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IntroduCtIon

I.

Huguette Herrmann’s superbly evocative memoir of a Jewish girlhood 
in pre-World War II Belgium and wartime england offers both an 
invitation and a challenge to the reader. It beckons us into a world 
that seems at once very similar to and very different from our own. 
on the one hand, it is a world in which new furniture is a rarity, a 
radio a luxury, and tampons a novelty. on the other hand, many of 
the experiences and scenes described are entirely familiar, or at least 
mundane: There are skinned knees, bandages, and a tonsillectomy. We 
meet a girl who is outgoing and eagerly makes friends, yet is shy or not 
fully socialized in other ways; who didn’t know how to play with a doll, 
and (to the horror of better-off relatives) still had no table manners at 
age 10. But what she lacks in etiquette, she makes up for in precocious 
intellectualism: linguistic aptitude and scholastic achievements earn 
parental praise and give her the confidence that contrasts with and 
compensates for her nightmares and fear of abandonment. She loves 
reading and language play. even before she herself can read, we learn, 
books are her great passion. as her memoir comes to a close, we read 
of romance and career plans. This volume would seem to be a sort of 
autobiographical Bildungsroman.

However, its opening lines make clear not only that we are in the 
presence of a very unusual voice, but also that this was a very unusual life: 

We all have our private mythologies: for the children of “normal” 
families, the father and mother are the towering deities. I did not grow 
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up in a normal family, and the gods that ruled over the first years of my 
life were oversized goddesses—they were my formidable grandmother… 
and her youngest daughter, my mother.

as fate would have it, the narrator grows up in “a family composed 
principally of widows”—moreover, one in which men, even when 
present, are sources of trial and travail. grandmother Bo “disliked men 
intensely” (though she managed to marry three of them), found sex 
“dirty and disgusting,” and “was a mother who had no tenderness in 
store for anyone and certainly not for her daughters, on whom she 
cast disapproving glances and poured out lavish scorn and mockery.” 
Huguette’s mother, Jenny, by contrast, is a flirtatious free spirit, 
socialist, and self-described pagan and atheist, as sensual as her own 
mother is repressed. Bo, whose preferred method of interaction with 
her daughters consists in “cursing and screaming,” is incensed by 
Jenny’s behavior, and regularly denounces her as a whore. readers 
may be surprised at Huguette’s frankness. From earliest childhood 
on, she is regularly confronted with her mother’s sexuality and sexual 
activity, and she herself calmly relates several of her own experiences 
which would nowadays be considered sexual abuse or harassment, one 
involving an adolescent relative and the others involving middle-aged 
men. For her they were a matter of detached puzzlement and curiosity 
rather than outrage. For adults in the family, they were simply best 
forgotten. Here the distance from our world is palpable.

to be sure, Jenny represents a familiar and distinctly modern type of 
woman. and yet, it would be too simple to reduce the conflicts between 
Bo and Jenny to those of generations, or of one between tradition and 
secular modernity. Both women are strong and resourceful, fiercely 
protective of family, forced to earn a living, and struggling to balance 
production and consumption. each in her own manner finds a way 
to navigate the new post-war world in which the old gender system 
is neither fully intact nor abolished.1 although irresistibly attached to 

1 Lynn abrams, The Making of Modern Woman (London: Pearson education, 2002), here, 
in particular, the closing chapter on the great War, 297-323. The austrian-Jewish 
author Stefan Zweig, who committed suicide in exile in 1942, attempted to portray the 
three lifetimes (as he put it) that he experienced between the end of the nineteenth 
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men as a species, Jenny has no use for her distant and soon-absent 
husband, and the child grows up with an image of her father as an 
“insensitive monster.” In one of the book’s most memorable scenes, 
the young Huguette is sitting on the toilet but lacks toilet paper: 
“Jenny fetched her engagement photograph, tore it down the middle, 
thus severing her face from Simon’s, and then wiped me clean with 
his likeness.” It is an unusual family dynamic, to say the least. Because 
Jenny spends the days at work and the evenings at night school, “she 
filled the place of the father in a normal family, while Bo assumed the 
functions of a mother.” yet it is still more complicated: even while 
assuming the role of the absent father, Jenny doubly underscores and 
recapitulates his absence, first by regularly leaving the disconsolate 
and wailing Huguette alone when going out at night “for the serious 
business of seducing strange men,” and finally by marrying again. 
For the child, the resultant exclusion from the maternal bed “was the 
expulsion from the garden of eden.” and yet it is in this fallen world 
that the narrative unfolds.

