hochhauser
sisters and the Knopf ‘Knoop’ sisters, already older, very quickly became inseparable. The
secret of the Jewish children seems to have sometimes spread beyond their circle; Abraham
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Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’ recalls that one day, two sons of Rexists threatened Philippe Waijnryb
‘Wynants’, telling him "that they knew very well who he was".

The Jewish children also had to adapt to the diet imposed on the “feeble-minded” children:
“The children have a double ration, being in the category of feeble-minded children; they
receive each day 450 g of bread. 30 g of butter or margarine, 30 g of meat, 1/2 [ of milk, 66 g
of sugar, one kilo of potatoes and vegetables, 30 g of jam. To this ration should be added Red
Cross donations such as sardines, tuna, tins of meat, figs, etc...%.”

To manage to feed these hundreds of children and ensure the diet prescribed by their
condition, Prince Eugéne and his organization had to resort to multiple sources of supply in
addition to those provided by the Red Cross. Winter Relief provided, in particular, soup, milk,
cookies, and vitamins. In addition, the Joint Distribution Commission for Belgium sent them
other donations of foodstuffs®®. The Prince also took advantage of his status as ambassador to
obtain shipments of supplies from foreign countries, notably via Belgian Medical Aid® in
Portugal, or again via H.R.H. the Prince of Sweden. Prince Eugéne had also managed to obtain
all kinds of foodstuffs from Spain thanks to the help of his son-in-law, Carlos de Saavedra,
Marquis de Villalobar, husband of Princess Isabelle de Ligne®®. The Home also sourced
supplies from businesses in the region, notably from a cookie factory in Le Roeulx, as recalled
by Simonne Detrain, the chief physician at the castle, who made several round trips between
that plant and Beloeil. In addition, part of the castle gardens was converted into huge vegetable
plots, to the point that Prince Eugéne would often ask "where are my beautiful flowerbeds? [the
castle had previously been richly planted with flowers] ". The castle grounds were still not
extensive enough to feed the entire population, which is why the castle staff were tasked with
going around the nearby farms to solicit donations. Thanks to all these supply channels, the
Beloeil home had access to foodstuffs that had become impossible to find in those wartime
days: for example, white bread was baked at the castle, and at one point oranges were even
delivered to the castle.

Most of the Jewish children had little trouble getting used to such a diet. Few of them came
from observant families; they did not know that the Jewish faith required a kosher diet, which
made things easier ...However, despite varied supplies and the difficult work of finding food
for the children, opinions regarding the food are quite divided. What stands out is that the
children were not starving. Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’, Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois
Michaux’, Rosa and Frangois Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ said they were well fed and in sufficient
quantity, even though « it wasn'’t all that great ». Indeed, certain dishes stayed with them, such

8 Report on the Léopold III Homes, year 1945 (Beloeil Castle Archives fonds)

% Report on the activity of the Léopold IIl Homes [...] op. cit., p. 6.

7 The Belgian Medical Aid in Portugal was a private-law organization founded in August 1940 on the basis of a
proposal by Dr. René Redding, by Count and Countess Baudouin de Lichtervelde, Minister of Belgium in Lisbon,
with the aim of shipping food from Portugal to Belgium. The first train of foodstuffs reached Belgium on April
27, 1941. It was then subordinated to the Belgian Supply Coordination Committee. The organization was finally
dissolved in early September 1942 following the reorganization by the Belgian government in London of the
Committee's purchasing services, which were then entrusted to a Portuguese firm.

68 Isabelle de Ligne (1921-2000) was the daughter of Eugéne and Philippine de Ligne; she married Carlos de
Saavedra, Marquis de Villalobar (1912-2004), a mining engineer, in Beloeil in December 1941.
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as the morning bowl of oatmeal porridge. George Weisz ‘Weiss’ recalls that in the porridge, «
there was straw » that kept him from eating. Other dishes left their mark on the children, such
as a pink pudding « horrible » for Sylvia Birnbaum ‘Beekman’, or the Sunday pig skin « as a
substitute for meat, with the hairs that stuck to the roof of the mouth » that Albert Racimora
‘Raes’ had to eat. Like all children, they were subjected daily to a spoonful of cod-liver oil,
which Robert Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink’ and Albert Racimora ‘Raes’ remember particularly well,
as does Héléne Nemirovsky, who would vomit it up and therefore had to take it again each time.

Yet none of the children had the opportunity to be picky, because the discipline there was
just as strict as in the groups: Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet’ recalls that « you couldn’t leave your
plate half full; the last mouthfuls would stay in your cheeks for hours before they came out, and
once you could go out, you spit them out ».

Beyond the food and strict discipline, the Jewish children also remember other episodes
from their time at Beloeil, such as stays in the infirmary. Even so, the most persistent problem
encountered at Beloeil seems to have been lice epidemics, of which Jewish children such as
Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’ and Robert Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink' were victims. Other
illnesses, such as rickets, scabies, tonsillitis, impetigo, dental cavities, cases of meningitis,
dysentery, scarlet fever, and diphtheria, made it necessary to set up an infirmary within the
castle itself. Indeed, on the 1% floor was the infirmary: « a consultation room preceded by an
undressing room, a dressing room, and 3 adjoining rooms containing a total of 9 beds; a
common room with 4 beds and small isolation rooms are provided on the 2nd floor » %°. The
chief physician of the castle’s medical team was Dr. Simonne Detrain, wife of Dr. Léon Detrain,
owner of the Beloeil clinic. Initially, only the doctor had been hired by Prince Eugeéne De Ligne
to come treat the children at the castle. However, faced with the growing number of children,
she was subsequently assisted by several physicians, including Jacqueline Chamla’, a Jewish
physician of French nationality, and also Paula Neuman’!, a Jewish physician of Polish origin,
assigned to Beloeil in mid-October 1943 by ULB medical professor Jean Van den Branden’?,
who was also in charge of the ‘medicine and hygiene’ section within the Foyers Léopold II1.
Other specialist physicians were also attached to the organization: a dentist, a laboratory doctor,
and other specialists to whom the more serious cases were sent. Around these doctors revolved

89 <gpan style=\" \">S. DETRAIN, Report addressed to the Directorate of Social Assistance to the Léopold ITI
Homes. Children’s Home Section, February 42 (Beloeil Castle Archives).

70 Jacqueline Chamla (1914-2005) was a French Jewish physician. She pursued medical studies at the University
of Beirut and then at the Free University of Brussels (ULB). When the Brugmann Hospital, where she had been
working since the end of her studies in 1942, was requisitioned, she was sent as the physician in charge to an annex
of the Saint-Pierre Hospital, at the Collége Saint-Nicolas. While she was advised to leave her position to avoid
problems due to her Jewish origins, she learned that Princess De Ligne was looking for a doctor to assist Simone
Detrain in Beloeil. In Beloeil, where she worked from 1942 to 1943, no one, according to her, knew that she was
Jewish, not even the Prince. Once her temporary assignment ended, she returned to Brussels.

"1 paula Neuman, whose real name was Pessa Nejman, was a Jewish physician of Polish origin. With a medical
degree from the ULB, she first worked at Red Cross Military Hospital No. 10 with Dr. R. Philippart. In October
1942, knowing her origins, the Gestapo ordered her to make reports on people to be sent to the Malines camp. R.
Philippart advised her not to comply and hid her in the hospital attic, and a few months later found her a refuge
with a pharmacist, where she stayed until mid-1943. She was then sent to Beloeil via the ULB professor Jean Van
den Branden.

72 Jean Van den Branden (1901-1986) is an ENT physician and professor at ULB. He became director of the «
medicine and hygiene » section within the Foyers Léopold III during the war.
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a nursing staff that included Yvonne Broche, seconded from the Beloeil hospital, where she
was filling in, to care for the children of Beloeil from late 1941.

Several Jewish children spent time in the castle infirmary during their stay. Marcel
Goldsztejn ‘Collet’ was treated for an ear problem, and after the ENT specialist’s examination,
it turned out he actually had a long piece of paper pushed into his ear. Bluma Zimet ‘Jeanne
Blomme’ had her tonsils removed at the same time as other children in the newly installed
operating room at the castle in the summer of 1944. Albert Racimora ‘Raes’, on the other hand,
says he was not treated for his perforated ear infection, which made him howl in pain; that is
why he has very bad memories of the medical service.

In addition to treating all the little injuries and various illnesses, the medical staff also had
to manage the medical examinations the children underwent on arrival, as well as the monthly
medical checkups. It was, moreover, during these examinations, “where you had to parade
naked in front of the doctor ,” that Robert Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink’ feared his identity would be
revealed.

But whether during medical check-ups, meals, or any other daily activity, all the staff kept
a watchful eye so as not to arouse suspicion about the identity of their little charges...
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Chapter 13: A devoted staff

To integrate as well as possible into their groups and daily life at the chateau, the Jewish
children were able to count on the help of staff who were in on the secret, but also on the
presence of Prince Eugéne de Ligne, who was often at the chéteau to oversee the proper
organization of the Beloeil colony.

The staff employed at the castle were recruited from several cities in Belgium, but mainly
from the province. Indeed, to look after the children, the Prince directly called upon graduates
of the regional teacher-training schools. Some team members also came from Flanders, even
though recruiting there was more difficult because of the distance. The administrative and
technical staff, by contrast, were recruited from the population of Beloeil: boilermakers,
carpenters, blacksmiths, electricians, maids, cooks... All this staff was generally paid by the
Foyers Léopold III organization—between 650 and 1,000 francs per month—or by partner
philanthropic organizations such as the Red Cross or the ONE, or by various partner companies.
The Chateau of Beloeil could also count on the presence of volunteers recruited from the
Belgian nobility. These young women of the nobility often served as counselors, as in the case
of Viscountess Christiane de Jonghe d’Ardoye’® who looked after girls over 10 or of Baroness
Claudine Van der Straten Ponthoz’* who looked after the youngest, considered the most in need,
together with the princely couple’s daughter, Yolande de Ligne.

Among these people, the first to be confronted with the presence of the hidden children
were the female counselors who took care of the groups of children all day long. Other staff
members knew about the presence of the clandestine guests; this was the case for Eva Dutoit,
the head educator from Beloeil, who welcomed them on arrival and therefore had to ensure they
were integrated as discreetly as possible. Although, according to Yvonne Broche, head nurse
originally from the Tournai region and director of social assistance, the fact that the castle was
hiding Jewish children was “an open secret, all of Beloeil knew it,” not all the counselors knew
that Jewish children had been mixed in. This was the case for Marianna Delbart, a counselor
from Beloeil, and Yolande Boeve, a Flemish counselor, who would learn only long after the
war that Jewish children had been hidden at the castle.

In both scenarios, none of these counselors grasped the magnitude of the rescue of which
they were the actors, due to their ignorance about what was happening in the camps in the East.
It was only after the war that everyone became aware of what might have happened if these
Jewish children had not been saved at Beloeil. Indeed, in the provinces, no one really knew
what was happening to the Jews in the camps, nor even what was happening in Brussels,
Antwerp, or Charleroi against the Jews. Marianna Delbart, originally from Quevaucamps, a
village in the Beloeil municipality, was nevertheless aware that the lives of Jews were
threatened because she was directly connected with the Resistance. The only two Jewish

3 Christiane de Jonghe d’Ardoye (1918-1999) is the daughter of Viscount Théodore and Countess Marguerite
d’Arschot Schoonhoven.

74 Baroness Claudine Van der Straten Ponthoz (1924-1959) is the daughter of Count Roger and Pauline, known as
P. Misonne.
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families who lived in her village had gone underground before one of them was arrested in
October 19427°. While she was working at the castle with groups of young boys, she had not
imagined that clandestine boarders were among the groups she was supervising at the castle.

Staff members who were informed were required to exercise the utmost discretion in front
of these children. According to Princess Yolande De Ligne, a volunteer counselor, they had
been asked "not to put these children in a difficult position, not to point them out and, above
all, not to talk about it". It is no doubt for this reason that the director, Mrs. Rolin, did not
hesitate to reconstitute the group of Jewish friends of Sylvia Birnbaum ‘Beekman’ when they
asked for "privileges", such as taking separate showers or enjoying a later curfew. She
reportedly reminded them during a walk outside that they must not forget that they were Jewish
and that under no circumstances were they entitled to special privileges, words that left a mark
on Sylvia: "Why must you Jews be different?". As for the teachers and counselors, they did their
best to help the Jewish children, like Miss Abrassard, a teacher from the Borinage, who wrote
letters with Abraham Mydlarz ‘Francois Michaux’ and helped him catch up on his schoolwork.
Viscountess Christiane de Jonghe d’ Ardoye, counselor of the Girl Guides group, was also more
attentive to Sylvia Birnbaum ‘Beekman’ and her Jewish friends. Indeed, in addition to suffering
from being in hiding, they had to overcome "the torments of adolescence"; for that, they very
much needed the advice of their young counselor. Micheline Demaert, a counselor, spent her
time comforting little Sonia Wuczinsky ‘Buyst’ when she cried for her parents in a language
she did not understand. When Héléne Rosenblat ‘Laurent’ was sad, this same counselor would
tell her: "Forget what happened, think about now and tomorrow ! ".

These counselors ultimately played the role of substitute mothers. Some counselors went
even further and personally took charge of Jewish children whose parents were unable to visit
them. Thus, Miss Caudron, a teacher, hosted Maurice Wajnryb ‘Wynants’ and another little boy
at her home during her vacations. The Prince’s steward, George Dath, brother of the
photographer Marcel Dath -who helped collect so many photographic testimonies of the
chateau-, took little Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ every Sunday for a family meal after Mass.
Sometimes he arranged for his younger brother, Frangois, to join her at their home. The same
was true for Sonia Wuczinsky ‘Buyst’, who sometimes left Beloeil for Oudeghem, in East
Flanders, during her counselor Paula Buyst’s vacations. The reason this counselor took little
Sonia into her care was that she is said to have met Sonia’s mother during a visit to her daughter
in Beloeil. The latter is said to have « begged her to look afier the child if ever they had the
great misfortune of being deported[s] ». As a result, Paula supposedly “gave her word of honor
that the child would lack for nothing .” Paula had noticed little Sonia, who always kept apart
from her group and didn’t play with the others. Thus, with the headmistress’s permission, she
is said to have taken her on personally, but they had to « be careful because the little girl [was]
Jewish ! ”.

75 The family in question is the Schwartz family and their two children, who arrived from Hungary in 1928 and
settled in the village of Quevaucamps during 1929, and their in-laws, who arrived in 1932 with their two children.
The latter were deported on October 10, 1942, and none of them survived. The other family managed to hide
thanks to the help of the Gérard and Lespinglart families (for this, declared Righteous Among the Nations in 1995)
PICRON G., "Wandering Jews", in Coup d il sur Beloeil, vol. 64/4, 1995, pp. 116-123.
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Jewish children could also count on the presence of the princely couple to help them
integrate. The Princess seemed even more absent. Few, in fact, saw her during their stay. Indeed,
she handled the general organization of the Foyers Léopold III on Rue Montoyer in Brussels,
while the Prince was more concerned with the Beloeil home — the family was then occupying
the main wing of the castle that looks out over the large Neptune basin. It was above all the
Prince’s kindness and generosity, which they say they encountered on several occasions during
their stay, that the Jewish children remember.

The Prince took great care of the children and constantly looked after their well-being. He
would come to see them from time to time in the refectory, for example, to check whether the
dishes being served were wholesome and also to encourage them to eat; he also attended the
performances the children put on with their counselors and took part in the various celebrations
held with and for the children. Likewise, when Héléne Rosenblat ‘Laurent’ stayed briefly in the
infirmary, the Prince took the time to come see her every day and play cards with her.

The Prince, a rare male presence in direct contact with the children, was, for some—as
Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet’ mentions—identified with the father figure they lacked. Indeed, like
a pater familias, he was not only kind and generous, he also exercised his authority over the
children: " <span style=\"\">When someone was messing about a bit too much, we would say
‘we’re going to take you to the Prince,’ and the Prince would scold him and he would quiet
down". His title of Prince already conferred authority; indeed, when "<span style=\" \">the
lord of the manor"arrived, everyone trembled. Yet, upon her arrival at the castle, Rosa Ajlkichen
‘Demien’ says that the Prince never made use of his title: " <span style=\"\">1 didn t know what
a ‘Monseigneur’ was; I didn 't know what a noble title was. He smiled at us and said nothing.
He was so kind, amiable, simple. He didn t present himself as a Prince; he was modest, always
smiling toward the children. He was a man like anyone else, who took his role to heart... He
had a lot of sympathy for the children; we felt that."”

The hidden children were not the only ones to praise the kindness of Prince Eugéne. The
Red Cross reported about him in its monthly review at the end of 1941 that "The good Prince
devoted himself with all his heart to his many little children. Nothing was impossible for him:
all his treasures and riches were to serve their happiness "’®. That was indeed the mission that
the Prince and all the staff at the castle had set for themselves, and they were not the only ones....

Among those who made the rescue of Jewish children at the castle possible, we must also
include the administrative staff of the municipality of Beloeil. By mutual agreement with Prince
Eugene De Ligne, the municipality of Beloeil reportedly provided an identity card to Jewish
adolescents over 15, after registering them under their false names in the population registers;
this also entitled them to a ration card and thus to the double rows of stamps they could receive
as ‘feeble-minded’ children. For children under 15, for whom an identity card was not required,
another subterfuge had to be found if they wanted to obtain a ration card for them. This was all
the more necessary because these cards could be used during possible German inspections.
Indeed, in the Netherlands, the Gestapo had already required this card for all residents of

76 “Aid to Youth,” in Belgian Red Cross Monthly Review, November 1941, p. 40.
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children’s institutions. However, since the Jewish children were clandestinely placed
somewhere other than the municipality where they were officially registered, they could no
longer make use of their card and their ration stamps. Yet these were essential to provide for
their sustenance. Finding a way to regularize these children under 15 thus proved indispensable.
To do this, people from the CDJ’s rationing office—in contact with the F.I.’s false papers
section in Charleroi—got in touch with municipal employees of the rationing service in the
municipalities where the children were hidden in order to have the children registered under
their assumed names in the population registers. To that end, fake change-of-address forms
were fabricated and sent to the municipalities concerned. C’est ainsi que les enfants de moins
de 15 ans auraient également recu une vraie-fausse carte de ravitaillement et leurs timbres’’.
However, for Beloeil, no archival document makes it possible to verify that it had indeed been
contacted by the CDJ’s rationing section, or even directly by the F.1.’s false papers section—
the network to which, it should be recalled, Prince De Ligne belonged—which handled the
production of forged papers for the CDJ but also for other networks and movements, such as
the Red Cross. In any case, the municipality was undoubtedly aware of the scheme, for it was
indeed the one that received the ration stamps that the management of the castle went to collect
every month. Yvonne Broche, head of social assistance, recalls having made the trip several
times from the municipality with identity documents and ration stamps.

The management of the Leopold Homes on Rue Montoyer in Brussels also received fake
identity cards and fake ration cards as well as the files of Jewish children "with their real name
and their other name " as recalled by André Cogneaux, courier for the Leopold III Homes.
These identity cards and forged documents probably came from the Charleroi section of the
CDJ or even from the Red Cross which also employed him. Perhaps the Brussels management
and the municipality of Beloeil would have shared the task....

All this support, whether educational, medical, or administrative, pursued the same goal: to
ensure the well-being of all the young residents, not only the Jewish children. All the groups
took part in the same activities and had to abide by the same disciplinary rules. Thus, everyone
benefited equally from what some have called « a chdteau life in wartime ».

77 STEINBERG M., L'étoile et le fusil, vol. 3, vol. 1: op. cit., pp. 139-140.
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Chapter 14: The financial upkeep of the little children in
hiding
The human generosity of the princely couple and their staff, who played an important part
in saving Jewish children, could not suffice to sustain the organization of the Foyers Léopold
III and the clandestine placement of children. Because the latter no longer had any official
existence once they had gone into hiding and, consequently, no official aid could be sought, an

entire stratagem had to be found to finance their stay in addition to ensuring their safety. Thus
an entirely different network was put in place behind the castle.

Just as the various organizations or companies paid the board for the children they placed
at Beloeil, the CDJ, the main network for placing Jewish children, also took charge of the
financial support of the Jewish children it sent to Beloeil, when the parents could not do so
themselves. The board amounted to 750 francs per month according to the conditions set on the
CDJ’s individual forms, that is, the normal rate for a child’s board in a Foyer Léopold III for
30 days « of fresh air and overfeeding» '®. However, over the course of 1943, payment of the
board by the CDJ quickly ran into difficulties. According to the data provided on the back of
the CDJ forms, the monthly payment of 750 francs was made only between November 1942
and March 1943. After that date, 990 francs were paid in a single sum by the CDJ for the
following month. Between April and October 1943, the CDJ forms show no further trace of
payment. This may correspond to the time of the arrest of Esta Heiber at the end of May 1943,
following the failed operation at the Anderlecht convent, for which she was accused along with
her husband”. Director of the “internal office” within the CDJ, she oversaw the management
of payments and forms. It is possible that payments were no longer made until the service was
taken back in hand by Renée Koch, whose real name was Baila Silbersczatz, who officially
took over at the office in June 1943%, Perhaps she had to put everything back in order, which
would explain this six-month gap. The month of May 1943 also corresponds to the time when
the CDJ ran out of funds to cover the board for the 800 children it already had in its care at that
time. It was then that Benjamin Nykerk®!, a Dutch Jewish industrialist, founder and member of
the CDJ, went to Switzerland to meet the representative of the Joint in order to obtain the funds
essential to the network’s viability®?. Payment entries resume in October 1943, and from then
on only the number of ration stamps is noted on the child’s file, ranging from 1 to 10 depending

8 Advertising leaflet of the Léopold 111 Home no. 5 (in Ixelles), activities from February 11, 1941 to February 11,
1942 (File 458 "Correspondence with the Léopold III Homes", Belgian Red Cross Collection, AGR).

 On May 21, 1943, the Heiber couple was arrested following the failed operation at the convent of the “Most
Holy Savior” in Anderlecht. On May 19, 13 Jewish girls had been spotted there by Gestapo agents and by “Big
Jacques,” but the children were taken away during the night by the Resistance, simulating a kidnapping. Maurice
Heiber, in charge of the children’s section within the CDJ, was accused by the Gestapo. He and his wife were sent
to the Dossin barracks but were never deported.

80 STEINBERG M., L'étoile et le fusil, vol. 3, vol. 1: op.cit., 1986, p. 124.

81 Benjamin Nykerk (1906-1944), Dutch industrialist, Zionist resistance fighter. He was treasurer of the CDJ until
December 1943. Indeed, he had many contacts in financial circles. In March 1944, he was arrested under a false
identity as an associate of the Dutch-Paris escape organization and imprisoned at the Fresnes and Compiégne
camps before being deported to the Neuengamme camp. He died in Germany at the end of 1944.

82 Joint or American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC), a Jewish organization founded in America in 1914 to aid
Jews outside the USA. ADRIAENS W., STEINBERG M. and SCHRAM L., et al. (eds.), op. cit., p. 166.
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on the month. In addition to payments, other expenses for which the organization intervened
are also noted: such as shoe repairs for Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet’ (14 francs) and for Ariel
Renée (65 francs), but also eyeglasses for Wajnryb ‘Wynants’ Philippe (50 francs)®3.

Parents who could afford it were asked to contribute.

For only 8 children, a little more than a quarter of the children hidden by the CDJ in Beloeil,
were the parents able to contribute between 200 and 500 francs per month®*. The parents of
Rosa and Francgois Ajlkichen 'Demien' could pay only 250 francs in all for each of them, and
for just two months; the parents of Bluma Zimet 'Jeanne Blomme' contributed 350 or 400 francs
per month for 6 months, a total of 2,250 francs; the parents of Albert Racimora 'Raes' paid for
3 months from 500 to 550 francs, for a total of 1,550 francs; the parents of Abraham Kapotka
'Jean Collet' provided for 3 months from 200 to 400 francs per month, for a total of 1,000 francs;
and the parents of Laure Wurm 'Wielemans' managed to give, throughout the entire duration of
their daughter's placement, between 300 and 500 francs per month, for a total of 5,600 francs.
These meager payments bear witness to the difficulties Jewish families encountered in
surviving underground while also gathering the money that would pay the boarding fees for
their children hidden at the castle. The only possibilities came from their last savings or from
work they had been able to continue illegally during the war. The father of Albert Racimora
'Raes', for example, was able to continue his work as a leatherworker for the entire duration of
the war on behalf of the owner of their house, in addition to unpaid activity in the Resistance
within the Belgian National Movement®’.

For other Jewish children placed at Beloeil via other intermediaries, it was probably the
parents who took charge of paying the fees, at least at first. The parents of Dora Szyper, 'Isabelle
Dutoit,' placed at Beloeil through the Red Cross, did indeed have work at the time their daughter
was placed there; they worked in their textile workshop. The families of Sylvie Birnbaum,
'Beekman,’ and of Dora and Ruth Hochhauser were able, during the first months, to cover the
placement of their daughters at the castle because they had brought with them some capital
from what the parents had been able to accumulate before leaving Nazi Germany in 1939. These
savings no doubt enabled them to get through the first months in hiding. However, as the war
dragged on and Jews had been excluded from every economic sector for more than a year,
money became increasingly scarce. From then on, if the parents could no longer pay—or if they
were deported—the CDJ was fully prepared to grant financial aid to the host families.

In Beloeil, a solution for raising funds had also been set up for beneficiaries of the home
in need but also for the Jewish children: the "Beloeil Adoption Fund," from which, notably,
Sonia Wuczinsky ‘Buyst” and Dora Hochhauser benefited; they were hidden via the Red Cross
in Beloeil. Through the sale of "adoption bonds" bearing the King’s likeness for the sum of 25
francs, generous benefactors financed one day of placement. They were, in a sense, "adopting"

8 CDJ files nos. 224, 1622 and 79 (R497/tr. 185916, SVG).
84 CDJ files No. 509, 510, 1195, 1368, 450 and 1202 (R497/tr. 185916, SVG).

85 He was commander of the MNB (Belgian National Movement) in Uccle from March 1% to September 3, 1944.
The MNB is a patriotic resistance movement created on December 17, 1940. The organization, whose headquarters
were in Brussels, focused on military and intellectual resistance and on escape networks.
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these children without families for a day. The Wuczinsky and Hochhauser parents could no
longer provide for their daughters, for the parents of the very young Sonia had been deported
since April 1944 by the 24™ convoy, and Dora’s parents had been in Switzerland since the
autumn of 1942. In addition to the donors, the Beloeil Adoption Fund was also supported by
donations from the Prince himself. Moreover, it could also count on contributions from official
bodies such as Winter Relief, the Red Cross, and the ONE which, in addition to supporting the
Home’s "legal" residents, also intervened on behalf of the Jewish children, which for them was
a way to circumvent the ban that had been imposed on them on helping the Jewish population.
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Chapter 15: "You had to be Christian"

The organizations connected with Beloeil, the princely couple, and the staff working at
the chateau were not the only ones seeking to help the Jewish children; the chaplain assigned
to the chateau, Abb¢é Guy Vanros, a former librarian-archivist seconded by the bishopric to the
Foyer Léopold III in Beloeil, also worked for their rescue in Beloeil.

Indeed, even though the Léopold IIl Home in Beloeil was classified among the « non-
denominational, neutral charitable organizations », the daily life of the Jewish children hidden
at the castle moved to the rhythm of Catholic rites, and Abbé Vanros had been tasked with
guiding them in this, as well as all the other children present on the princely estate.

The home was then directly connected to the Saint-Pierre Church of Beloeil, a 19" -
century building located in front of the chateau and accessible directly from the rear. The
chateau also had a private chapel located to the left of the chateau courtyard, and the chaplain
G. Vanros held services there for the chateau staff and, occasionally, for groups of children.

The hidden Jewish children, aware of the need for rapid and total assimilation, were
therefore compelled to conform very quickly to the Catholic way of life in Beloeil. Accordingly,
all took care to absorb as best they could the Catholic rituals, to learn the catechism, the prayers,
and the hymns of the church they attended on Sundays and feast days. These children’s songs
then filled the church, which had the power to move the dean of the church of Beloeil, Ignace
Simon: “I am moved every Sunday when [ see these children from the Home fill our church and
your fatherly gaze welcoming them there”®¢, but which could have betrayed the identity of the
Jewish boarders...”

Learning these rites was nonetheless an essential way for them to anchor themselves in the
setting that was there to protect them. However, it turns out that most of these Jewish children’s
families were not observant. Thus, these children, who were unaware of their religion and what
it represented, were quickly won over, to the point that some became altar boys, such as Jacques
Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink’ and Albert Racimora ‘Raes’, while Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’
joined the church choir. Learning generally posed few problems; the Jewish children did
everything they could to imitate the others so as not to show their difference. Hardly had
Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois Michaux’ arrived in Beloeil when he already had to recite his
prayer before sitting down at the table. “Well, young man, and your prayer? [ made the sign of
the cross and folded my hands, closed my eyes, and pretended to say a prayer. I felt that all eyes

i3]

were on me.

In Beloeil, Marcel Goldstejn "Collet" and the other children also went "to confession"and
had to"rack their brains to come up with sins like, I didn't say my evening prayer, I didn't listen
to what the counselor said". They all also attended religion classes taught by the priest himself.

8 Letter from Abbé Simon to Prince Eugéne, June 28, 1941 (Beloeil Castle Archives)
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It was at that time, moreover, that Rosa Ajlkichen "Demien" discovered "the story of the birth
of Jesus a little before Christmas”, which left a mark on her because of the questions it raised
for her. These classes were truly tense moments for the older children, aware of their identity
and old enough to grasp the ambiguity it entailed. Indeed, breaking ties with their original faith
and accepting a new religion must have been a terrible source of inner conflict. Moreover, they
heard messages that ran counter to their actual religion. For example, the history of the Jewish
people was then presented as that of a people accused of deicide in ancient Jerusalem. They
nevertheless had to play along to escape death, some even going so far as to convert to
Catholicism.

Some children went even further in their assimilation, as they had themselves baptized in
Beloeil. Thirteen Jewish children were baptized in Beloeil between August 16, 1943 and
September 16, 1944, according to the parish register of Beloeil; among them, 4 boys and 9 girls.
Ten of these children had arrived in Beloeil via the CDJ resistance network. Two boys were
baptized first in August 1943, and for all the others, it was not until 1944. These baptisms of
Jewish children, celebrated by the castle chaplain, Abbé Vanros, in the castle chapel, were
generally grouped together: two baptisms took place on March 16, 1944, four more on April 8§,
1944, and another four on May 27, 1944. Simon Rosenblat ‘Laurent” would be the only one to
be baptized in September 1944, after the Liberation. These children were not only baptized; as
early as the next day, they were said to have been invited to receive their First Communion at
church. Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ states that the « Saturday would be the baptism and Sunday,
Communion. On Sunday, she received a white dress, a prayer missal, and a rosary to take
Communion. »

The baptisms of Jewish children were not unique to Beloeil; they were even commonplace
at that time, to the point of worrying the Jewish community: a CDJ note at the end of 1943
informed the Jewish community, concerned about the fate of Jewish children in a Catholic
environment, that « the known cases of conversion [were] relatively very few »¥'. To justify
these cases of conversion, it was often claimed that it was an administrative protection in the
event of a German raid. In Beloeil, that does not seem to have been the case; otherwise all the
Jewish children would have been baptized, or at least all would have appeared in the parish
register. Moreover, the only children entered in the parish logbook during the war -2 boys in
August 1943-, are listed under their real names as well as those of their parents. If the Germans
had gotten their hands on this logbook, they would have immediately understood that it
concerned the baptism of two Jewish children. Perhaps the priest realized his mistake, because
thereafter no further baptisms of Jewish children appeared in the register during the period of
conflict. The entry of the Jewish children —under their real names - was only added to the
register after the Liberation. It was only on November 16, 1944, that the Vicar General of
Tournai, Msgr. Lecouvet®® initialed all the baptismal records. All these baptisms of Jewish
children were therefore validated by the diocese. This proves once again that these were real

87 CDJ report, December 1943, cited in STEINBERG M., The Star and the Rifle, vol. 1: op. cit., p. 171.

8 Jules Lecouvet (1880-1959) was ordained a priest in 1904; he became vicar general of the Diocese of Tournai
in 1929. During the illness of Msgr. Delmotte, bishop of Tournai since 1940, he was entrusted with the governance
of the diocese from 1943 until his resignation in July 1945.
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baptisms and not an administrative protection. Moreover, several Jewish children baptized in
Beloeil were also confirmed in Beloeil during 1945.

Cardinal Van Roey, Archbishop of Mechelen® is said, however, to have forbidden the
baptism of Jewish children during the war without their parents' consent and by means of
pressure. He is said to have recorded this in a pastoral letter sent to the clergy of Belgium on
May 2, 1944, without explicitly mentioning the case of Jewish children: "in establishments
intended to receive children during the holidays (school camps, vacation stays, ...), the priest,
acting as chaplain, will not baptize children who have reached the age of reason without the
consent of the Ordinary™". According to that letter, a distinction therefore had to be made
between children under the age of 7 and those over 7 who had reached the 'age of reason'. Under
the age of 7, baptism was considered legal if the parents had given their consent’!. Exceptions
were tolerated in the case of children in danger of death, or if the parents could not exercise
their rights over their child, that is, in the case of absent or deceased parents. After the age of 7,
children could not be baptized against their will. In addition, certain conditions were imposed:
the baptism had to be requested by the child themself, and religious instruction had to be
provided to them. When possible, the bishop or the vicar had to give approval®?.

The Léopold III Home in Beloeil seems to have followed these directives because only
one baptism was given to a child under 7. It was Robert Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink,” baptized on
August 26, 1943, at the age of 4, at the same time as his older brother, Jacques, 11. According
to Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet,” who was in Jacques’s group, the young boys’ parents were
present at this baptism; they would therefore indeed have consented to this baptism. Indeed,
determined to save their children, many parents who authorized their children’s baptism
scarcely worried about the moral danger to which they were exposing them; perhaps they even
thought that being converted would save their children. To her eldest daughter, 11 years old,
who was about to receive the sacrament of baptism, the mother of Héléne Rosenblat ‘Laurent’
is said to have replied : « Do everything you can so that no one recognizes that you are Jewish
».

For Héléne and the others, the parents’ opinion thus seems to have been sought when it
was possible, even for those children considered 'adults' by the Church. Rosa Ajlkichen
'Demien' (11 years old) is said to have written to her mother about her upcoming baptism. The
latter then reportedly made the trip from the capital to Beloeil for the first and last time in order
to try to dissuade her daughter. « But I was already committed. She was very upset when she
learned that I had been baptized. It was against her convictions, against my grandparents’. ».

8 Joseph Van Roey (1874-1961), cardinal, archbishop of Malines, held a Master’s degree in theology from the
University of Louvain. He became vicar general to Cardinal and Archbishop Mercier in 1907, and succeeded him
in 1926.

% BLaISE D., Jewish Children Hidden in the Provinces of Namur—Luxembourg during the Second World War, Ulg-
Liege, 1995-1996, p. 130.

91DEQUEKER L., “Baptism and Conversion of Jews in Belgium, 1939-1945”, in MICHMAN D. (ed.), Belgium and
the Holocaust: Jews, Belgians, Germans, Jerusalem-Yad Vashem, 1998, pp. 244-245.

“HELLEMANS H., Schimmen met een ster. Het bewogen verhaal van joodse ondergedoken kinderen
tijdens de Tweede Wereldoorlog in Belgié, Anvers, 2007, p. 151.
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Thus, according to several Jewish children, these baptisms in Beloeil seemed to have nothing
forced about them; they were indeed performed upon personal request. What’s more, Rosa gets
angry when she’s told that she was forced to convert. She is said to have requested baptism
from Abbé Vanros because she « want/ed] to be able to play and not feel sad, isolated, to be
like the other children, that was important. I must tell you that I didn’t know what was
happening with my parents, or with my sister; I had no news from anyone; I didn’t see my
brother, who was at the Orangery. I was the one who went to see the abbé and asked him to
baptize me ». She also made this request in order to be « more accepted » by the family of
Georges Dath, the Prince’s accountant. He would take her with him to his parents’ on Sundays
after he had found her crying near his office and she had eventually confessed her true identity
to him. She was then baptized on May 27, 1944, with three other Jewish girls. Her little brother,
Frangois, whom she didn’t see often since he lived on the other side of the park, was invited for
the occasion. For the other children who had wished to do the same, the father of Louis
Engelholm 'Engels'—who, moreover, was not of the Jewish faith—intervened against it, as did
the mother of Luba 'Lucienne' Brygier. It was not always possible to obtain the opinion of either
parent. Mathilde Berger, 14, found herself alone for her baptism in March 1944 following the
deportation of both her parents a year earlier. Dora Hochhauser’s parents could hardly have
given their authorization for their 14-year-old eldest daughter’s baptism at the end of May 1944,
as both had been living clandestinely as refugees in Switzerland since mid-October 1942.