Clearly, this would have been an unusual life under any 
circumstances, but it proved to be doubly abnormal: how could there 
be such a thing as a “normal” Jewish life in the europe of the Second 
World War? The author closes the book by expressing the hope that 
her “war experiences… succeed in describing a personal history that 
is as yet underrepresented in the literature of the era.” How are we to 
read this? Is it a family romance, or a wartime memoir? The text allows 
for and invites both possibilities. a further questions arises: is this the 
memoir of a Holocaust survivor? The author never uses either word, 
and indeed refers only obliquely to the catastrophe, though its presence 
hovers over the entire work. There has always been some debate over 
the definition and use of the term, “Holocaust survivor.” Initially, and 
for very understandable reasons, the tendency was to restrict it to those 

century and the Second World War in his now-classic memoir. The second chapter, 
“eros matutinus,” unsparingly describes the old sexual morality: The World of Yesterday 
(1943; rpt. Lincoln: university of nebraska Press, 1964), 67-91. on mores in interwar 
and wartime years, see, e.g., richard Vinen, A History in Fragments: Europe in the 
Twentieth Century (Cambridge, ma: da Capo Press, 2001), 89-127.
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who had suffered in extremis.2 today, however, the prevailing practice is 
to take a broader view, letting the term encompass anyone who suffered 
persecution under axis rule or who hid or fled in order to avoid such 
persecution.3 This is eminently sensible and can also help us to approach 
the present volume. every memoirist has to decide where to begin and 
where to end—at what age or phase of life—and how to frame the life-
story. Still, regardless of whether the survivor’s narrative begins in the 
pre-war era or in media res there is always a caesura, whether explicit 
or implicit, a division into before and after. We assume an irrevocable 
loss of a past world, a trying and transformational experience, and the 
struggle to recreate a “normal” life.

There are patterns with regard to content as well as structure. as in 
the case of other survivors’ memoirs, we do not look for revelations in 
the sense of new information. The contours of the tragedy are known 
down to their finest lineaments. Thus, many scenes—the columns of 
refugees trudging across France with their possessions in carts and baby 
strollers, the description of the Blitz, bombed houses, and the rush to 
air raid shelters, and so forth—will be so familiar to the reader from 
other accounts of word and image as to be virtually interchangeable. 
It is not for them, as such, that we turn to books of this type. The last 
work of the great French-Jewish historian marc Bloch, who fought in 
the resistance and died at the hands of the gestapo, was a meditation 
on his métier. There, among other things, he argues that history is not 
the study of the “past” (not a meaningful category of analysis), and is 
rather “the science of men in time”:4 the infinitely varied manifestations 

2 Paradigmatically, for example, terence des Pres, who included the Soviet gulag in 
his acclaimed The Survivor: An Anatomy of Life in the Death Camps (new york: oxford 
university Press, 1976). on the specific case of the Final Solution and definitions, see 
martin S. Bergmann and milton e. Jucovy, eds., Generations of the Holocaust (new 
york: Basic Books, 1982), 313.

3 “a survivor is anyone who suffered and survived persecution for racial, religious, 
sexual, physical or political reasons while under nazi or axis control between 1933 and 
may 8, 1945; or who was forced to live clandestinely; or to flee nazi or axis onslaught 
during the war in order to avoid imminent persecution.” university of Southern 
California Libraries Libguide: Shoah Foundation Institute Visual History archive 
FaQs: http://libguides.usc.edu/content.php?pid=58585&sid=548017

4 marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft: Reflections on the Nature and Uses of History and the 
Techniques and Methods of Those Who Write It (new york: Knopf, 1953), 47.
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of human nature in changing circumstances. It is in that sense and for 
this reason that we turn with such eagerness to a new memoir. rather 
than seeking revelations of fact, we look to learn from the accumulation 
of detail: each piece contributing to the whole and yet retaining its 
distinctive role, so that we see the catastrophe not as an abstraction 
but as a composite of individual fates and voices. In the process, we 
recall those who did not survive to tell their stories.