Even if he ultimately respected the wishes of the parents and the children, Abbé Vanros
nevertheless reportedly engaged in proselytizing, though forbidden, to convert some of the
Jewish children at the castle. Thus, when the baptism of one of the little boys she had placed
at Beloeil—no doubt little Léon Zwikielski "Wauters' (10 years old}—came up, Esther Grynpas
had to intervene with a counselor and " let her know that a circular from Malines, from Cardinal
Van Roey, asked Christian or religious communities to refrain from any pressure or excessive
"93. Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois Michaux’ (11 years old) also
states that he was invited once to Abbé Vanros’s home. He still remembers the words the Abbé
used in trying to achieve his aims: "Christians have the same Bible, but more advanced than
the Jews’; don’t be afraid, it’s very simple: I take a few drops of holy water and make the sign
of the Cross. That’s all and you’ll be a little Christian like all your friends". In vain, the little
boy answered him in the negative. Bluma Zimet ‘Jeanne Blomme’ (13 years old) also testifies
to this pressure: " They did everything to convert us, but I refused”. Just as agreeing to be
baptized, refusing could also be a real ordeal for these children, Abraham ‘Frangois’ recounts:

zeal on the children in their care

" Upon leaving, my first thought was, I have not betrayed my father and the religion, but there
is the possibility of being expelled from Beloeil. Did I do the right thing?". Abraham Kapotka
‘Jean Collet’ (10 years old) did not feel any real pressure to be baptized; for him, the only
pressure came from the Catholic environment where « one had to be Christian ». He therefore
asked to be baptized; he saw « that everyone else was doing it and then they talked to [him]
about Jesus, the apostles, it interested [him] » but ultimately nothing came of it. Marcel
Goldsztejn 'Collet' (8 years old) also wanted to become Catholic, but for a very different reason.

9 GRYNPAS E, 'The Case of the Princes de Ligne,' 01/14/1972 (File 530b, Righteous Among the Nations
Section).
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Indeed, he had realized « that those who had made their First Communion received fine clothes,
were fed better, and for a few days were little kings ». He then attended catechism with the
priest, who welcomed them for an afternoon snack with tea and little cakes. On the day of his
baptism, he received "indeed some fine clothes, a very special kind of food, a silver crucifix in
a small dark blue case, and a small missal" from Prince De Ligne. Yet he confides that he did
not, for all that, « start believing in Jesus ». Indeed, these baptisms did not mean much to these
young children. Also, Rosa Ajlkichen 'Demien' remarks: "I must tell you that afterward it hadn’t
changed me; I wasn’t different. Inside, I felt Jewish. And always Jewish. It gave me a shock; 1
thought that from one day to the next I was going to change, I said to myself, why cause grief
to my parents?".

In addition to all that, we can even suppose that the chaplain of Beloeil had received the
bishop’s authorization, since each year the vicar general of Tournai, Msgr. Lecouvet, who was
then replacing the bishop, countersigned all the baptismal records, including those of the
baptisms of Jewish children.

While some staff members were still unaware of the presence of Jewish children, the
practice of baptisms brought to light the secret of those who were to be baptized. Indeed, it was
the staff members who served as godfathers and godmothers at these baptisms. Micheline
Demaert, a counselor, learned of the presence of little Jewish girls in her group when Héléne
Rosenblat ‘Laurent’, 11, came to her in tears to ask her to become her godmother, which she
agreed to immediately. Paula Buyst, also a counselor, became the godmother of Rachel Klejman
‘Cécile Smal’, 9, when the latter made the same request of her. The counselor of Rosa Ajlkichen
‘Demien’, Elise Smal, became her godmother, and when a godfather had to be found for her,
she chose Georges Dath, the accountant who took her into his family on Sundays. « [ didn’t
want to ask the Prince like everyone else. I didn’t want to be like everyone else, and he was
very kind; he seemed nice to me. He knew that I was Jewish because one day, I was crying not
far from his office and I told him that I was Jewishy. Indeed, since male staff were scarce at the
chateau, the Prince had agreed on 7 occasions to be a godfather to a Jewish child. He became
young Mathilde’s godfather in March 1944. On the anniversary of her baptism, she would even
write him a letter to express her gratitude once again. « March 16 brings for me a deeply moving
anniversary: that of my baptism. It has already been a year since I became a child of the Good
Lord; a year already since, in your kindness, you were willing to answer with me and for me
during the solemn promises I made to the Divine Master. And so, on this beautiful day, I feel
impelled to come and express to you all my gratitude and promise to show myself always worthy
of your benefactions. I will pray especially on this day of March 16 for you, dear Godfather, so
that the Good Lord may bestow upon you his choicest graces. Your goddaughter.” The
Prince’s secretary, Joseph Licoppe, also agreed, as did his bursar. Other members of the
administration were also approached: the Director, Magdeleine Rolin; the acting director,
Christiane Rolin; Countess Monique de Bousies; as well as the bursar, Paula Dethier; and also
the director of the Beloeil clinic, Léon Detrain, husband of Beloeil’s chief physician.

All took this new role to heart, but these conversions and the happy days that
accompanied them failed to mask the anguish of the dark days...
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Chapter 16: 'A visceral fear'

Even if everything tended to make them forget the difficult times of the war, the daily life
of the Jewish children in Beloeil was-net-always-easy. The fear of being unmasked, as well as
questions surrounding the absence of their parents, multiplied the moments of anguish. On top
of that, there were also German visits to the castle...

Even though all the children were living through the hardships of war, the Jewish children
were more prone to fear than the other children placed with them. Indeed, some were worried
about their parents, like Sylvia Birnbaum ‘Beekman’ or Abraham Mydlarz ‘Francois Michaux,’
who wondered whether their fathers and mothers were still alive, as they had had no contact
with them for a long time. Robert Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink’ also felta deep “fear that the Germans
were going to catch my parents and that [ would never see them again.”

Another characteristic fear of hidden children was the fear of betraying their identity. For
Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet’, it was a « visceral fear. So one always had to be attentive.». «
Opening your mouth was dangerous », by constantly keeping quiet and hiding, Ruth
Hochhauser ended up no longer knowing who she was. « We always kept quiet as hidden
children, because the moment we opened our mouths, it could be dangerous. If someone asked
us something, we were told to stay calm. It hurts a lot because that is the time when children
express themselves and say what they want; they can scream, cry, but not us. I no longer knew
who I was, what I was good for ».

Another fear related to the wartime period, and one that was not limited to Jewish children,
was the fear of air raids. Everything at the castle had, however, been well prepared: « In case
of evacuation due to bombing of the castle - assembly at the 'Lieutenant’ house, Prince
Baudouin residence. Each caregiver accompanied by her group. Itinerary: vegetable garden -
Mr. Moulin's house- road along the woods - the staff would carry the children's belongings. The
cart and the farm would take on foodstuffs and provisions as well as cooking equipment,
mattresses and blankets »°*. Despite all the precautions, Eva Dutoit, a counselor, recalls having
« known children who climbed trees, who ran away, who really left » during these flyovers.
Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet’ also recalls these overflights: « you know it's the war because you
hear the planes, the bombings, everything shakes, but it's far away, it's vague, but it's
frightening like stories about wolves; you think they're behind the door, there's a kind of
paralysis, but it stays far away » Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois Michaux’ remembers that one
evening they heard the sound of a German V1 engine in the sky. « Especially in the evening,
you could hear an engine noise in the sky, they were the Vis. Flying bombs that the Germans
sent toward England. You could make out a tail of fire; we followed the bomb's path, afraid it
might fall on us ».

Despite this persistent fear, in the experience of hidden children it was above all the fact of
living without their parents, and especially without their mother, that marked them the most.
Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet,” even though he has few memories of Beloeil, remembers a “ fotal

% Notes by Prince Eugéne de Ligne, June 1941 (Beloeil Castle Archives Fund)
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absence of a mother,” to the point of dreaming at night of her return. “7 think that to sleep we
all had to put our heads under the covers, and there under the covers I think I dreamt of my
mother, that it would end.”

The absence of their parents remains a painful memory for the young children, who
experienced it as abandonment; the youngest did not understand why they had been separated
from their parents, as was the case for Robert Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink,” who was only 4, or Sonia
Wuczinsky ‘Buyst,” 5, both of whom cried a great deal for their mother. In Beloeil, they found
themselves alone among dozens of kids who did not always understand the reason for their
clandestine placement either. Dora Szyper ‘Isabelle Dutoit’ suffered more from the “fear of
being an only child poured out of a very close-knit family—mom, dad, and little girl—into a
holiday camp with lots of children” than from being a hidden Jewish child.

Some nevertheless had the good fortune to see one of their parents in Beloeil—often their
mother—despite the CDJ’s prohibition. The network discouraged visits to the children, all the
more so since, in principle, the parents did not know where their children had been placed in
order to ensure their safety. The mothers nevertheless took risks to reach the princely village,
which amounted to a veritable expedition, since German checkpoints had to be evaded. The
mother of Rosa and Frangois Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ and of Robert and Jacques Kucinsky
‘Vanderlink’ came to see them only once. The mother of Jeanine and Marcel Goldsztejn
‘Collet’ is said to have come several times; on one occasion she even walked past her own
daughter without recognizing her, she had changed so much. Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’
also received several visits from his mother, and he remembers that during one of them she told
him that « they caught Dad ». She reportedly came—at least once—accompanied by the mother
of Simon Appel ‘Appels,” as attested by several photographs taken on that occasion by the
castle’s photographer, Paul Dath. Indeed, these two women had been good friends before the
war.

Fathers very rarely took the risk of leaving their hiding places for fear of being arrested.
Indeed, fathers found it less easy to disguise their distinctive appearances by various
subterfuges. While her father could not go to Beloeil for fear of being spotted, little Sonia
Wuczinsky’s (‘Buyst’) father nevertheless tried to see his daughter by asking Paula Buyst, a
counselor, in a letter dated ~ September 23, 1943, to bring the little girl to his hiding place in
Schaerbeek, which Paula did not dare to do because of the danger of the situation. Her mother,
however, took the risk of coming to see her daughter in Beloeil. She is said to have dyed her
hair blond to outwit the occupier. Louis Engelholm ‘Engels’ was lucky enough to see both his
parents during visits, his father being a former Polish Catholic without “typical” features—only
his mother was registered as Jewish. On the other hand, Bluma Zimet ‘Jeanne Blomme’ did not
have the chance to see her parents during her placement at Beloeil, but she received at least two
visits from her older brother, Kathriel.

In Beloeil, visits from parents were indeed made easier because visiting days were provided
for by the regulations. At those times, Jewish parents could indeed more easily blend in among
the other parents. The regulation on visits that came into force in September 1942 was intended
to be quite strict in order to avoid the comings and goings that disrupted the camps—and that
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could also betray the presence of clandestine boarders who were beginning to arrive at the same
time: "As of September 1, 1942: 1) parents’ visits are permitted exclusively in cases of illness
or emergency 2) visiting days: only the 3rd Sunday of the month is considered a visiting day.
Visiting hours are from 10:00 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. For children staying at least 2 months, these
children may receive a visit from their parents during the course of the 2nd month of their stay
and, in the event of a longer stay, every 2 months" *>. There is no doubt that the hidden children
fell into the second category even before their arrival.

These unexpected visits were moments of intense emotion for the children who had always
known family life before the war. For those who did not have the chance to see their parents
again after the painful separation that brought them to Beloeil, these moments were
complicated. Therefore, on those Sundays, Abraham Kapotka 'Jean Collet' and his best friend
Marcel Goldsztejn 'Collet' chose to stay with the other Jewish boys at the Orangery so as not to
have to witness such a sight.

Besides receiving no visits from anyone, Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois Michaux’ also had to
face, at those times, the many questions from the other children who wondered why no one ever
came to see him. « Parents’ visiting days were torture for me. Especially the children’s
questions. I tormented myself and wondered whether my parents were still among the living ».
Fortunately, he could count on the treats his buddies brought him to comfort him. One day,
however, for a brief moment, he had the hope of seeing them in Beloeil. « One fine day, in the
afternoon during nap time, I was asleep. The counselor, Miss Caudron, shakes me: ‘Francois,
you have a visitor, go to the balcony.” My first thought: ‘That’s impossible—no one has ever
visited me—my mother or my father?’ No, it's a dream ». I run to the balcony, barefoot. but
Miss Caudron stops me in my tracks: “your shoes, Michaux!’ I look—we were living at the
Orangery, on the second floor. I caught sight of a person with a strap, a submachine gun slung
over his shoulder. It was my uncle, my father’s brother, Jacques. I run to meet him and we
embrace. A feeling of joy—years since I had seen a member of the family. My first question.
‘My parents?’ This moment is unforgettable. He answers me: ‘As you can see, I am a Partisan
and am hunting the Germans in the area; we know nothing of our families, we 're hiding in the
woods and in isolated farms.” He asked me if [ remember that I am Jewish. I answer him that [
swore to my father that I would never forget it. A few minutes later, a car loaded with some
armed Partisans’®, my uncle leaves me, embraces me very tightly, and says ‘I'll come back.’ I
look up and I see the counselors and a group of children looking at me in astonishment—yes, [
can say I was proud! »

Some parents who did not have the opportunity to come as far as Beloeil found other ways
to get in touch with their children. They sent them parcels even though the same rules of the
Foyers Léopold III forbade it: « In the general interest, the children must not receive any food

% Subject: visits by parents by the managing director of the Léopold III Homes, Baron A. Donny, to the Social
Aid at the Léopold III Home, August 22, 1942 (Chateau de Beloeil Collection)

% The Belgian Partisans’ Army was a military grouping of the Communist Party of Belgium, created at the end
of 1941, which from the summer of 1942 attacked collaborators and German soldiers. The main regions where
it was active were Brussels, Hainaut, Liege, Louvain, and Limburg.
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parcels; these will be seized at the entrance and distributed to the communal stock »°. Thus,
the mother of Marcel and Jeanine Goldsztejn ‘Collet’ sent packages of cookies to her children
from time to time. These cookies were very important to Marcel because they allowed him to
keep hope for the future: « as long as there were cookies, my mother was somewhere ». Other
parents entrusted intermediaries with delivering these packages to their children. Thus, the
parents of the sisters Gina and Renée Knopf ‘Knoop’, who were friends with the parents of
Sylvia Birnbaum ‘Beekman’, brought Sylvia treats from her parents. The mother of the
Kucinsky brothers ‘Vanderlink’ followed the recommendations and did not send parcels to her
children in Beloeil—no doubt for fear of betraying the address of their hiding place—but paid
a Belgian man to go buy candy for her children and take it to Beloeil. The same was true for
Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’, to whom a Brussels resident, Emile Van Bossuyt, came to
bring candy and photograph him in order to show his mother that he was in good health. It was
surely this same gentleman who was responsible for forwarding Héléne Rosenblat ‘Laurent’s’
letters to her parents. « I wrote to a Belgian man, Emile, who lived in the same building as my
parents in Brussels, and he brought the mail by train on Sundays to my parents, who were hiding
in Courcelles ».

The counselors made an exception to the rules for these children; they would let them know
when they had received a little something, and then they would get their cookies at night under
the covers. These children were apparently not allowed to receive their parcels in person — no
doubt so as not to arouse the jealousy of the other children who received nothing, like Maurice
Wajnryb ‘Wynants’. For those children who had received nothing, a box in which a few candies
had been collected was set up, despite the protests of some parents who would not tolerate their
parcels being shared, as recounted by Yolande Boeve, a counselor of a group of young boys.

Likewise, the moments when the children could write postcards to their parents were also
experienced as moments of torture by some. It was at that moment that Abraham Mydlarz’s
teacher, ‘Francois Michaux’, asked him why he refused to write anything; he then replied that
his parents were dead, whereas he had no idea where his parents were.

In addition to these torments related to visits and mail, there was also the fear of being
denounced and arrested in Beloeil. Little Robert Kucinsky ‘Vanderlink’ experienced this as a «
nightmare » of which he felt « a prisoner ». Even though Beloeil did not seem to experience
the sufferings of the war directly as in the big cities, some children were right to believe that
the Germans could show up at any moment at the castle of Beloeil.

Indeed, there were several German raids on the castle throughout the entire period of the
war. The Germans came for various reasons: for the blackout of the windows, for example, and
most often to carry out all kinds of searches. These searches mainly affected members of the
staff, among whom resistance fighters or those refusing compulsory labor were hiding. Yvonne
Broche, head nurse, remembers that once, the Germans came during the night to look for a
resistance fighter from Li¢ge who had been condemned to death and who was hiding, with the
Prince’s complicity, in the attic of the castle. Thanks to a nurse who understood why they had

9 Letter addressed by Mrs. Rolin to Yves De Brouwer, head of the personnel department of Gazélec,
September 8, 1942 (Beloeil Castle Fonds)
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come, the Resistance fighter was saved. Another time, the Germans are said to have come to
arrest a volunteer who was in the Resistance, without the Prince having been informed. Paula
Buyst, a counselor, recalls that the « Flemish Gestapo » once came down to the castle in search
of a cook who was no doubt part of the same movement, but they did not find him because he
had gone to hide in the woods. Princess Yolande De Ligne, daughter of the princely couple and
a volunteer counselor, remembers a night when she heard the sound of boots in the courtyard.
Terrified, she went to lock herself in her bathroom. One of her close friends, Countess Claudine
Vanderstraeten, for her part, is said to have been woken once at 5 a.m. by the director, Mrs.
Rolin, who announced to her: « The Germans are here! They are going through all the
volunteers’ rooms ». Since the Countess knew the members of the staff who were part of the
Secret Army, she raised the alarm and they all went to hide, so that the Germans left empty-
handed at dawn.

In general, as soon as the Germans entered the grounds of the castle, they were received by
Prince Eugeéne, if he was present, and thanks to his “ great diplomacy,” a few hours later the
Germans often left without making a fuss. Héléne Rosenblat ‘Laurent,” a boarder in the
Swallows group, also remembers that the Germans came to the castle a few times “fo speak
with the Prince, but none of those visits led to checks among the children.”

The Germans therefore apparently never came directly for the children. Yet the Prince
would have been the first to be arrested if the Germans had discovered the presence of Jewish
children hidden among the groups. Indeed, in an ordinance of 1% June 1942, the Germans
warned that anyone who hid a Jew risked at best a fine and at worst imprisonment, or even
both”®. The Germans were not fooled; from the small number of Jewish children arrested since
the roundups of the summer of 1942, they understood that those children had been spirited away
by various organizations. Thus, in a letter of August 3, 1942, addressed to the Belgian Ministry
of the Interior and Public Health, it was recalled that « the admission of Jewish children into
rest homes is not tolerated. It is necessary to notify, first and foremost, Secours d’Hiver, the
organization Aide Paysanne aux Enfants des Villes, the (Euvre Nationale de I’Enfance, the
Foyers Léopold 1II and the organization Pro Juventute »*°. The Germans already had reason to
suspect the Foyers Léopold I1L...

The female counselors who had been informed of the clandestine status of some of their
charges nevertheless took precautions during German visits. According to Francois Ajlkichen
'Demien', « when they knew the Germans were going to come, they hid us ». It was while he
was being treated in the infirmary on the first floor of the castle for an ear infection that
Abraham Kapotka 'Jean Collet' saw some men turn up one night « with felt hats » but Dr. Paula
Neuman, herself Jewish, is said to have told him not to worry, because they had actually come
to look for men evading compulsory labor and not to check on the children. Jean also remembers
that once there was an alert and he was forced to hide in the cellars with his companions. Marcel
Goldsztejn 'Collet' recalls that one day, « we were told that the Germans were coming for a
roundup, and we all had to run away and hide ». Another boy recounts that at one point

% GOTTSCHALK M. (ED.), Les Belges face a la persécution raciale 1940-1944, Brussels, Institut de Sociologie de
I’Université Libre de Bruxelles, 1965, p. 78-79.
% Ibid., p. 85.
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someone supposedly came to warn his group that something was happening at the castle. Then
a man is said to have taken two children from the Orangerie and gone to the farm right next
door to hide them with him.

Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois Michaux’ is the only one to mention an inspection among the
children in order to « look for hidden Jews ». The counselors then reportedly lined the children
up, but the Germans found nothing and left empty-handed.

The girls were more affected by the enemy’s visits, since they were housed on the side of
the castle where the management offices were located. Thus, Jeanine Goldsztejn ‘Collet’ recalls
that once, when the Germans arrived, a counselor pulled her out of the group with other girls
and led them « all the way to the top of the castle, to the attic, to a room with a bull’s-eye
window » from where they watched the Germans in the courtyard. According to Bluma Zimet
‘Jeanne Blomme’, « every time they arrived, the children who looked Jewish were hidden in
the cellar, and they were not let out until after they had left ». She is not the only one to mention
these cellars, since Dora Szyper ‘Isabelle Dutoit’ recalls having spent several hours with four
other children in the coal cellar during a raid on the castle, and that is how Dora learned that
she was not the only Jewish child hidden in Beloeil: « I remember spending a few hours or days
in their coal cellar and I learned afterwards that the Germans had carried out a raid on the
castle to check the children, we were told not to speak, to keep calm and quiet. There were other
children with me in the cellar, mostly boys. I later learned that there were five of us in that
cellar. We were told to stay away from the walls so that we could not be seeny.

Outings were also a way to get the girls away from the castle during German inspections.
Dora Hochhauser recalls that while she was out walking in the woods of Beloeil, a dispatch
rider reportedly came to warn the counselor: « Above all, stay in the woods, do not come back!
».

The German roundups among the children at the castle would also have motivated some
departures from Beloeil. Thus, Albert Racimora ‘Raes’ left Beloeil in August 1944 because his
parents, both active within the Resistance, had reportedly been warned of a German raid in
Beloeil. This is also the reason that had already led George Weisz’s ‘Weiss’ parents to withdraw
their child at the end of 1942 to place him with a farmer: “The Resistance fighters warned my
parents that within 48 hours they had to get me out because they [the Germans] were going to
carry out a roundup in Beloeil”. Dora Szyper ‘Isabelle Dutoit,” after having witnessed the raid
from the cellar where she was hidden with four other Jewish children, left Beloeil at the same
time because they had reportedly been denounced. “We were denounced. Rumor had it that it
was a counselor, she was not prosecuted”. She went to live with a woman living alone in Attre,
a few kilometers from Beloeil, where she passed as her goddaughter in the eyes of the people
of the village.

It is possible that at that time several of these children were distributed by the chateau of
Beloeil to other Léopold III Homes, such as at Duras and Momignies, newly opened to the
youngest and to the oldest, or to other institutions working in collaboration with the chateau but
also to other families, to minimize the risks but also to ease the financial burden of the board
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for these wards. It was perhaps also to make room for the children placed by the CDJ in late
1942—carly 1943, for whom there was guaranteed remuneration.

Despite around ten early departures, most of the Jewish children remained hidden until the
end of the occupation at Beloeil Castle. Some spent more than two years in the princely
residence, waiting for the day when they would be freed and could be reunited with their
parents.
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Chapter 17: « The End of the Nightmare »: The Liberation

News of the landing in Normandy on June 6, 1944 spread "like wildfire” in Beloeil among
the young boarders who had stayed in Beloeil. Indeed, the counselors already knew about the
« Italian debacle of the summer of 1943 » and « Good news from the winter of 1943—1944
coming from Russia » since they were clandestinely listening to Radio London via the BBC and
did not hesitate to discuss it openly in front of the older girls in their groups, who then began to
glimpse the end of their clandestine life at the castle. For Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’, "news of
the invasion of Normandy was on everyone's lips. There was hope that the nightmare would
end". Likewise, from June 1944 onward, the soldiers and resistance fighters who were then
being treated at the castle clinic, newly set up on the upper floor, also brought hopeful news to

the staff and the children.

With the announcement of that great landing on the French coasts and the hope of a near
end to this « cursed » war, as Abraham Mydlarz 'Frangois Michaux' calls it, the atmosphere
seemed to change quickly at the castle. Already « at the end of August [1944], during the
marches in the village, » Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ recounts that it was no longer permitted to
« sing patriotic songs » because everyone had noticed « that the Germans were on their way
out, they were gradually leaving the village; vehicles, bicycles, horses were being requisitioned
». Following suit, as enemy planes flew over the country toward Germany, the counselors taught
the children the measures to follow in case of an attack. Rosa’s brother recounts that« a /ittle
before the Americans arrived, they taught us what to do in case there was an attack, they would
put us on the road and simulate an attack. The children would throw themselves into the ditches
like that». Beloeil was fortunately spared from the bombings, but the Chié¢vres airfield, very
close to Beloeil, was bombed several times as soon as the landings were announced, before the
Germans left in August 1944.

A few days later, Beloeil was finally preparing to welcome its liberators. The counselors, «
happy as could be », began dyeing sheets in the colors of the Allied army to make flags. The
children made « little American, British, and French flags and we put them on the walls, and
when the Germans came, we took them down and then put them back up » recounts Héléne
Rosenblat ‘Laurent’. On September 3, while Ath and Tournai were being liberated, the
counselors went, disguised with those flags, to the square in Beloeil to welcome those who were
going to put an end to this war. There, they were fired upon—Germans who were turning back
were passing through there.... They were a little early. The long-awaited end had not yet
arrived, but it was no longer far off....

During this interminable wait, all the children stayed hidden in the cellars of the castle and
the Orangery, where they spent an entire night piled on top of one another. From the cellar
beneath the classroom building that adjoined the perimeter wall of the Orangery, Abraham
Kapotka ‘Jean Collet” watched the Germans tearing branches off trees “for camouflage” for
their trucks. From those same basements, Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois Michaux’ waited,
terrified, for it to be over. “The Germans were turning back; they were clearing out. They hid
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us in the school’s cellars; we heard the noise of armored vehicles and German troops and
shouted orders; the whole ground was shaking. We children, piled on top of one another,
shivering with fear for hours, were afiraid of their retaliation. Many children cried, but muffled
their voices with their hands to keep silent. At night, we heard gunfire very close by. It was a
nightmare; locked in the cellar, we were bewildered by the situation.” At daybreak, the local
forest ranger from the nearby forest joined them in the cellar: “The Germans are on the run and
the Partisans are fighting to drive them out. Deliverance is near, my children, but keep silent;
there may still be Germans in the area. The Americans are coming, they are very close to
Beloeil. What joy !”.

The next day, September 4, 1944, after the Germans had left, the Americans were indeed
on their way toward Beloeil. The end of the nightmare was very close. The children were
brought out of the cellar, gathered together, and seated on the wall of the chateau’s enclosure.
From there, they saw the convoy of soldiers from the 3™ U.S. Armored Division, which was
arriving at the place known as Les Quatre Arbres, at the northern end of the chateau'®’. Others
were arriving via Rue de Favarq, from the other side of the chateau. It was the Liberation! The
entire population was in the streets to welcome the liberators; itwas an outpouring of joy! The
American soldiers finally came close to the chateau, stopped their tanks, took the children in
their arms, and gave them candies, chocolate, cigarettes, and chewing gum—treats the children
didn’t know—so much so that Francois Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ swallowed them in one go, while
Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’ preferred to keep them in his mouth for a week.

The Americans then continued on their way to liberate other towns amid bursts of joy,
"flags, songs, music, flowers, and people climbing onto the tanks to kiss the soldiers", as
Francois’s sister recounts.

That day left a deep mark on the minds of the Jewish children. It was the encounter with
their rescuers who had come to deliver them from this nightmare. Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois
Michaux’ recalls that day vividly: « The first meeting with our rescuers. The heart beats very
hard seeing the soldiers on their armored tanks in dark green uniforms mixed with mud and
their helmets, kissing the children and especially the young counselors clinging like bees to
flowers. The soldiers hand out treats, chocolates, we kiss the rescuers, cries of joy, 'Long live
the Americans'. We climbed onto the trucks, going from one soldier to another to kiss them and
receive chewing gum and candy that I had not seen for years. We shouted with joy and
happiness in front of these brave soldiers who put their lives in danger to save us.» Frangois
Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ still cries when he recalls this episode of the Liberation. « It was truly an
extraordinary happiness; it was the Liberation from this terrible nightmare».

Life at the castle of Beloeil changed after the Liberation. There was a good atmosphere now.
The food even seemed better; Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’ recalls in particular having
received orange marmalade, whereas just before the Liberation everyone was eating « blocks

100 pyHANT B., « The 40th Anniversary of the Liberation: the conference, images of the war and the Liberation
convoy », in A Look at Beloeil, vol. 22/3, 1985 p. 269.
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of bread that stuck ». « Suddenly everyone became good and kind; things calmed down »
recounts Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet’.

From that moment on, the hope of quickly finding their parents filled the minds of the
hidden children. From the Liberation onward, Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ began waiting every
day in the same place for her parents' return. They arrived one evening in September. Rosa had
not seen her father for almost 2 years.

80



Chapter 18: « Every day, I pray to the good Lord to help
me find my parents ».

Even though the Liberation in September 1944 was experienced by many hidden children
as the end of a nightmare, many thought they would quickly return home and “resume a normal
life, as before the war”, as Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois Michaux’ hoped; the period that
followed was just as harrowing and marked by the interminable wait for their parents’ return.

Added to this waiting was also the sorrow left by the intense scenes of reunions of their
classmates who were leaving with their parents. For Marcel Goldsztejn ‘Collet,’ it didn’t matter
how many weeks went by; he felt that his turn would come one day—the timing didn’t matter.
“It must have taken some time, because I saw children leaving and I was still there. I knew it
was over and that we had to wait; I felt I was going to find my mother again—when didn’t
matter.”. Yet it was precisely this waiting that tormented Abraham Mydlarz ‘Frangois
Michaux’ the most; he no longer slept at night, he cried as the days went by with no news from
anyone—not even from his uncle, an Armed Partisan, who, passing through the Beloeil area,
had come to visit him shortly before the Liberation and had promised to return.

For some, the wait was shorter, since more than a dozen of them left Beloeil over the course
of September 1944. The wait of Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’, who had been waiting for her parents
every day at the same place since the Liberation, came to an end on the evening of September
15. That day, Prince Eugéne was walking in the park among the children and parents, when he
is said to have approached Rosa, her parents, and her little brother Frangois, happy to be reunited
with his mother, who supposedly said « Mom, it’s the Prince, we have to say thank you » .

Maurice Wajnryb ‘Wynants’ left Beloeil 3 days later; a driver took him back to Brussels,
where his elder brother, Philippe, who had returned earlier from the Léopold III Home in
Momignies, came to fetch him. Maurice didn’t even know whether he still had any family alive.
Bluma Zimet ‘Jeanne Blomme’ and Laure Wurm ‘Wielemans’ left the castle on September 20.
That day, Bluma’s brother, Kathriel, cycled from Brussels to Beloeil, but when he arrived, his
sister was already in a Red Cross ambulance bringing the children back to the capital. After the
Liberation of Brussels, the mother of Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet’ did everything she could
to get her son out of Beloeil, "the only one she had left"”, which was reportedly refused on the
grounds that the war was not yet over. She eventually succeeded, and her son was brought back
to Brussels on September 23. Héléne and Simon Rosenblat ‘Laurent’ returned with the Red
Cross to Brussels on September 25. " I didn’t want to go back to Brussels. We were happy at
the castle. We played cricket, basketball. I knew my parents were in Brussels, and that suited
me just fine" testifies Héléne, who sensed that the return home would not be as joyful as she
had hoped.

Others left Beloeil the following month to move closer to their parents, who had lived in
hiding throughout the war and were unable to take on the care of their children in that uncertain
period. Thus, Anna and Louise Papiernikow ‘Paepen’ left Beloeil at the end of October 1944
to go to Mrs. Bourée, a CDJ landlady in Leeuw-Saint-Pierre, where Léon Zwikielski ‘Wauters’
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had already been for a few days. He was then placed with Mr. Lippens, another CDJ host, living
on Van Helmont Street in Brussels, not far from his mother's home. His friend from Beloeil,
Bernard Plat ‘Plateau’, left Beloeil at the end of 1944 and was placed, as of January 9, 1945, at
701, with Mrs. Jacqmotte, in Ottignies.

Meanwhile, the other Jewish children of Beloeil continued to wait. There were still around
ten of them in the spring of 1945, according to information in the Carnet R, a register opened
by the Aid to Jewish Victims of the War (AIVG), which succeeded the CDJ in October 1944
after the latter ceased its clandestine activities upon the Liberation'?!.

Among these Jewish children, some waited while their parent(s) got back on their feet so
they could take responsibility for their children; this was the case for Jeanine and Marcel
Goldsztejn ‘Collet,” whose two parents survived in hiding with a Belgian family in Schaerbeek;
for Simon Appel ‘Appels,” who was waiting for his mother’s return, officially the only one to
take care of her 3 children; and for Rachel Klejman ‘Cécile Smal,” whose father alone had
survived, hidden in a cellar in Leuven (the mother having been deported via the 19" convoy).
Perhaps these parents were also waiting for the official end of hostilities to take their children
back. Indeed, at the time of the Battle of the Bulge, in December 1944, several parents sought
to place their children back in Beloeil, like the mother of Abraham Kapotka ‘Jean Collet,” who
looked for a way to *“ send him back to Beloeil . While Rosa Ajlkichen ‘Demien’ was staying
temporarily in a camp in Wezembeek, she was very worried by the news of this
counteroffensive: “We were all afraid that it would happen again—were we going to have to
hide again? This time, everyone knows we 're Jewish, that we 've come back; we have no chance
this time. I was really scared at that moment.”

Among the children still present in the spring of 1945, four were still waiting for the return
of their two deported parents: Abraham Mydlarz, whose parents had been deported via the 19™
convoy in January 1943; Abraham Bomberg, whose father had left Belgium on the 16™ convoy
in October 1942 and whose mother on the 20" convoy in April 1943—subsequently subjected
to medical experiments in Alsace in August 19432 ; Mathilde Berger, whose two parents were
on the same convoy; and Sonia Wuczincky, whose parents departed via the 24™ convoy in April
1944 for Auschwitz. On April 1%, 1945, at Easter, Mathilde wrote to the Prince expressing the
hope she still held of finding her parents: “The feast has come again, giving us all the hope of

101 The AIVG was officially created on October 11, 1944. It officially took over from the CDJ’s clandestine
activities, which had ended with the Liberation. It took over its staff, structures, and methods of financing.
Regarding the AIVG, see: <span style=\" \">MASSANGE C., <span style=\"\">Building Tomorrow: Aid to Jews
Who Were Victims of the War and the Jewish Social Service from 1944 to the Present, Brussels: Didier Devillez,
Publisher, 2002.

102 Henri Devos’s mother was among the 86 Jews who had been selected in August 1943 at Auschwitz by August
Hirt (1898-1945), a Nazi physician, head of the Institute of Anatomy in Strasbourg between 1941 and 1944, in
order to create a collection of Jewish skeletons with the aim of demonstrating through science "the inferiority of
the Jewish race" in accordance with Heinrich Himmler. These selected Jews were transferred to the Struthof-
Natzweiler camp (near Strasbourg), where they were gassed between August 11 and 19, and their corpses were
made available to Professor Hirt at the Institute. In September 1944, the rapid advance of the Allied armies led to
the abandonment of the project, and Himmler ordered the elimination of all traces of this compromising collection.
In vain, the remains of the 86 bodies were discovered in pieces at the Liberation and buried on October 23, 1945,
in the Strasbourg-Robertsau municipal cemetery. Among the 86 victims, 6 were Jewish women residing in
Belgium who had been deported from Mechelen to Auschwitz on convoy No. 20.
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a better life in the near future, for soon peace will return and bring everyone back to their home.
My parents will, as soon as God allows, be able to come and thank you for the kindness you
have shown me ' Although she had found her younger sister, Edith, who had come to join
her in Beloeil, she did not yet know her parents’ fate.

For these children, “the life of the chateau” continued at Beloeil with the other children who
had stayed with them; four of them even made their confirmation on May 25, 1945: Mathilde
Berger; ‘Cécile Smal,” once again Rachel Klejman; and Jeanine and Marcel ‘Collet,” once again
Goldsztejn. The boys were then living near the girls, in an opposite wing, because the Orangery
had been turned into a military hospital already shortly before the Liberation. Nothing really
changed in the children’s daily life, apart from the size of the groups, which had been sharply
reduced following the various departures. Likewise, the children who had left hiding continued
to live to the rhythm of the bomber flights, but this time they were no longer really afraid of
them. ‘Francois Michaux,” once again Abraham Mydlarz, who did not know the fate of his
parents, observed what he considered to be revenge “ In Beloeil, life goes on, and so does the
war. Day and night, Allied planes flew overhead, and their noise made us raise our heads to
watch them parade by the hundreds, heading for Germany. The drone of the engines was
pleasant—bombers loaded with bombs bound for the cities of Germany. A pleasant warmth fills

”»

me, yes, it is our revenge, their turn to suffer.

Since the CDJ had ceased its clandestine activity, all these Jewish children still placed in
non-Jewish institutions were then taken care of by the AIVG, which was officially working to
regroup and support the surviving Jewish community. In Beloeil, funding for the Jewish
children first took the form of ration stamps for the month of October 1944 and, starting in
November, via an invoice, as recorded on the individual files of the children placed by the CDJ.
As of January 1945, that same organization took over from the Social Fund and the Beloeil
Adoption Fund for the payment of the stipends of Sonia Wuczinsky and Dora Hochhauser, both
of whom were hidden by the Red Cross.

At last, the waiting came to an end for some of these children. One day, Jeanine and Marcel
Goldsztejn left with their mother. When? No one remembers, and no document allows us to
know. Rachel Klejman’s father also came to get her in Beloeil, and she was reunited with her
older sister, who had been hidden with a family in Quaregnon, not far from Mons.