II. 

Huguette explicitly divides her memoir into two parts: “a Childhood 
in antwerp” and “adolescence in england.” For all the abnormality 
of the family structure and family dynamic, her social and cultural 
environment was fairly typical of Belgian Jewry in the early twentieth 
century. on the eve of World War II, the approximately 65,000-75,000 
Belgian Jews made up less than one percent of the population—roughly 
the same share as in neighboring germany. However, only some six 
percent of them were Belgian citizens. most were immigrants or the 
children of immigrants, the vast majority from eastern europe (85 
percent had arrived since the end of World War I), recently joined by 
several thousand refugees from nazi germany. They were also highly 
urbanized: 53 percent lived in antwerp, 38 percent in the capital of 
Brussels, and the remainder primarily in Liège, Charleroi, and ghent.5 
Huguette and her mother were unusual in that they were Belgian-

5 There has long been uncertainty regarding the size of the twentieth-century Belgian 
Jewish population. as Lieven Saerens observes, “Belgian laws and regulations did not 
note racial or religious characteristics.” “antwerp’s attitude toward the Jews from 
1918 to 1940 and Its Implications for the Period of occupation,” in dan michman, 
ed., Belgium and the Holocaust: Jews, Belgians, Germans (Jerusalem: yad Vashem, 1998), 
159-94; here 159-60. raul Hilberg, citing wartime and immediate postwar uS and
Belgian sources, employs the high figure of 90,000. The Destruction of the European Jews 
(Chicago: Quandrangle Books, 1967), 383. However, most scholars now believe the
figure was considerably smaller.” Saerens uses an estimate of 70,000-75,000 (p. 160).
rudi van doorslaer speaks of “65-75,000.” “Jewish Immigration and Communism in
Belgium, 1925-1939,” 63-82; here 63. during the war, as Saerens notes (160 n.4),
the population percentages of the Jewish populations in the two chief cities “were
reversed”: 38 percent in antwerp and 52 percent in Brussels.
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born and citizens, but they otherwise fit the profile: Bo’s family came 
from odessa, in what was at the time the russian empire, and Jenny’s 
husbands came from Poland and Lithuania. Socially and culturally, too, 
they were typical: traditionally Jewish, yiddish-speaking, and lower 
middle-class.

although a Jewish presence in antwerp is documented in the 
middle ages, the origins of a significant community date from the 
sixteenth century with the arrival of “new Christians” from Spain, 
who established themselves in merchant banking and the international 
trade in sugar and spices.6 Beginning in the eighteenth century, the 
community assumed the character of the new ashkenazi immigrants 
from central and eastern europe and, particularly after Belgian 
independence in 1830, grew rapidly: the Jewish population stood at 
only 151 in 1829, but it rose to 8,000 at the end of the century. In 1927, 
the year in which the narrator’s parents married, it had reached 25,000.7 
In effect reversing their historical pattern of migration—from west to 
east and from more to less developed lands—Jews emigrated en masse 
from eastern europe seeking economic opportunity and, particularly 
from 1881 onward, refuge from growing antisemitism in the russian 

6 as is well known, a combination of expulsions and new opportunities propelled the 
majority of the european Jewish population eastward from the late middle ages on. 
Following the expulsion from Spain, Sephardic Jews (and later, converted marranos or 
“new Christians” who still faced persecution), migrated mainly to the mediterranean 
region, though some settled in France, the Low Countries, and england. ashkenazic 
Jews from western and central europe migrated to east-central and eastern europe, 
in particular to Poland, ukraine, russia, and Lithuania. Whereas, in the fifteenth 
century, approximately one third of the Jews lived in europe and two thirds in the 
near east, by 1880, eastern european Jews alone constituted three-quarters of the 
global community. See the statistics in Paul mendes-Flohr and Jehuda reinharz, eds., 
The Jew in the Modern World: A Documentary History, second ed. (new york: oxford 
university Press, 1995), 701-4. on Jewish patterns of migration in the early modern 
era: Salo W. Baron, arcadius Kahan and others, ed. nachum gross, Economic History 
of the Jews (new york: Schocken Books, 1976), 59-61. For the modern period: david 
Vital, A People Apart: A Political History of the Jews in Europe 1789-1939, oxford History 
of europe, ed. Lord Bullock and Sir William deakin (oxford: oxford university Press, 
2001), Chapter 4, on “movement,” 283-345. on the early Jewish presence and 
economic activity in antwerp: Baron and Kahan, 57, 187, 189, 216, 276.

7 The entry, “antwerp,” in the Encyclopedia Judaica provides a useful overview 
and is conveniently available online via the Virtual Jewish Library: http://www.
jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/judaica/ejud_0002_0002_0_01172.html
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empire.8 Some settled in far-flung ottoman Palestine, South africa, and 
South america, but the vast majority went to the united States. Still, 
the number that settled in western europe more than compensated 
for out-migration from that region. antwerp, which was a major port 
of embarkation, became a particularly attractive destination in its 
own right, enticing many would-be emigrants to settle there in part 
because of the booming diamond industry, in which field the city 
now supplanted amsterdam. new arrivals peaked in the late 1920s: 
economic hardship and antisemitism drove ever greater numbers of 
Jews to leave Poland, and increasing immigration restrictions in north 
and South america led many of them to put down roots in antwerp.9

Jews dominated the upper echelons of the diamond trade, but also 
made up a fifth to a quarter of its labor force and played a leading role 
in creating its union movement at the end of the nineteenth century.10 
on the whole, the Belgian Jews were far less prosperous than their 
dutch counterparts.11 most were lower-middle class, earning a living 
as craftsmen or workers in the garment and diamond industries, 
shopkeepers and owners of small businesses, and peddlers.12 Bo, for 
example, is engaged in small retailing, and Jenny works as a secretary. 

In the world in which Huguette grew up, Judaism was simply a 
given. She and her family tended to reside in the “voluntary ghetto”: 
not a place of confinement and discrimination, but rather an almost 
self-contained cultural community. most Jews of the poor and middling 
sort lived here, in the district around the central railway station, 
whereas the more prosperous ones, especially those involved in the 

8 In 1910, Jews left russia at a rate of 8.4 per thousand, i.e. twice or more the rate 
of other major immigrant groups in the empire. Vital, 309. Following the rise of 
pogroms, over half a million Jews arrived in the united States between 1881 and 
1900. Between 1900 and 1914, of the more than two million Jews who emigrated, 
three-quarters chose to go to the uS, accounting for some ten percent of the total 
immigration. The so-called First aliyah, or wave of immigration, saw 25,000 Jews go 
to Palestine between 1882 and 1903. In the Second aliyah, lasting from 1904 to 1914, 
the number rose to 40,000. mendes-Flohr and reinharz, 704-6, 715.

9 Saerens, 159-60.
10 on the diamond trade in general, Baron and Kahan, 158-61. on labor radicalism and 

the diamond trade, Van doorslaer in michman, ed., 77-79.
11 See, e.g. Hilberg, 384-87.
12 Van doorslaer, and Saerens in michman, ed., 64-66, 161-62.
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diamond trade, migrated to the “more elegant parts of the town.” 
although the community in antwerp was generally much more religious 
than that of Brussels, it sustained a rich life of secular as well as sacred 
Jewish culture that reflected the increasing influence and changing 
profile of the immigrants: first orthodoxy and liberal Zionism, and 
then, with the arrival of larger numbers of the poor, the full panoply 
of increasingly radical political groupings, including left Zionism, the 
socialism of the Jewish workers’ Bund, and communism.13 Because of 
the preponderance of recent immigrants, however, many Belgian Jews, 
whatever their social profiles, were not linguistically acculturated.14 
Bo thus knew enough Hebrew to navigate a prayer book (if not 
comprehend the content) and spoke yiddish, but never “managed to 
acquire even a smattering of the linguae francae of antwerp.” Instead, 
she communicated with gentile customers through gestures or by 
jotting down prices. Jenny and Huguette, by contrast, move easily 
between cultures, speaking with Bo in yiddish but with one another 
in French. They are affected by but not participants in the intensifying 
language war between Flemish- and French-speakers. Significantly, 
although antisemitism of course existed, it barely appears as such in 
this account.15 nonetheless, Huguette’s experience is strongly and 