For children who were waiting for their parents to return from the camps, the wait was all
the longer because survivors of the death camps did not set foot on Belgian soil until April
1945. In the end, only Mathilde Berger saw her waiting rewarded. Her mother returned from
Ravensbriick in the spring of 1945, where she had ended up after the evacuation of the
Auschwitz camp in January of that same year. She had survived more than two years in the
camps. After her return to Belgium, she came back to fetch Mathilde and her younger sister,
Edith, age 12, who had been placed in Beloeil after the Liberation. At their reunion, the elder
girl, who was then 15, is said to have pushed away her mother, from whom she had had no
news for two years. After so much waiting, her mother’s return turned out to be a real

103 L etter from Mathilde/Solange Berger to Prince de Ligne, April 1%, 1945 (Archives of the Chateau de Beloeil)
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disappointment for young Mathilde; the physical condition of the former deportee undoubtedly
played a role in this rejection.

Unable to bear the wait any longer and the lack of news from his family, Abraham Mydlarz
made the decision to leave Beloeil alone. What did I think [ should do? The nights to come left
me awake; I cried deep in my heart, but without tears. The days went by. I made a decision to
run away and go find my parents. I need to plan how, when, the access route, and the mode of
transport. "I need courage and audacity to succeed. " After choosing the right moment, on a
full moon night, through a window of the tower in the left wing where the groups of boys were
housed, the 12-year-old boy jumped into the water of the moat surrounding the castle. "Jumping
from a height of several meters was risking my life."  was a kid; I don’t know if it was courage
or ... today, I know it was foolish to throw myself at night from such a height, feet first, it isn’t
heroism, it’s the fear of staying there forever, locked up in Beloeil and not even making the
slightest attempt to find my parents, I could never forgive myself for that». From there, he took
refuge in the barn of a farm near the Beloeil station. In the morning, he climbed aboard a freight
train bound for Ath. When he arrived at the station, sitting on a bench among the passengers,
he was accosted by a gendarme: « All of a sudden, I feel a hand yanking me by the collar,  was
ready to kick him. I shout, ‘What do you want?’ ‘Are you the one named Frangois Michaux?’ I
shout, ‘No.” ‘Don’t lie; you match the description exactly.” My cries, ‘No, it’s not me,” don'’t
help at all. He leads me into the station and makes me sit on a bench. It’s all over for me; all
the calculations and plans are lost—the nights I spent thinking—it’s over, what will my future
be? I am lost ». Left alone for a few moments by the gendarme, he fled the station and hid in a
hole beneath the nearby switch. « I hear shouts, whistles. They re looking for me! My heart is
pounding; I hold my breath. » In the evening, after hours of waiting alone in his hiding place,
he took a seat in a coal car and fell asleep. After a few hours, « I wake with a jolt from the train
stopping. I really can’t say how long I slept or where I am. I lift my gaze to scan the
surroundings, I see a station in the distancey». It was the Brussels-Midi station. That’s when
Frangois started running toward his parents’ house in Molenbeek-Saint-Jean. « A strange
feeling, an enthusiasm makes me go faster, I recognize the houses, the little shops, the church,
the grocery, the coal merchant, the delicatessen, and the barber. Here [ am in my street, in front
of my house, my heart is beating very fast, the front door is closed. A mixture of fear and
excitement, hope, and a pounding heart — I've dreamed of this moment for years. I approach
the door, put my finger on the doorbell and push the button. As if in a dream, I see my mother
opening the door for me and I fall into her arms. The door wouldn't open, I rang again and the
door opened. An unknown man with a moustache asks me 'what do you want?' I open my mouth
to answer but my mouth remains gaping. He yelled 'what do you want?' 'I'm looking for my
family, the Mydlarz'. 'There is no family of that name in this house', in a Spanish accent, 'Get
out of here quickly before I kick your ass!' [ move away from the door and cross the street on
the sidewalk opposite the house, I look at the house, the street. I feel a pang in my stomach. [
see my life, my childhood, like a film unfolding before my eyes. My parents, friends, the games
we played on the sidewalk. Yes, it’s the past that will never return. I no longer have a home; [
am without parents; [ am alone. ». During a meal he wolfed down, the neighboring barber with
whom he found refuge for a few moments told him that his parents had disappeared in 1943—
they were deported on January 15, 1943 by the 19" convoy, that is, 20 days after Frangois’s
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arrival in Beloeil. The corner grocer also confirmed that his mother had abruptly stopped
coming. Then Frangois turned back toward the Gare du Midi to look for help. There he met a
Jewish man who led him to a « office opened by the Jewish community to welcome people and

children returning from concentration camps and hidden children, to give them a home and
feed them»y.

The departure of the Jewish children and the other children from Beloeil Castle made it
possible to open a home for political prisoners who had returned from the German camps.
Indeed, just like the CDJ, which had ceased its clandestine activity on behalf of the Jewish
community when the AIVG homes opened, Beloeil Castle could now officially house members
of the Resistance who had returned from deportation, after clandestinely sheltering several of
them on multiple occasions during the war.

When officially welcoming them to his castle, the Prince did not hesitate to express all his
admiration for those whom he considered heroes, guided by the will to triumph, and at the same
time he recalled the role that Beloeil had played in their action throughout the conflict: « The
Secret Armies know how much we are in communion and in thought with them. They have
known it forever, if I may so express myself, for the ideal of freedom for which they fought so
magnificently is one we have shared with them not since the end of the activities but since their
beginning. (...) That is why I believe that the men of the resistance felt at home here in the
sylvan setting of Beloeil, just as their comrades felt at home during the German searches -
between the ceiling of the Orangery and the children's dormitory, under the castle's cellars, the
attic of the wings and the garret of the guard's house and the room in the farm where the
clandestine meetings of those from Mons, from Liége and from a little bit everywhere were held.
(...) If the Léopold IIl Homes as a whole were among your centers of resistance, they liked to
think of themselves as somewhat the homes of consolation for the bravest of the brave among
you, Gentlemen, who risked your lives with the same smile as the one that shines in your gentle
eyes as victorsy!%,

To provide them with the necessary care following their deportation, the right wing of the
castle was occupied from late January to October 1945 by about thirty resistance prisoners from
the Front de I’Indépendance. This temporary home was named ‘Home Moustier-Bastien.’
Because there was not enough space at the castle—the children still numbered 400 in the spring
of 1945—the resistance fighters of the Secret Army were housed at the ‘Relais du Vieux Rond,’
in the middle of the Pommeroeul woods, in a house belonging to Prince De Ligne'?.

Another home, this time for female political prisoners, the ‘Mary Del Marmol Home’,
named after the head of the “Personnel Section” of the Léopold Il Homes in Brussels, Marie-
Louise Lippens-Del Marmol, who died in deportation at the Belzig camp on September 7,
1944<span style=\"1 \">_opened in the Orangery from=Pa s¥1¢=" \">Jyne 1, 1946 to January

104 etter from Prince Eugéne De Ligne to the Secret Army, 14/09/1945 (Archives of Beloeil Castle)
105 « Home du Moustier-Bastien at Beloeil Castle », 06/26/1945 (AS file - Home de Beloeil, Archives of the Secret
Army, Service for War Victims).

106 The husband of Marie-Louise, known as Mary Lippens-Del Marmol, Jean Del Marmol, was a resistance fighter
within the AS. He handled liaison with the other groups. Suspected, on March 10, 1944, two SS agents arrived at

85



25, 1947. This home could take in up to 25 boarders and their babies. Among them, many
deportees were of Polish origin and were returning notably from the Ravensbriick camp<span
style:\ulm \">.

While all the Foyers Léopold III gradually ceased their activities over the course of 1945,
the Foyer Léopold III of Beloeil remained the only one to continue taking in children under the
name "Home Prince De Ligne." It continued to provide assistance to "’feeble-minded’ children
of those executed, of political prisoners, and of Resistance fighters" '%%. In 1946, the home was
still housing 150 children, including 25 children of Resistance members of the Secret Army, as
well as children placed there by the Borinage coal mines. Adrien and Claude Sapcaru, aged 9
and 10, two Jewish children hidden during the war in Belgian families in Ghent, of whom only
their father returned from Auschwitz (he had been deported with his wife in April 1943 by the
20™ convoy), were added to the list of new boarders during the summers of 1945-1947, while
their father regained his strength and was able to reestablish a comfortable way of life for his
boys. The children then occupied the side wings of the castle and one of the entrance pavilions.

Little by little, the Jewish children who still remained in Beloeil without parents were
eventually all placed in Jewish children's homes opened throughout Belgium. These homes had
opened during 1945 because, after the war, the question quickly arose of recovering Jewish
children placed in Christian settings—between 1,500 and 3,000 children—either orphans, or
children who did not want to leave the environment that had saved them, or because the foster
families did not want to return them, or sometimes even because the child knew nothing of their
true identity!®. Thus, some fifteen homes for Jewish children and adolescents opened by the
AIVG from April 1945 took charge of these children. In these homes, the new association took
responsibility for the education of the hidden children in order to bring them back to the Jewish
community as quickly as possible. They are said to have taken in nearly 700 children, several
of whom were among the last Jewish boarders in Beloeil.

Abraham Bomberg, whose parents had both disappeared, was, after Beloeil, placed
successively in several Jewish AIVG homes. After an uncle came to fetch him from Beloeil, he
went in particular to the Home « La-bas » in Aische-en-Refail (open from July 1945 to
November 1947), in the province of Namur, with his younger sister, Adassa; then to the Home
in Ronquiéres located in the Chéteau de Cambreuil (open from August 1947 to July 1949), in

his Brussels home. Unable to find him, they took his wife hostage. She was imprisoned in the Antwerp prison for
5 months. Her father, Count Maurice Lippens, moved heaven and earth to obtain her release. In vain; she was
deported to Ravensbriick on August 9, 1944. On August 22, she left for the Belzig camp, where she died on
September 7, 1944.

107 List of names of beneficiaries entitled to subsidies from the Ministry. Subsidies to homes for prisoners and
deportees with intellectual disabilities, May-June 1946 (AS- Home Del Marmol File, Archives of the Secret Army,
War Victims Service).

108 E] form from the Ministry of Reconstruction, Homes service, subsidies for homes for children with mental
disabilities of those shot, political prisoners and resistance fighters, application for approval, 15/01/1947
(Children's homes: Prince De Ligne Home - File of applications for approval (refusal), Archives of the Secret
Army, War Victims Service).

199 On the problem of the recovery of children in Catholic circles, seeBRACHFELD S., They survived: the rescue of Jews in
occupied Belgium, Brussels, 2001, p.545-557 andHELLEMANS H., Schimmen met een ster. [...] op.cit., p. 197-244.
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the province of Hainaut; and then to the Home in Profondsart (open from July 1945 to July
1950), in the municipality of Wavre.

In these Jewish homes, there were also children whose parents could not take care of them
temporarily for material, psychological, physical, etc., reasons.

After returning to her father’s home, Rachel Klejman, whose mother had died at Auschwitz
at the beginning of 1943, stayed with her father for about a year before he moved in with the
mother of Anna and Louise Papiernikow, both of whom were in Beloeil at the same time as
Rachel and whose father had been deported on the 25" convoy of May 19, 1944. However, as
Rachel could not stand her new stepmother, her father decided to place her in the Home
d’Auderghem (open from 1945 to late 1952) from October 1946 to September 1948.

Abraham Mydlarz 'Frangois Michaux', whose two parents had disappeared and who had
ended up fleeing Beloeil on his own, was brought from the Gare du Midi, where he had taken
refuge, to another Jewish institution that had resumed its official activities after the war, the
Jewish Orphanage of Brussels (34 Rue des Patriotes), directed by Seligmann Baer Bamberger.
"Here [ am sitting in front of a civil servant, who bombards me with questions(...), he asked me
to wait and to take a seat on a bench. After a moment of waiting, a hand touched me; [ was
asleep. I saw a person with a goatee who asked me my name; I asked him, ‘Which name?’ It
felt strange to say my real name. He said to me, 'l am the director of the orphanage’. He held
out his hand to me and said, ‘Come, you'll be well housed and you’ll find friends your own age,
and you’ll continue your studies at the neighborhood school.’ I still had one more question to
ask the official. I knock on the door and go in without waiting for an answer; he asks me, ‘What
do you want?’, I answer, ‘If my parents come back, would you let me know?’. Meeting the
children at the orphanage was easy. I was assigned to a group of children my age, there were
some younger and some older than me, girls too. I begin a new stage of my life; I learn to read
and write Hebrew and go back to school. Time passes and there is no news about my parents.
1 decide to go to the office [for the repatriation of deportees in Brussels/. I ask the director for
permission, he agrees. He has an older boy accompany me. (...) Upon arriving at the office, 1
meet the same agent as the previous time and receive a negative reply. But he says to me, ‘I
have someone with the same name; his name is Mydlarz Jacques.” ‘Yes, that’s my uncle,
maybe?’ He writes the address on a sheet of paper for me and says, ‘Good luck, we will let you
know if we receive any information about your parents.” One Sunday, I take the streetcar to
visit my uncle, who had promised to come back to free me from Beloeil. I ring and hear a voice
say ‘Hello’ and see a head on the third floor; I look up—it was my uncle shouting to me, ‘I’ll
throw you the key; come up.’ I climb the three flights and find myself in front of my uncle, who
hugs me; [ don’t say a word, and on entering the apartment I notice his wife sitting by the table;
I say ‘Hello,” she answers in a dry voice, not a smile... I recognize her—it’s my aunt Régine
with her sour face. I realize I'm not welcome. ‘Ah, Albert, it’s you [Albert was the first name
his family gave him] ! Are you hungry? 'Who gave you our address?’ 'No, I am not hungry'. At
the same moment, a two-year-old child comes in, looking ill at ease; I hear my uncle say 'Here's
your cousin, Albert like you'. I recognized the situation, I find an excuse to leave, I felt it suited
them, and I give them my address. I was seriously injured. I, a child without parents, alone in
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the world, rejected by my family, rage burned in my chest. My uncle accompanies me and wants
to kiss me on the forehead; I free myself from him and flee without saying a word. I run with all
my strength to get away forever. I go back home [the orphanage], with a heavy heart. ». Yet
Abraham did not lose hope and would make the trip to the repatriation office several times: « /
go to the agency every week to see the list of the survivors from the camps, I leave with hope in
my heart. The idea won'’t let me go. Every day I pray to the good Lord to help me find my
parentsy.

Mathilde Berger's path after leaving Beloeil was also not what she would have hoped for.
After the difficult return of her mother, who came back from Ravensbriick, followed by her
remarriage to a Polish Jew, Mathilde persisted in rejecting her mother, refusing her authority
on the pretext that she was Jewish and not Catholic. Her mother, no longer knowing how to
deal with her daughter, who was then behaving like a true antisemite and leading her brother
and sisters to do the same, turned to Fella Szmidt'!?, a Jewish social worker who had been
hidden in southern France before joining the Resistance to work to rescue Jewish children, to
help her reason with Mathilde. Fella was then employed as a social worker at the vocational
and agricultural school in Marquain, near Tournai. This school then belonged to the Bahad, a
Zionist and Orthodox youth movement whose goal was preparation for settlement in Palestine,
under the direction of Itzhak Knoller. Founded already at the end of the 1920s, in the postwar
period, the Bahad focused above all on reclaiming Jewish children from Catholic environments,
children whom the AIVG did not look after because they were not on the CDJ's lists!!'!. Fella
and the Bahad took up the case of the Berger sisters and their little brother again at the beginning
of 1946 and proposed to the mother that she place them together in Marquain. Except that, when
it came time to leave for Marquain, Mathilde and her sister Edith are said to have had a fit right
in the Gare du Midi and shouted that they were going to be deported. The priest at the Beloeil
castle is said to have been called in to help and brought them back to Beloeil for a while; they
were happy to find themselves once again in a Catholic environment. Upon their return to
Beloeil, they reportedly told the headmistress, Mrs. Rolin, that the woman they had been taken
to from Beloeil was not actually their mother but a woman their father had remarried before
being deported, and that their own mother was Christian. The mother then showed up at Beloeil
with Fella Szmidt and had to provide a birth certificate to prove that she was indeed their real
mother. The two women ultimately first took the younger Edith to Marquain, and they came
back for Mathilde a few weeks later.

The education provided was not the same in all these Jewish homes and orphanages;
nevertheless, they all operated according to the Jewish rite. Jewish education indeed played a
role in rehabilitating Jewish children who had been exposed to another religion during the war,

10 Fella Szmidt is a Jewish social worker of Polish origin, born in 1923, who was living in Belgium with her
family before the German invasion of May 1940. She then lived in hiding in Montpellier and later in a convent in
Saint-Etienne until September 1943. She later joined the Resistance and worked in a home for Jewish children in
Chamonix. At the Liberation, that home having been dispersed, she then worked for OSE ((Euvre de Secours aux
Enfants) from Lyon, where she was living with her parents. She was tasked, as a convoy escort, with repatriating
the children who had crossed into Switzerland at Annemasse, on the Swiss border. She subsequently returned to
Belgium, where in January 1946 she entered the service of Mr. Knoller, director of the Marquain Home.

T HELLEMANS H., “Tot wie behoort de ziel van het kind? De herintegratie van de kinderen in de joodse
gemeenschap na de Tweede Wereldoorlog”, in Cahiers d’histoire du temps présent, no. 13, 2004, p. 196.
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such as the Catholic religion at Beloeil. The AIVG homes, however, were not very favorable to
emigration to Palestine; unlike the Bahad Home, for which that was the main goal. Indeed, that
home offered a choice between agricultural training and technical training—that is, training
geared toward life in a kibbutz—in addition to instilling in them the culture of the country'!2.

Other Jewish children from Beloeil were placed not in Jewish homes but in foster families,
who often continued the action begun during the hostilities. This was the case for two little girls
orphaned after the war.

Jeannette Berkowitch, age 5, whose parents had been deported on convoys 9 and 16 at the
end of 1942, was adopted by Louis Henry, a man of Jewish origin, a distant relative of the
child’s father. He had been granted temporary custody of the minor, with the stipulation that
the child would practice the Jewish faith, by a document of the Brussels Family Court on June
6, 1946'"3_ It is curious to note that Louis Henry was in fact the husband of Jeannette’s CDJ
godmother, who had since died. However, her adoptive father died in 1948; Jeannette went to
live with her maternal uncle as of April 1948.

When she did not see her parents return, Sonia Wuczinsky was taken in at the age of 8 by
the family of her counselor from Beloeil, Paula Buyst, in Oudegem, in East Flanders, with the
agreement of the director, Magdeleine Rolin. Already during the hostilities, this counselor had
gotten into the habit of taking Sonia home on her days off. The Buyst family then consisted of
the mother, a widow, and her four children—three girls and a boy. Sonia spent her entire
childhood there and attended the Catholic school until she was 16. For lack of money, she was
unable to continue her studies. She therefore began to work, and her wages went directly to the
Buyst family. With the introduction of restitution for the victims of Nazi barbarism starting in
1958, problems with her adoptive family truly began for the young Sonia, who was then 21.
Paula Buyst filed several compensation claims in Sonia’s name, helped by a lawyer friend. She
won her case, but Sonia saw none of it, except for the purchase of a bicycle she used to get to
work... All this time, the Buyst family had made no inquiries into Sonia’s exiled family, though
several members of her family in America, a cousin living in Israel, an uncle from Austria, had
tried to contact her in vain. Father De Breucker, vicar of Schaerbeek, who had had Sonia’s
cousin hidden in a convent in Walhain-Saint-Paul, had also intervened. In order to reunite the
two little girls and her paternal aunt who had returned from the camps, he asked the Buyst
family to allow Sonia, if not to go live with her aunt, then at least to spend her vacations there,
but without success. Sonia stayed with the Buyst family until she was 29, at which point she
ran away to get married. According to rumors, the Buyst family did not take Sonia in willingly.
Paula’s brother is said to have worked for the Germans during the war; they therefore adopted
Sonia in order, in a way, to ease their conscience.

112 RiEsEL A., “Re-education of war-orphaned Jewish children and adolescents in children’s and youth hémes in
Belgium, 1945-1949”, in MicHMAN D. (ed.), Belgium and the Holocaust: Jews, Belgians, Germans, Jerusalem-Yad
Vashem, Daf-Noy Press, 1998, pp. 489-492.

13«(laims Resolution Tribunal. File no. CV96-4849,” in Holocaust Victim Assets Litigation, n.d.
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Chapter 19: A return to a “normal life, like before the war”?

Despite all the hope they had placed in it, the experience of the hidden children in Beloeil
did not end with the end of the war and the return of their parents. Indeed, it was only after the
war that the Jewish children, having come out of hiding, became aware of the extent of the
disaster of the war and gradually measured its consequences. No longer needing to hide, they
gradually came out of their hiding places, where they sometimes lived carefree, in the hope of
finding a normal life again. The reality of the postwar period, however, turned out to be quite
different and much harder to endure...

After the interminable wait for the return of their deported parents, the deportations left 8
children who had passed through Beloeil orphaned. To this must be added the fact that 7
children did not find their deported father. Three of these missing fathers had been deported by
the 16™ convoy that left on October 31, 1942. This convoy, as would be the 17", consisted
mainly of deportees evacuated from Organisation Todt camps and sent back to Malines; 757
people were in this convoy, but 176 managed to escape. The father of little Isaac Jerozolimski
was lucky enough to be among those escapees : "The train was composed of cars with separate
compartments. It was a transport of old cars [passenger cars; cattle cars were only used starting
in April 1943] that could be opened from the outside. He opened the door and went from car to
car to look for his brother Jacob [who had already been deported with his family], with the
intention of jumping off before reaching Germany. As long as it was in Belgium or Holland, he
had a chance. At the last minute, he jumped, and when he saw a Stella Artois truck, he knew he
was still in Belgium. He was in the fields and he saw people dressed in their Sunday best going
in one direction. It was November 1, 1942, All Saints' Day, and people were going to church;
he learned that later. He went into the church, the priest saw him with his muddy shoes and
said, 'Did you escape from Germany?' He told him to clean up a bit and sent him to the station,
where there was a café whose owner would give him a ticket to return to Brussels. My father
went to the station, and since there were two cafés, he didn't know which one to enter. He went
into one at random. Right away, the owner noticed him, mistaking him too for an escaped
Belgian prisoner. Dad spoke French like a Fleming. He explained that the priest had sent him.
They told him that the café across the street was the Rexists' headquarters, so he'd had a narrow
escape. He returned to Brussels and found my mother"” and later, his son.

More or less at the same time, George Weisz’s father also managed to escape from the
transport that was taking him to Auschwitz from Drancy, northeast of Paris, where he had been
for five days. He had been arrested in Lille a few days earlier on a tram in possession of meat
(a butcher by training, farmers would call him to cut the meat and, in return, would give him
pieces of meat to feed his family). The occupying authorities thought he was engaging in the
black market but discovered that he was also Jewish; he was then taken to Drancy and from
there toward Auschwitz on the 45" convoy of November 11, but he managed to break the
window of his wagon and escape while the train was rolling through Alsace-Lorraine. It was
also the parish priest of the church where he had found refuge who took charge of treating him
and feeding him before he was repatriated to Belgium, where he found his wife, who « almost
fainted when she saw him again» while George was already hiding in Beloeil.
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Thus 15 Jewish children who passed through Beloeil were left orphaned of at least one
parent after the war, while the 27 other children were fortunate enough to find both their parents
again. This figure may seem quite high when one knows that more than 25,000 Jews, or 45%
of all Jews in Belgium, were deported to Auschwitz from Mechelen and that only 1,200 were
still alive on May 8, 1945, barely 5%.

In addition to parents who died at Auschwitz or in other camps, one must add the loss of
brothers and sisters deported on the first convoys of 1942, from which no one returned.
Abraham Kapotka, already fatherless, also became an only child, since neither his brother nor
his sister returned. Henry and Raymond Gorbitz saw neither their older brothers nor their
parents again.

For the Jewish population that had survived, life was to quickly resume its normal course.
Yet, at the end of the war, most of the survivors found themselves deprived of everything: they
often had nothing left to live on, to work, to feed themselves, to house themselves,... While they
had managed to gradually build up their lives before the war, the surviving Jews were forced to
start from scratch after the war.

The first thing the survivors needed was housing to accommodate their family and their
children who had returned to live near them. Few children found the same house as before their
departure for Beloeil, their home already being rented to other occupants. Some, however, were
fortunate enough to get their home back, but often it had been emptied of its contents. This was
the case for the family of George Weiss, where even the water pipes had been removed. These
families were therefore forced to find another place to live, often precarious apartments.

Several hidden children expressed their dismay at this new housing. The family of Jeanine
and Marcel Goldsztejn lived in an apartment of only two rooms in Schaerbeek, where their
parents had been hidden during the war. The return to this home was experienced as « huge
disappointment » by Marcel, who until then had dreamed of their return to a big house.... “We
take the train and then the tram almost to the terminus in Schaerbeek, and then we walk. First
huge disappointment: I look at the houses and say to myself, maybe it’s this one or that one;
then we get to a small narrow street, and, at the end of the street, which was closed off in a
cul-de-sac with a 10—12-meter wall, the last house and one of the ugliest, a very small house,
it still gnaws at me... It was quite terrible, because I was finding my mother in a street that is a
cul-de-sac and the last house. It was a house on the I*' floor with 2 rooms—one is the kitchen
and the other the bedroom for my parents, my sister, and me. It’s the end of a dream»y.

Whereas their parents had means before the war, the family of Dora and Ruth Hochhauser,
returned from exile in Switzerland, found themselves "living in horrible places they could find,
a real hovel; it was all they could afford". The return of the younger sister, Ruth, who had then
been living for nearly three years in Tournai with the family of her counselor from Beloeil, was
also a real disappointment; instead of the house—admittedly modest—where she had been
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hidden, she discovered "an apartment located in an old, dilapidated house, in a poor
neighborhood.”

Abraham Kapotka, whose mother alone had survived, had no choice but to live in a house
where « people relieved themselves in a bucket and there was no running water ». This new
place shocked him, since he had gotten used to living in a castle for 18 months.

For the young Robert Kucinsky, it mattered little where he found himself with his older
brother and his parents, "the most important thing was to be with my family, even in hardship".

In addition to finding lodging, however miserable it might be, the parents had to quickly go
back to work in order to be able to provide means of subsistence for their family. To achieve
this, Jews were forced to work very « hard to rebuild a life », as attested by Dora Szyper, who
from then on saw her parents only at mealtimes, so much did they devote themselves to work
to regain a minimum of family comfort. Albert Racimora also laments the absence of his parents
because of their work and consequently the little interest they paid him at that time. Abraham
Kapotka’s mother also took on all sorts of odd jobs to provide for her needs and those of her
only remaining son.

Some parents also had to rebuild their lives financially, as their health had been weakened
by their time in hiding. Robert and Jacques Kucinsky's father, for example, had to be
hospitalized. Their mother took care of everything while working extremely hard, and the older
brother, Jacques, had to leave school to help her. "My parents don't have a penny and my father
has to be hospitalized because of tuberculosis he contracted in five years because he never saw
daylight. My mother takes care of everything. My brother Jacques, who did not have the
opportunity to study, went to work making gloves at the age of 13. My mother works twenty
hours a day and on Sundays we go to visit my father in the hospital. "I'm 6 years old and I go
to the local primary school in Molenbeek."

Indeed, the children who were still of school age and did not have to go to work to help
their parents resumed their school life, like Robert. Sometimes they had to make up for delays
due to life in hiding: Sylvia Birnbaum had to catch up a year and Jeannette Goldstejn had to
make up a three-year gap, although they had received instruction at Beloeil. Rosa and Francois
Ajlkichen were able to continue their schooling quite normally after nearly a year and a half
spent at Beloeil. Thus, on the eve of Christmas 1944, that is, 3 months after they left the castle,
their mother thanked the Prince in a letter for the educational support her children received at
Beloeil: « In the fine work you founded, not only did they develop physically, but they also
received a good education and instruction that enabled them to resume classes here in Brussels
without any difficulty ».

Several mention a difficult return to school. In September 1945, when she went back to
school in Brussels, Ruth Hochhauser encountered problems: « After the war, I returned to a
school in Brussels with many pupils who spoke dialect. Mostly out of my parents’ concern, |
asked to be called Josette Hochhauser; I couldn’t carry the obviously Jewish name Ruth. [
didn’t feel good there since I came from a convent school [in Tournai] among aristocratic
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people. I got bad grades; I had no friends, whereas my sister was top of the class. I couldn’t
concentrate on my work at school or at home, so I failed that school year.» Fortunately, the
following year she changed schools. « In September 1946, in despair, I decided to change
schools and follow a friend to the Jewish trade school for sewing. There I found other hidden
children, and in that environment it was possible for me to find myself and make friends. I was
happy to be called Ruth again. My life had become normal again; I no longer had to hide my
true identity.”

At school, the Jewish children encountered not only academic difficulties; several of the
children interviewed also mentioned a climate of antisemitism at school. Frangois Ajlkichen
was heckled with «Dirty Jew, go back to Palestine ». Marcel Goldsztejn endured the same
insults and was even grabbed by the throat by a classmate who one day said to him « Why didn’t
you burn, you? ». Albert Racimora got beaten up in the yard on the pretext that he was Jewish,
and his teachers preferred to turn away so as not to see. Moreover, in class he was the victim of
discrimination: for example, at St. Nicholas he ended up deprived of toys because his teacher
supposedly told him « You people don’t have Saints ». George Weisz was also called a « Dirty
Jew, how is it that you didn’t go to the camps? I hit him. A cop came and took me home saying
‘I'm glad you beat him up, but don’t do it again!’». These children still had just as much trouble
understanding why they were treated that way, as had already been the case with the anti-Jewish
exclusion measures of 1941-1942.

Even though they were happy to be reunited with their parents, some children sometimes
had difficulty reestablishing real bonds with them, as the example of Mathilde Berger has
already shown after her mother’s return. These children had sometimes lived for more than two
years away from their parents, and many had had no contact with them at all during that time.
Often, the children then found themselves facing parents they no longer recognized;
clandestinity or deportation had completely changed them, both physically and psychologically.
Moreover, the distance that had developed between the parents and their children was
heightened by the fear and anger of abandonment, which disrupted the emotional relationship
that had been built before the war. Everything had to be rebuilt between them... For example,
at the end of the war, Ruth Hochhauser felt "/ike a stranger" to her sister and parents; there was
like a "gap between her and them that never disappeared ".

These strained relations also caused disciplinary problems for these children in the midst of
rebuilding. Marcel Goldsztejn began to run away and commit minor offenses because he
resented « his parents for living the way they did, |he was] rebellious ». The memories he held
of the prewar period were so happy, whereas the postwar reality no longer matched the
happiness he had known in his earliest years. Marcel was all the more disturbed because his
parents' marriage fell apart after the war, the war certainly having something to do with it,
according to his sister, Jeanine.

Other children experienced further family difficulties following the remarriage of their only
surviving parent. Mathilde Berger’s mother, Abraham Kapotka’s mother, and Rachel
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Klejman’s father remarried after the war because their spouse did not return from Auschwitz.
In all three cases, things went very badly with their children, often because the new spouse then
took the place of the loved one whose return they were still secretly awaiting.

Although most of the children from Beloeil were reunited with both parents, they had
nevertheless lost grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins... Thus these families had to set about
rebuilding while carrying the memory of their missing family members. At first, the families
continued to wait for their deportees to return; thus Abraham Kapotka’s mother regularly went
with her son to Place Rouppe, near the Gare du Midi, where survivors who had returned to
Belgium were received, in order to obtain information about her husband and her two deported
children. The sight of the countless photos of missing persons frightened young Abraham. The
mother even went so far as to consult fortune-tellers to find out whether her husband and her
two children were still alive. It was in this way that she is said to have decided to remarry a
camp survivor whom she had sheltered in their home after his return to Belgium. « I never could
stomach him. It was a disaster between him and me. I asked my mother ‘Why did you remarry
that idiot?’ She replied ‘I couldn’t live decently for you and for me’». Despite that, his mother
never stopped talking to him about his brother and sister. « She always talked about my brother
and my sister even though I had come back,; she would never let me go to the movies alone, 1
was fed up».

Rosa and Frangois Ajlkichen’s mother also spent a great deal of time in Brussels train
stations looking for her eldest daughter, Dora, who left in early August 1942. “With a photo of
Dora, she asked passengers returning from Germany, ‘Have you seen this girl?’ Some said, ‘I
think I saw this girl,some, not at all. Then horrible stories and photos began to circulate in the
newspapers. Then there were lists [of Jews deported to Auschwitz and presumed dead/ and my
sister’s name was on them”. What’s more, « the whole family—my father had 9 brothers and
sisters, there were 13 children on my mother’s side—everyone disappeared. My mother would
sit near the stove and she cried, she cried”. The family then lived immersed in these “war
stories all the time”. In addition, every evening, friends of their parents came to visit them, and
they spoke only about the war among themselves.

To cope with the painful distance and tensions between them and their families, the hidden
children partly compensated by joining a youth movement. Thus, Maurice Wajnryb joined the
Borochovist Youth, a Jewish Zionist group. Marcel Goldsztejn enrolled in the Jewish Youth
Sports Union, a communist-oriented movement. The people they met there then played the role
of a second family; they were a breath of fresh air, far from the sadness at home, for these
children. The group of young people Marcel spent time with very quickly became his « real
family; on Saturdays and Sundays I was with them. They became my buddies, my family, leaving
them every Sunday night was very difficult. If I got through it, it was thanks to them. We played
sports, basketball. We talked about internationalism there, not religion. » According to
Abraham Kapotka, « most of the Jewish children were integrated there, and I think it helped us
more or less remove the bad ideas of the time; we were people like everyone else ». Indeed, the
youths in these groups had lived through the same things; they had all had a wartime experience
that brought them closer together, and they took advantage of those moments away from their
families to talk without restraint. Among themselves, they managed to find each other and
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gradually relearn who they were and where they came from. Even if they avoided religious
topics, Jewish traditions were at the heart of these youth movements. That is how some hidden
children (re)learned certain basics of Judaism.

What some learned there sometimes came into conflict with what they had learned
throughout their entire life in hiding. These former hidden children had been deeply influenced
by the Catholic tradition during their clandestine life, so that some found it difficult to know
who they were and what their religion was. Mathilde Berger came into conflict with her mother
as soon as she left the castle, because she believed herself to be deeply Christian since her time
in Beloeil, where she had been baptized and confirmed. But she was not the only child to have
been unsettled by the practice of the Catholic religion in Beloeil and in the other hiding places
they had frequented.

Other former hidden children testify to this identity problem. Rachel Klejman would run
away on Sundays to go pray at church because she refused to acknowledge her Jewishness.
Jacques Kucinsky likewise continued to go to church every Sunday for a year. Ruth Hochhauser
did the same for a while. « [ felt like a stranger in my family; I could not take part in Jewish
customs, like the candles on Friday. On Sundays I would return to the church, where I found
other young Jews as well. ». Rosa and Frangois Ajlkichen returned from Beloeil with religious
objects, including a statuette of the Virgin that the family of George Dath, her godfather, had
given the little girl, for daily prayer. «A¢ first, I did it every day, not because I believed in it, but
because I liked the Daths. My mother didn’t reproach me at all ».

This conflict between the Jewish and Christian religions, however, did not last long for these
Jewish children. Little by little, things returned to normal. Mathilde Berger, who was eventually
admitted to the Marquain home, changed her attitude in a very short time and even married, in
Belgium, a Shaliah—an envoy of the State of Israel—in January 1947, who was then a
counselor at Marquain. Rachel Klejman also changed her behavior toward the Jewish
community, and she even learned to speak Yiddish. Francois and Rosa Ajlkichen returned to
the Jewish religion when their mother accidentally broke the little statue of the Virgin. « One
day, coming home from school, the little statue wasn’t there, and my mother said, ‘I did the
dusting and it fell into little pieces.’ So I returned to Judaism, especially since my sister did not
come back from the camps, so I could not have renounced Judaism. That would have been
something terribley.

Nevertheless, several children remained Catholic in the years that followed the war. Laura
Wurm, who was reunited with her parents after the war, was confirmed in Brussels in May
1946. Sonia Wuczinsky, an orphan who was adopted by her caregiver, was baptized in 1948 in
Oudegem. The brothers Henry and Raymond Gorbitz, orphans who were adopted by the
D’Oultremont family of the Léopold III Home in Duras, were also baptized in the postwar
period. These four former hidden children would also have church weddings in the years that
followed.

For others, they would go so far as to abandon religion altogether. Indeed, for Robert
Kucinsky, “since I have never been religious, I never tried to become so. My relationship with
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God is still not at peace. After the cruel death of a million and a half innocent children like me,
I could not believe in divine justice”, he therefore chose the ethics course at school rather than
the Judaism course. Marcel Goldstejn did the same: “ [ am fundamentally an atheist. I cannot
believe there is a God after what happened. I cannot stand the weepiness, the having accepted
being pushed around for so long. I am willing to accept a Jewish identity, but without God”.