13 on the range of political and social groupings and movements, see van doorslaer and 
Saerens, in michman, ed., as well as daniel dratwa’s essay on “The Zionist Kaleidoscope 
in Belgium” 43-62.

14 Scholars have classified european Jews as di- or heteroglossic and multilingual: That 
is, they may have used multiple languages within their own community—Hebrew for 
worship and scholarship, yiddish for daily conversation and business—and have spoken 
one or more of the languages of the surrounding population. See, e.g., david Biale, ed., 
Cultures of the Jews: A New History (new york: Schocken Books, 2002), xxi-xxii. on Jewish 
literacy in general in this era, see Vital, 306-7. although antwerp had a strong locus of 
dutch-Jewish culture, more than half the Jewish population (as in Brussels) was Polish, 
and in both cities, as Saerens notes (161), yiddish-language Jewish magazines accounted 
for more than half of the total. one might contrast the Belgian situation with that of 
Bohemia, in which nationalist rivalry also played out on the linguistic plane—in this case, 
Czech versus german, but the Jewish community was long-established and historically 
and culturally more identified with the german. In the end, it came to face some hostility 
from both sides. See derek Sayer, The Coasts of Bohemia: A Czech History (Princeton: 
Princeton university Press, 1998), 82-118, 168-69.

15 See, e.g., Saerens, “The attitude of the Belgian roman Catholic Clergy toward the Jews 
Prior to the occupation,” and “antwerp’s attitude,” in michman, ed., 117-94.
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continually marked by a sense of difference, as shown in her realization 
that the Jews are “set apart” from the wider Catholic world, which she 
finds at once alluring and threatening. In her frightened mind even 
“insipid” religious statues “imperiously demanded conformity, and I 
feared that if I remained Jewish a terrible retribution would one day 
be wreaked on me.”

antwerp, in the movements of the author’s family, performed 
for them its role as an entrepôt for the Jewish community as a whole. 
Huguette’s maternal grandparents emigrate to america, but after 
failing to establish themselves economically return to settle in their 
port of embarkation.16 a future uncle falls in love with the narrator’s 
aunt while awaiting passage to Canada, and refusal of entry allows him 
to return to antwerp and marry her (much to the consternation of 
the grandmother, who had thought herself rid of him). another aunt 
and uncle, fleeing the nascent nazi regime, pass through antwerp on 
their way to a new life in england, and finally a third aunt and her 
husband emigrate to america and become farmers in new england. 
The extended family also reflects the social and class distinctions of the 
Jewish community. Some among them begin to assimilate, and a few 
become well-to-do. When visiting the family of a prosperous aunt and 
uncle, Huguette can only marvel at and covet the unimagined luxury of 
a separate world: modern furniture and most of all, a large tiled lavatory, 
with art on the walls. yet she and her mother are outraged when the 
uncle, visiting them with wealthy gentile friends, is embarrassed by 
Bo’s yiddish and pretends not to understand her. Soon, such cultural 
distinctions would make no difference.

16 rates of return to europe from the united States at the turn of the century were 
higher than one might imagine, given the importance of immigration in the national 
consciousness and mythology. Between 1908 and 1910, well over half of Italians, 
nearly a third of Poles, and one-fifth of german immigrants returned home. The 
return rate of the Jews was a mere 8 percent (only the Irish were less likely to return 
to their country of origin, at 7 percent). In 1908, around the time that Huguette’s 
grandparents returned, fully half of arriving immigrants left the united States, in 
what was a year of particular hardship. Vital, 308.
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