This identity crisis, however, resurfaced later for those children who believed they had
gotten rid of it. Francois Ajlkichen went the other way and, although his family was not really
observant either before or after the war, he went head-on to engage with the Jewish religion he
didn’t know: “ I said to myself: they wanted to kill me for being Jewish, so let me live as a Jew;
what does it mean to be Jewish? I don’t know, but I want to be Jewish ! ”. And so he left for
Israel to take courses there in order to learn more about Judaism. Several would return to the
Jewish religion even later still. Marcel Goldsztejn was forced to accept his Jewish identity
because of his daughter, who was writing a thesis on the trauma of the children of hidden
children, since her father had never spoken to her about his past as a hidden child. Sonia
Wauczinsky, raised in a Catholic environment since the age of 5, is gradually reconnecting with
her Jewish origins thanks to a group of friends from Israel whom she meets in Antwerp every
two weeks. Robert Kucinsky and his family began celebrating the major Jewish holidays again
after their arrival in Mexico, but it was only a pretext to bring the family together and so that
the children could identify with the family’s past.

For all these Jewish families emerging from the war, rebuilding was a very painful ordeal.
The road was at times so difficult that many decided to leave everything behind, in the hope of
being able to build a new and better life. Of all the hidden children of Beloeil, nearly three-
quarters left Belgium after the war with their parents. Most of them embarked for Israel and the
United States, some as early as 1946. The others left mainly in the mid-1950s, after attempting
the impossible task of reconstruction.

The first departures between 1946 and 1948 were to Palestine, then under British mandate,
despite the fact that the British had shut down immigration to that country. From then on,
arrivals were clandestine. After the State of Israel's independence in May 1948, a new official
channel opened for Jewish newcomers. Starting in 1950, departures to the United States of
America began.

These children and their family decided to emigrate from Belgium for various reasons that
converged, just as the motives behind the decision to emigrate to Belgium in the 1920s and
1930s had coincided.

Some children were encouraged by Zionist organizations and Jewish youth movements to
leave for Israel. Albert Racimora had to make a choice at 18: « either leave the movement or
emigrate to Israel », he chose the latter. Maurice and Philippe Wajnryb also chose to leave for
Israel in 1951. They followed the « youth ideal that tried to explain to young people that one
must go to Israel ». Indeed, the main goal of the group of Borochovist youth they frequented
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was the emigration of Jews to Palestine. Bluma Zimet’s family also left for Israel in 1951 to
follow the elder brother who wanted to make his Aliyah, being a supporter of the Zionist
movement. George Weisz set out for Israel a year earlier, but alone, without saying anything to
his parents. « [ had this desire to go to Israel and become a soldier. I wanted to do something
for Israel after the Holocaust because we didn 't defend ourselves; [ wanted to know that I could
have a weapon in my hands and defend myself ».

The Jewish orphaned children placed in Jewish homes after the war followed the same path.
While a foster family in America was being proposed to 13-year-old Abraham Mydlarz, placed
at the Jewish Orphanage of Brussels, he declined the offer because he had already decided
where his future lay. « One day, [ was called by the director of the home; my first thought was,
‘There is news from my parents,’ and I was very excited. He proposes to me, ‘A family who live
in America, without children, who want to adopt you; they are rich and will give you everything
you need; you’ll be spoiled, but you must give me an answer by tomorrow’. I’ll give you my
answer on the spot: ‘I don t want to leave for America; ['ve already decided to go to Palestine’.
1 lost my parents and my family here; my future is in a country where I can express myself freely
and say ‘This is my country’ and not hear the words ‘dirty Jew, to live proudly and shout ‘I am
a Jew, without being hunted like an animal». After a few preparations, he was sent to a farm
with other clandestine passengers who were for the most part orphans like him. « Three days
later, I find myself on a train with my backpack and a ticket to a Flemish village whose name 1
don't remember. Upon arrival, I met a young girl with blonde braids and a big smile, who
reached out her hand to help me down from the train. She was very cute. She started the
conversation, asking me lots of questions, and led me to a horse-drawn cart, which took us to
a large farm. A chicken coop, ducks, a few cows, goats, and also children my age. While waiting
for the boat to come, I was sent to work with the bees. Two weeks go by, I got to know a group
of young people my age, most of them orphans. After supper, we gather in groups to study, to
dance the folk dances of Palestine and to sing in Hebrewy. They all finally boarded with false
papers onto a boat in the summer of 1946 bound for Palestine. « One evening, our group leader
announces to us that the next morning we will leave to embark; a cry of joy burst from our
chests. Papers with different names and different dates of birth, I only understand Polish. [ was
given a Polish name and the age of 23 (even though he was barely 14). Early the next morning,
two trucks took us to the port. The sight of the sea and the ship gave me great pleasure. 1
approach the table that served as a desk; they ask me questions and I signal with my hand that
I don't understand, and he signals me to go up the stairs that lead to the ship s deck, and
someone signals me to go down to the lower deck. It was dark and I notice wooden bunks built
in three tiers. Most were already taken; I found a bunk on the third deck, which suited me better
than suffocating down below. I get to know my neighbor, a very nice boy my age; he too was
born in Brussels. Everyone tells their story. It is forbidden to leave the bunk; we’ve been shut
in the hull of the ship for hours, with no porthole, it’s dark, and my stomach torments me with
hunger. It was the first time I had ever been on a ship, I closed my eyes and saw my father and
mother again—one day we'll meet again, I don't know, and I don't believe they're dead. I hear
the sounds of the engine starting up, some jolts, we are sailing; I am leaving the country where
I was born, my parents, the friends of my childhood, my memories... After an hour, we were
authorized to go out on deck and breathe the fresh sea air. I meet up with my group from
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Belgium; the reunion was very friendly. Our group leader, a young woman, a little over twenty,
gathers us on the deck to dance and sing and, above all, to talk about Palestine. We approach
Portugal; the sea changes color and becomes dark green because of the algae; a cloudless blue
sky. Night falls; we are asked to leave the deck; the reason is that we are approaching Gibraltar
and the English are monitoring the passage of every ship with searchlights to spot clandestine
boats that are carrying Jews toward their destination, Palestine, the historic land of our
ancestors. We left Europe, which had persecuted and murdered us, to save ourselves and start
a new lifex.

Others left out of fear of the conflicts unfolding in the West, which was in the midst of
the Cold War. Thus, the family of Frangois and Rosa Ajlkichen left for America in 1951, at the
time of the Korean War, afraid of another world war. They believed that life would be safer in
America, and leaving Belgian soil seemed the best way out at that time. « My mother knew that
my sister would not be coming back; she had a very poor opinion of Belgium; she thought she
had been denounced by neighbors. For my mother, there was nothing left in Belgium. The war
had taken everything from her. They applied to emigrate to America. It took time; someone had
to guarantee that they would take care of us. On top of that, since my parents were Polish, there
was a quota, because the Americans were afraid of communism and thought Poles were
communists. Eventually, we left from Le Havre. In the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, we ran into
a storm. Everyone was sick. It took us two days to get over it. [...] The first thing we saw was
the Statue of Liberty. What a sight! ».

Robert Kucinsky left Belgium for Mexico in 1957, where he joined an uncle and his
family, at a time when the political situation in Europe was very tense: « The Cold War between
the Americans and the Russians seems to be sending us back into another world war. The
Russians occupied Hungary. Hungarians are throwing bombs at Russian tanks, and the
Americans are threatening [with] an atomic war if the Russians do not leave Hungaryy.
Because of his wartime experience, the European situation worried him greatly. « I boarded an
ocean liner that was leaving Rotterdam bound for Vera Cruz, Mexico. The crossing took me
thirty days in the dead of winter; it was quite an adventure. My parents were sorry to see me
go, but they did not make much effort to hold me back. So I arrived in Mexico without knowing
the language, without money, but pleased with myself about the decision I had made». His
parents and older brother would join him two years later.

If so many families fled, it was also because after the war families still found themselves
facing the problem of residence permits, just as when they arrived on Belgian soil. A large
number of Jews were still considered foreigners and therefore had only a temporary residence
permit. Thus, in 1948, the Hochhauser family was listed under the category of “Israelite transit
passengers, since the persons concerned had [i] come to Belgium on 02/13/1939 with a view
to emigration”''*. The family of Bluma Zimet, originally from Germany as well, was placed in
the same category. They were then all compelled to emigrate, which the Zimet family did in
1951 to Israel, unlike the Hochhauser family, which, after hesitating to leave for Bolivia,

114 etter from the Minister of Justice to the director-general of the AIVG, 20/01/1948 (Foreigners’ Police file no.
A372280, AGR).
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preferred to remain in Belgium and wait for its naturalization, which finally came in 1959. The
family of Sylvia Birnbaum did not undertake the lengthy administrative procedures established
by the Belgian state to recognize its Jewish nationals who had arrived in the interwar period,
and left for America in 1950 for economic reasons tied to their status as foreigners: “Since my
parents are considered foreigners, it is difficult to obtain a work permit ”.

Abraham Kapotka and his mother left for Israel from the port of Marseille in March
1949 because of the « terrible economic crisis » that his family was undergoing in the postwar
period, forcing his mother to string together odd jobs. There he joined his maternal uncle with
his mother and his stepfather, but Abraham had difficulty adapting to life in this new country.
« I arrived there and found myself in the same situation as in the church in Beloeil; I didn’t
understand anything. Everything was forbidden there. I have never been religious, and in my
uncle’s family, before eating we say a prayer, after eating we say a prayer,; on Saturday we
spend more time at the synagogue. Seeing girls, strictly forbidden.  wanted to go learn Hebrew;
my uncle vetoed it, because there are girls and boys togethery. To escape that life, he would
get hired as a construction worker.

These departures also took place in a context of antisemitism that had not disappeared
in the postwar period. George Weisz’s father managed to reopen a butcher shop after the war,
and one day, a guy came in and said to him “ I thought you were all burned in the camps...
When you hear that, it doesn’t make you want to go on anymore”. George chose to emigrate
first alone to Israel from 1950 to 1953, then, having returned to Belgium, in 1955 he headed to
America with his new wife. His parents followed him the year after.

Rebuilding their lives in their new country was not any easier for these new exiles, at
least at first... Life was difficult for the family of Sylvia Birnbaum, freshly disembarked from
the Queen Mary in New York with her brother and her mother, having come to join her brothers.
It was her older brother who was then providing for the entire family.

Francois Ajlkichen never adapted to life in the USA; he said he was very unhappy. " /
never managed to live in America, I wanted to go to the land of my ancestors". He therefore
left Brooklyn for a kibbutz in Israel in 1957, that is, 6 years after his arrival, where he
reconnected with his Jewish roots. "When [ arrived in Israel, I found myself; I became a Jew as
one should be. First, I found myself physically at home, in the land of my ancestors. "

Abraham Kapotka lost his mother shortly after his arrival in Israel; he found himself an
orphan with an uncle who did not want him to enter the army; he worked very hard to eventually
obtain a diploma and build a life on his own.

Abraham Mydlarz, who had boarded a boat clandestinely with other orphaned children,
finally landed in northern Palestine in the summer of 1946. " Eighteen days on an old boat
where the waves made us roll from left to right and gave us seasickness, the poor-quality food
provided, the terrible smell of vomit, we were suffocating below deck. The heat, the smell of the
sweat of unwashed people, with no showers. It was worth the effort. Our hearts beat faster at
the sight of the shores of Palestine. Everyone, even the sickest, gathered on deck to cry out with
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joy at the sight of the land promised by God. Tears and joy mingled; most had lost their families,

and 1 felt a pang in my stomach and tears in my eyes. I mustered the strength to smile at the
future. The memory of my family and the hope of seeing them again never left me. The coast
drew nearer and a city could be made out; a whisper passed through the crowd: HAIFA. " Their
reception in the Promised Land, however, was a bitter disappointment. " Our boat was not legal
and did not have permission to enter our country, and we did not have a certificate. Our boat
is approaching the harbor, encircled by two British Army ships. Armed soldiers board our boat
to arrest the leaders, who fled during the night and reached the shore by swimming. We spent 3
days on the boat in the harbor, small boats loaded with fruit, vegetables, and fresh bread
supplied by the local population gave us a new taste for life. On the third day, under guard by
the soldiers, we go ashore for the first time. I set foot on solid ground, surrounded by armed
soldiers. I had the feeling that the British soldiers were Germans; I was afraid; we were made
to get on buses. My first thought was that they were taking us to a detention camp, and I was
not the only one with that feeling; no one smiled, everyone looked out the windows searching
for the answer. I looked out the window and for the first time saw a caravan of camels led by
Arabs; the landscape was like a desert. We reach a large camp with barbed wire; [ remember
that moment exactly: wooden barracks, the strands of wire—all of it makes me shudder; armed
soldiers escort us inside the camp. This is my first encounter with the country I had dreamed of
so much. This camp is in Atlit (20 km south of Haifa), by the sea, surrounded by watchtowers
with armed guards. They were long barracks with a tin roof supported by wooden beams. It was
August, and it was very hot. Outside, a bell rang to announce the distribution of the meal; I had
no appetite,; I was very weak. A few days later, I fell ill. Malaria. I stayed in bed for more than
a month with a fever over 40°C. " Abraham would eventually be released from the camp after
some time and left for Jerusalem, where he gradually learned to rebuild himself without a
family, yet with the feeling of finally being at home.

Although he was alone at his uncle’s and did not speak Spanish, Robert Kucinsky retains
very fond memories of the 20 years he spent in Mexico, where he managed to start his own
family. “When I got off the boat, everyone there was dressed in white and, although poor, I saw
people who were happy. They smiled and did not know what was happening in the world. There
was splendid sunshine every day of the year, which I loved. The people had very little education,
and when they saw me speak several languages, they treated me with great respect, as if [ were
above them. My parents and my brother came to join me in Mexico, and I must admit that |
spent the best years of my life there. I made many friends, and life was lovely and relatively
easy. ”” The whole family would eventually leave for San Diego, California.

Finally, after a more or less lengthy period of adjustment, all managed to adapt to their
new homeland and were able to rebuild their lives there, just like those who had remained in
Belgium. All the same, none of them recovered their former normal life, even if they had hoped
to.
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Chapter 20: What they remember from Beloeil,
recognition as Righteous Among the Nations

Most of the children retain fond memories of Beloeil, of their time in Beloeil, despite the
distance from their parents and the fear of being betrayed and discovered at any moment.

Francois Ajlkichen even calls Beloeil a “ paradise on earth” compared to what he and his
sister had experienced earlier at the convent where they were hiding. He felt a bit like Moses
there, but in a castle: “It’s like Moses, at the time when the Jews were being killed by the
Egyptians. Moses was in the Pharaoh’s palace; it was like me, [ was in a palace while my
brothers were persecuted, killed, starved, beaten . His sister, Rosa, feels the same and states
that her stay in Beloeil was « the most beautiful moment of the war ». Héléne Rosenblat also
remembers her stay in Beloeil positively: “I really loved Beloeil. I was learning to sing, I had
a very good time in Beloeil, we had fun, I didn’t want to go back to Brussels after the war.”
Abraham Kapotka also keeps those moments of fun in mind: “In Beloeil, it was the good life,
we went out, we had fun.” Maurice Wajnryb especially remembers « the care that was provided,
the kindness, the dedication of the staff, everything... ».

The memories of hidden children, however, differ according to each child’s individual
experience; they depend on their past, the host environment, the fate of their parents, and also
their sensitivity.

That is why other children have less happy memories of the castle. Louis Engelhom did not
like Beloeil because he was separated from his parents, but it is not, however, a bad memory, «
it was camp life » above all. Sonia Wuczinsky felt sad there for the same reason, but also
because she was very young and didn't understand anyone. George Weisz also says he was «
so unhappy » because he remembers always being hungry, and he did not like getting naked for
the showers. Ruth Hochhauser was also unhappy at Beloeil, she did not eat, did not play,
suffered from depression, and was constantly sick there. It is also because of medical problems
that Albert Racimora retains a very bad memory of Beloeil; he lost the use of one ear there
following a perforated eardrum from an ear infection. However, he has no complaints to make
to Beloeil but « it's part of a period in [his] life that was the worst while not being unhappy ».
Heéléne Némirovsky, who prefers to forget this past where she felt alone, speaks not of a « /ife
at the chdteau » but of « life of war ».

However, as Robert states, « Beloeil may not have been a bed of roses, but the alternative
would have been to be caught by the Nazis and sent to a concentration campy.Despite the bad
memories that some keep, all the hidden children who passed through Beloeil are aware that
the chateau and its staff saved their lives.

« How could a Prince do such a thing during that grim war? It's extraordinary; he opened
his castle as he opened his heart. It's something unique. As for me, I was in paradise there. |
cannot forget that, and I am grateful from the depths of my soul for the kindness and goodness
of the Prince and those who helped him. I could never forget those Belgians who put themselves
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in danger to save us». For his actions on behalf of the Jewish community, if he had been able
to speak to him after the war, Francois Ajlkichen would have liked to thank the Prince « for
having been God’s envoy to save them ».

Marcel Goldstejn would also have liked to see his rescuer again one day to show himself
under his true identity. « If he had had one wish, it was to meet him after the war and to show
him, to talk to him for a few moments, to show myself no longer a hidden child ».

Abraham Mydlarz still blesses the “Good Lord” for having sent “the Prince, the Baroness
[Rolin], Abbé [Van Ros], the schoolteachers and the counselors, who were angels sent to save
them.”

Rosa Ajlkichen still today considers the Prince a Saint, although she is a practicing Jew. “If
I were Christian, [ would say he is a Saint, for he was outside what a normal man does, he was
a philanthropist. For me, he is on a pedestal; he deserves all the honors that are paid to him.
He is a man who never sought glory, he did it from his heart for humanity. He put his life in
danger, his family in danger, and all that for us, especially he who was a Prince who normally
had other concerns. He was truly a remarkable man. [ never met anyone else like him”. On
December 22, 1944, two months after her departure from Beloeil, her mother had already taken
the time to write directly to the Prince words that expressed the same sentiment. “7 would truly
find it ungrateful not to thank you after all that you have done for my two children, Frangois
and Rosa. In the beautiful work that you founded, not only did they grow physically, but they
also received a good upbringing and a good education (...). I am also very grateful to Mrs.
Rolin and to the young ladies who helped teach them, entertain them, and provide for their
well-being. I will never forget your fine gesture, and believe, Monseigneur, that through your

’

kindness you have brought much comfort to my home.’

Ruth Hochhauser expresses her gratitude to the Prince « for the wonders he did for the
children and not only the Jews, there were others who needed him ».

Unfortunately, none of these children were able to see the Prince again after their departure,
as the Prince died a few years later. Yet no one could forget what he and all the staff of the
castle had accomplished to save them.

For all this, the Jewish community sought to honor the actions of the princely couple and
of the Foyers Léopold III and to ensure that they were officially recognized, even if it took a
few more years for the acts of recognition to be institutionalized. Indeed, as time went by, the
hidden children increasingly felt the need to express their gratitude to their rescuers in the eyes
of the international community. To that end, the construction of a memorial in Jerusalem was
voted by the Knesset, the Israeli parliament, in 1953, under the name Yad Vashem. This
memorial’s objectives were to maintain the memory of the millions of Jews who were victims
of the Nazis and to pay tribute to all those who risked their lives to save them in the occupied
countries. To deal more specifically with this latter task, a permanent Commission was created
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in 1962 to set out the criteria for recognition: the rescuer had to be non-Jewish; he had to know
that the person or persons were Jewish; he was aware that his action could put him in danger of
being arrested, deported, or killed; the act of rescue was effective and not passive; the rescuer
had not solicited financial or other compensation for his act except a possible payment for food
or for rent. Their action had to be proven by the beneficiary himself or by a direct witness or,
failing that, by documents. If they satisfied all the criteria, the rescuers were awarded the title
of « Righteous Among the Nations ».

Thus, a file in the name of the Prince and Princess de Ligne was submitted to the
Commission of the Righteous in order to recognize them as Righteous for their action in favor
of Jewish children, notably within the Foyer Léopold III in Beloeil. It was the wife of Benedykt
Grynpas, of Jewish origin, at the head of the Grynpas network with her husband and who
collaborated in the rescue of Jews by placing, notably, children in Beloeil, who initiated the
procedures at the beginning of the 1970s and who on several occasions submitted requests to
have about ten people recognized, among them the de Ligne couple.

Here is an excerpt from the first letter sent to the Embassy of Israel in February 1970:

« I would like to present here the request to be addressed to Yad Vashem by which we ask
that a token of recognition be shown to certain people whom I know, or whom I have known,
and thanks to whom it was possible for me to shelter many Jews in danger during the Second
World War. Specifically:

- from Princess Eugene De Ligne, who, on her Beloeil estate—turned during the Second World
War into a children’s colony—sheltered many Jewish children. As for me, given the distance in
time, I was only able to collect a single written testimony. However, I remember very well that
during my visits to Beloeil, I saw this child... as well as other Jewish children. I also know that,
in addition to the identity cards that had been provided to these little ones, the parish priest
obtained baptism certificates for them, because identity cards did not always suffice to keep
them safe from all danger. Thus, all of these measures taken with the Princess’s assistance
provided greater safety for these children™".

Mrs. Grynpas succeeded, as this excerpt attests and as the Commission required in its
criteria, in obtaining the testimony of a single Jewish child, Léon Zwikielski, hidden in Beloeil
by the network she led. A few months later she obtained a new attestation from another Jewish
child, Bernard Plat, placed in Beloeil by the CDJ, who « acknowledges having been hidden as
an Israelite during the war in 1942 until the Liberation with Prince de Ligne in Beloeil»''®.

Mrs. Grynpas's multiple petitions ultimately succeeded 5 years later since the princely
couple and 12 people for whom she had submitted an application were recognized as "Righteous
Among the Nations" on June 24, 1975. All of them received for this the Medal of Honor with

115 L etter from E. Grynpas to the Ambassador of Israel in Belgium, 02/14/1970 (File 530b, Righteous Among the
Nations Section, Yad Vashem Archives).

116 Letter from B. Plat to Esther Grynpas, 09/22/1970 (File 530b, Righteous Among the Nations Section, Yad
Vashem Archives).
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the right to plant a tree on the Avenue of the Righteous on the Mount of Remembrance in
Jerusalem. A Certificate of Honor was also issued in their names on October 10, 1975.

The ceremony for the presentation of the medals and the Righteous diploma took place
at the Embassy of Israel in Brussels on December 23, 1975. Princess Philippine De Ligne and
her younger son, Prince Antoine, the future 13" Prince de Ligne, were present to receive the
Righteous Among the Nations medal. It was the Princess who received the honors in her name
and in the name of her late husband — who died on June 26, 1960, at the age of 67. Bluma Zimet,
passing through Belgium, is said to have attended this ceremony to bear witness to her rescue
30 years earlier.

In February 1979, Princess De Ligne, then 81 years old, had considered “visiting Israel
and on that occasion planting the tree in her name and in that of the late Prince in the Avenue
of the Righteous.” However, no tree was planted in their name that year. The princely couple’s
grandson, Michel De Ligne, 14" prince of the name, made this journey in the summer of 2016
accompanied by his whole family, and there he planted the memorial tree in the presence of
Israeli President Reuven Rivlin.

The names of Prince and Princess De Ligne have since appeared on the Wall of Honour
in the Garden of the Righteous at the Yad Vashem Institute among the 1787 Righteous as of
January® 2022. Note that in 1975, 40 people were named Righteous Among the Nations,
whereas between 1963, the first year in which two Belgians were awarded the title, and 1974,
only 100 people had already been recognized as Righteous for Belgium.

The Prince and Princess de Ligne were the only ones to be recognized for their action
toward the Jews in Beloeil, but within the Léopold III Homes, they were not the only ones,
since the directors of Duras also received the medal. Count René de Liedekerke and his wife,
Henriette, as well as her sister, Isabelle d’Oultremont, were recognized as Righteous Among
the Nations in May 1980, while Clémentine d’Oultremont, another sister of Henriette, was
recognized in July 2000.

Other people could have been recognized as Righteous for their actions toward the
Jewish community within the Foyers Léopold III, but to date no other staff member has been
recognized. Yet every year, the Commission for the Righteous continues its work to have these
acts of bravery recognized, even posthumously.
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Chapter 21: "We were taught not to speak"

Despite the number of testimonies of gratitude from former hidden children in Beloeil, very
few took part in the official recognition of the princely couple as Righteous Among the Nations
in 1975 by Yad Vashem. Indeed, when they received their title, the hidden children were not
yet truly ready to speak publicly about what they had lived through and to begin the process
themselves.

Indeed, like the vast majority of hidden children, the Jewish children hidden in Beloeil chose
to keep their wartime experience quiet for nearly 50 years. It was not until the 1990s that people
gradually began to speak out and that the number of testimonies of gratitude toward their
rescuers grew.

If these children kept silent for so many years, it is because hidden children had already
been accustomed not to speak throughout the war. “ When we were sent into hiding, we were
taught not to speak,” testifies Robert Kucinsky. Likewise, Ruth Hochhauser recounts that
during the war, « we always kept silent as hidden children, because the moment we opened our
mouths, it could be dangerous ». Even after the war, these children, out of hiding, finally
continued to hide deep within themselves, so ingrained had it been during the war.

If these children chose to remain silent for so long, it is also because their experience
contrasted with that of those who had known the concentration and extermination camps. Yet
they, too, had chosen to keep quiet—so why would the hidden children have spoken? And even
when those survivors of the camps began to speak at the end of the 1960s, what child would
have dared to complain about a hidden child’s experience, judged to be far better than that of
the camps? This feeling still lives in Isaac Jerozolimski. « Why me and not the others? We didn’t
suffer in the camps. I feel that I was lucky—very lucky—but that this luck was also the work of
those around me. Looking at my children and grandchildren, my brother and his children and
his grandchildren, I think we were a hair’s breadth away from all of this not existing». Indeed,
many hidden children who passed through Beloeil still consider themselves lucky compared
with those who experienced the camps. « I was lucky not to suffer too much, lucky to have
escaped all that. If I hadn’t been saved, I would have gone up in smoke in a camp » testifies
Jeanine Goldstejn. Some even feel guilt. Dora Szyper says she feels « a little guilty for having
had so much luck while others had less ».

Within that long wave of silence that seemed to bury the hidden children, there were
nevertheless attempts at dialogue, but they took place individually and without any codified
form.

The first people these children could have confided in were their parents, but how could
they share memories that were sometimes so painful with parents who had sometimes been
through worse? The adults' suffering had been such that they, too, were unable to speak about
their past, let alone listen to their children. In addition, rebuilding was the priority of these
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reunited families; why would they want to plunge back into a period when they were separated?
For Robert Kucinsky’s parents, " <span style=\"\">the pain and sorrow they suffered during
and after the war were too great to address this subject, especially with their children, whom
they were trying instead to have ignore the past and rebuild a new life ". Many of the children
who tried to speak were thus brushed off and confronted with a wall of silence, even with their
brothers and sisters who had lived the same clandestine life. Building the present was already
difficult, so they all preferred to remain silent about the past.

It was only much later, with their own children, that some hidden children took the plunge.
Several factors contributed to this new willingness to pass on their stories. First of all, it was
above all the curiosity of their children that enabled the hidden children to reconnect with their
past. As the years passed and the war receded, they were now ready to remember and bear
witness to their past, even if digging up that buried past and burdening their descendants with
it required a great deal of strength. After finding the courage within themselves to talk about it,
the hidden children began to open up but waited until their children were old enough to
understand this painful past. Thus, Dora Szyper waited until her children had reached
adolescence before telling them about it. She also decided to leave them a written account « so
that my children could know what their mother went through during the war? It was a relief to
do it. I preferred to put it down on paper because memory fades. When you write or talk about
it, it clears up; it becomes clearer. I wanted to exorcise the war and it allowed me to go on with
my life». Rosa Ajlkichen also chose to write a detailed account of her childhood. « As a hidden
child, 1 felt that I hadn t suffered like the children who were in the camps, that my story wasn't
interesting; but as 1 grew older, I realized that I had suffered in another way. I wanted my
children and my grandchildren to know the story of that painful period». Sonia Wuczinsky, who
was part of the same group as Rosa’s in Beloeil, also waited until her children were about 16 to
talk to them, and even then it was they who first asked the questions. « They wonder where the
grandparents, the aunts, and all that are. On my side, there was no one ». Jeanine Goldsztejn
found herself obliged to address her past with her son because at 12 he encountered problems
with his Jewish identity, which his parents had hidden from him until then.

Today, it is their grandchildren who face this memory and in turn become an essential
vehicle for transmitting their grandparents’ memory. Indeed, at school they are taught the
history of the Shoah and thus, indirectly, that of their family. In this context, several witnesses
mention assignments done by their grandchildren that forced them to address the past with the
2" generation. One of Maurice Wajnryb’s grandsons had to write, at only 12 years old, a book
about the story of his grandfather and grandmother, which allows Maurice to have a written
record of his past. Robert Kucinsky’s grandson, also 12, was assigned by his teacher to tell the
life of someone close in front of his classmates, and he chose his grandfather’s. “So we talked.
Even if it isn’t very elaborate, I am proud of his choice. I was very happy that he showed an
interest in learning. I hope something positive will remain with him from this interview.” These
assignments were an opportunity to begin a discussion between the first generation, that of the
hidden children, and the third generation, that of their grandchildren. Abraham Mydlarz, who
kept silent about his past for a long time after finding himself alone in Israel, chose to tell his
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wartime and postwar experience for the first time to his granddaughter, and since then he has “
opened his heart to the whole family, he has told everything .

Even though some had already been able to talk about it with those closest to them, most
hidden children continued to suppress their past, especially since society offered them no place
among the survivors. However, the awakening of the hidden children's collective memory in
the 1990s brought everything back to the surface. It was the conferences and associations of
hidden children launched in the early 1990s that generally helped reverse the trend and enable
hidden children around the world to speak out.

While many former hidden children had settled in the United States after the war, several
decided to organize a first international gathering of hidden children in New York on May 26
and 27, 1991. This gathering was a great success, with more than 1,600 participants not only
from the United States but also from Europe and elsewhere. Thus several hidden children from
Beloeil met there, among them Sylvia Birnbaum and Robert Kucinsky, both from California,
<span style=\" \">RosaAjlkichen, from New York, as well as Ruth Hochhauser, from London.
This conference was very important for the hidden children because it was the first time their
wartime experiences were taken into account. They were meeting among themselves for the
first time and reconnecting with rescuers. Andrée Geulen and also Yvonne Jospa, from the CDJ,
were present to explain to their former protégés how the network had managed to carry out their
rescue. This gathering also played a major role in the work of memory, because thanks to it, the
hidden children began to speak more spontaneously. At this gathering, Robert Kucinsky was
able to recall his past freely. <span style=\" \">\"For the first time, we were able to express
ourselves because there, there was no need for many words to understand one another. It was
an opportunity to remember my youth, about which I had never spoken before.\" <span style=\"
\">It was also after this first conference that Rosa began to write the story of her childhood in
Belgium in about thirty pages, \" <span style=\"\">a story we had never dared to talk about,
because it was too painful to bring up, but it was a legacy our children needed to know about.\"

The success of this conference encouraged the organizers to create a real organization
bringing together former hidden children, named the Hidden Child Foundation, in order to
collect their testimonies but also to allow schools to receive these precious testimonies at a time
when the number of survivors from the camps was dwindling. Other associations of hidden
children were created on the same model in other countries and continued the initiative begun
in New York with new conferences.

One of these conferences was organized in Jerusalem from July 12 to 15, 1993. It was an
initiative of the association of the Hidden Children of Belgium in Israel, founded in 1991.
Several hidden children from Beloeil took part again, among them Sylvia Birnbaum and
Abraham Kapotka, treasurer of the Israeli association until it was dissolved in 2001. The
purpose of this conference and the association was to enable former hidden children to meet
again and to obtain information about their past.
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The first European gathering of hidden children was held in Brussels on April 30 and May
1*, 1995 at ULB. This meeting was organized by the Belgian association /'Enfant caché, created
in 1993 by a group of Belgian Jewish participants in the New York meeting, in collaboration
with De Ondergedoken Kinderen of the Netherlands and Les Enfants Cachés of France. Several
children from Beloeil, as well as counselors and staff members from Beloeil Castle, were there
in large numbers among some 850 participants: Sylvia Birnbaum, Héléne Rosenblat, and Rosa
Demien returned from the United States for the occasion. Sonia Wuczinsky, Albert Racimora,
Dora Hochhauser, and Marcel Goldsztejn were among the Belgian participants. Edith Berger,
Mathilde’s sister, also came from Israel to represent her sister, who had died in an accident at
only 38. Yvonne Broche, André Cogneaux, Micheline Demaert, and Godelieve Dath were
invited as representatives of the Beloeil staff. And for good reason, a « surprise film» of about
30 minutes about the Léopold III Home in Beloeil was presented on the afternoon of the first
day of the gathering. The film shown was by Paul Dath, the castle’s filmmaker and
photographer, and it had already been broadcast in 1989 on RTBF in the program /nédits. It was
an opportunity to reunite, for the first time after 50 years, children and rescuers of Beloeil
around the screening of the film shot during the war at the castle, mainly in 1943, the year when
the largest number of children were at the castle, among them many hidden Jewish children
who recognized themselves on screen. This new European gathering was a true success.

In 2007, another International Conference of Hidden Jewish Children in Belgium was again
organized in Jerusalem.

The enthusiasm shown by these gatherings and associations since the early 1990s shows
that the wound was still wide open fifty years later. The time had come to bring the long-buried
past to light and to find a kind of solace. Ruth Hochhauser indeed considers these gatherings
liberating. « Before the 1991 conference, hidden children had been forced into silence. The
meetings are regular now, it’s very therapeutic for our needs, because we need to talk. We
couldn’t talk before, so now we talk! » From then on, they spoke in public. The wound could
begin to close little by little, even though it is still far from disappearing, because this past is
etched in them.

The creation of these conferences and associations in the 1990s also made it possible for
the hidden children to be granted a status among the victims of the war. They officially became
« hidden children ». « All of a sudden, I found a social identity, I had become someone, I had
become a hidden child » recounts Sylvia Birnbaum after attending all these meetings. The
hidden children were henceforth recognized in the eyes of the world. In Belgium, however, they
had to wait until April 1999 for a royal decree to recognize for them the « moral status of war
victim »!'!7. Finally, in April 2003, the « full and complete status of war victim » was recognized
for them, allowing them to be compensated.

From then on, they had their place among the victims of war, and their testimonies became
invaluable to the work of remembrance. Whereas at the time Jewish children did not consider

17 According to the royal decree published in the Moniteur belge of April 19, 1999, the status of “hidden child”
is recognized for any child under 21 years old on May 10, 1940, or born after that date, who, in order to escape the
effects of the anti-Jewish measures enacted by the occupier, was forced to live in hiding after July 1% 1942.
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themselves true survivors, preferring to keep their stories quiet, having managed to escape the
genocide, the hidden children did indeed occupy an important place in the history and memory
of the Shoah. A place all the more important at a time when, with regard to the Shoah, history
is gradually taking over from memory.

Several hidden children from Beloeil understood that they needed to take their place in
this history and that passing it on was necessary even decades later. If Frangois Ajlkichen chose
to speak about his past, it is because there is a resurgence « of interest; many people come to
ask me questions—people from the Israeli army, people from research funds, people doing
theses; I've been recorded several times, and people are interested », but also « for the
generations to come, so that they know». Bearing witness for the next generation is also what
motivates Dora Szyper; « so that it won 't be forgotten. It is to show others, to future generations,
that this kind of thing must not be done again».

<span style=\""\">The example of humanity shown by the de Ligne family and the entire
Léopold III Homes organization is what Sylvia Birnbaum prefers to remember when she speaks
about her time at Beloeil. "So that it won’t be lost, because for her it was such an extraordinary
period in humanity; it was an inhuman and human episode at the same time<span style=\" \">.
Above all, that is what [ wanted to tell my children: that it was the Belgians who saved my life.”.

The actions of the Princes de Ligne in their castle on behalf of the children prove that it
was possible to resist the oppressor while others gave in to passivity or collaboration; they
mobilized unstintingly, at the risk of their lives. Their deed, like that of all the other Righteous
Among the Nations, helped to lessen the horrors committed under the 3™ Reich against the
Jewish community. These rescuers proved by their example that even though the Nazi regime
had done everything to make people believe otherwise, every life—even that of a Jew—had
value.

In saving these lives, the Jewish community was able to continue to exist, hence the
motto taken from the Talmud and inscribed on the Righteous Among the Nations medal:
“Whoever saves a life saves the entire universe.” The exploits of the Righteous of Beloeil and
elsewhere offer us an example; even in situations of intense physical and psychological
pressure, we can and must oppose evil, because resistance is always possible...

END

4% cover

Within the walls of Beloeil Castle,

Little faces, awakening souls,

Under the protection of Prince Eugéne,

And of his wife, who, from the Foyers Léopold III, held the reins
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Little Jews, fragile and innocent,

In the shadow of troubled times,

In the midst of the torments of war,

Found refuge, peace, and light.

In the halls of this old castle,

They found a haven far from the Gestapo

Under the Prince’s benevolent gaze,

They found hope again despite the creaking of time

In the shadow of the cruel Holocaust,

Their story is written like a ritual,

For of these children, so small, so pure,

Destinies emerge, futures.

In the heart of Beloeil resounds,

The echo of their survival, like a morning that rings out
The Prince and his wife, Righteous Among the Nations,
Their courage, their strength, their protection,

In the darkest night, like a glimmer,

They saved these little Jewish children from their killers..

May their story resonate forever,

May this fear that hovered fade away

At Beloeil Castle, their memory endures
As an eternal tribute to those who resist...

By Robert Lestrade

110



