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Dunya Breur, born 1942 dur ing the Nazi oc cu pa tion of the Neth er lands, spends
the greater part of her in fancy, to gether with her mother and other im pris oned
women, in the prison cells of Scheveningen and Utrecht, af ter her fa ther had been 
ar rested for resistence ac tiv i ties. 
Her fa ther, Krijn Breur, who had fought as a vol un teer in the In ter na tional Bri -
gade dur ing the Span ish Civil War, is con demned to death and ex e cuted in 1943.
Her mother is de ported to the con cen tra tion camp Ravensbrück, to be freed only
by the Rus sian Army in 1945. Dunya is res cued from prison by her grand mother
and thus saved from de por ta tion. Thus she grows up with one set of grand par ents, 
while her brother is raised by the other. 
Of the pain ful as pects of their own his tory the chil dren are kept in the dark. Her
fa ther is a kind of void, caused by the heavy and leaden si lences which en sue
when ever his name is men tioned. Dunya is in her late twen ties be fore she fi nally
sum mons the cour age to ex plore the facts for her self. Bit by bit she dis cov ers who 
her fa ther was and what he had stood for. 
The search for her un known fa ther finds its cul mi na tion and end in a fic tional and
mov ing di a logue with him. But a Heart-to-Heart with my fa ther is more than just
the story of a daugh ter on a quest to dis cover an un known fa ther – it is also a frank 
dis cus sion of the con se quences of the Sec ond World War and the Cold War upon
subsequence gen er a tions, on the con flicts of loy al ties and the emo tional tur moil
which the war left in the minds of the ‘Child Survivors’ and the ‘Second
Generation’.
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 * * *

p. 144 f.:
Sum mer had come. It had be come warm, light and sunny. We were on

va ca tion. I blinked against the sun light like a cat that had sat too long in the
dark. It was over whelm ing, the warmth, the cheer, the plea sure, the high
spir its of my chil dren, who treated this as if it were the first sum mer of their
lives.

It was to wards eve ning. We walked along the beach. My chil dren and
their fa ther walk ing ahead. We were in Brittany, on an is land. The sea was
clear, crys tal-clear like tap-wa ter, as I had n’t seen the sea for a long time.
My chil dren were lov ing it; they’d never been this far from home be fore.
They’d never seen a beach like this, sea shells as beau ti ful as this before.

Far from home one gets things into a clearer per spec tive.
I did n’t of ten join in on their walks. I’d got used to bury ing my self be hind 

the type writer. But this time I’d gone along – to the joy of friend and chil -
dren. The eve ning was quiet, al though the sound of the mo not o nously roar -
ing surf drowned out ev ery thing. The waves at tacked the beach and then re -
treated, again and again, in ces santly. Against the dune all kinds of wild
plants bloomed which my friend could name, al though it was be yond me. It 
was quiet on the beach; we were the only people in sight.

The war had not left the is land un touched. Not that there were vis i ble
traces – bunk ers or somesuch – but at the vil lage gro cer I’d found a book let
in which the is land ers told their story. Once you got to know the lo cals
better you be gan to no tice some thing else as well: the in vis i ble spaces. The
mur dered fa thers, the dead chil dren, the un known un cle, grand fa ther,
mother and grand mother, the sis ter killed. You be gin to no tice the peo ple
who bear the names of those they had never known, of whose lives they had 
heard noth ing but frag ments. Here also, amongst the in hab it ants of the is -
land of which there was not a sin gle one I knew re ally well, there were
those who did not re ally know af ter whom they had been named, who had – 
fright ened by their par ents’ emotions – never really dared to ask.

My youn gest son runs with great aban don into a bit of that glitteringly
col oured, eter nal ocean.

And what do I do? – I think to my self. What about me? I hardly see the
sea, all these years I’d hardly no ticed it. I look at it, but see in it rather the
mir ror of my own thoughts. I don’t look at the sun light; I see in stead how
rap idly my chil dren are grow ing up, see the look of my friend change, but

2



what I re ally see are the empty spaces. I see them, I search them out, I look
for them in the si lences when I hear peo ple speak. But why? Why?

I look at the sea, and I think: why do I do that? Why do I search out those
empty places? Be cause of the void in me: my dead and in scru ta ble fa ther.
That empty space which, all my life, I had so care fully skirted. Ev ery one
kept up the pre tence – so it seemed to me – that it was un im por tant. Obe di -
ent and trust ing as I al ways was, I thought: no doubt they’re right. They’ve
thought about this, and they have my best in ter ests at heart. Now a days I
think that no-one had paid much thought to this at all, that ev ery one was
im mersed in his/her own grief, and I’ve stopped be liev ing that ev ery one
had only my best interests at heart.

Peo ple were en vi ous of me some times, since I was a cheer ful and bright
child that had not ex pe ri enced the war. Yes, peo ple thought bit terly: you,
but not me. Or per haps they thought: you, but not your fa ther. I was still
alive – I could n’t help that. And that bit ter look I in ter cepted – I did n’t un -
der stand. But what I did un der stand was: peo ple were n’t very pleased with
me.

And I un der stood that cheer ful ness and bright ness were not ap proved of,
were for some rea son or other un fit ting. Per mis si ble was: to fight for a
better world.

The sun was al most set ting. I looked at the waves, and thought to my self:
that empty space, that’s what I’ve been busy with all my life. At first it
both ered me greatly, then I filled it up with dreams, with „Let ters to my fa -
ther“, with all kinds of no tions of which I had no idea whether they made
any sense. Later on, when I’d be come more cou ra geous and could face the
dis ap point ment which it would cause me and oth ers, I went search ing for
re al ity and cer ti tude, for facts about my fa ther. And that empty space came
in creas ingly to dominate my life.

Why can’t I let it go?
Be cause I’m not done with it yet, but also be cause I’m not ca pa ble of do -

ing so. I look at the sea and the waves. Be cause I would then feel that I had
joined all those that had for saken them, had left them in the lurch, those
twenty men shot dead on the fifth of Feb ru ary 1943. While life sim ply went 
on. Un be knownst to any one, not their wives, not their par ents, not their
friends. No-one knew about it; they’d been al lowed a brief let ter, to be
posted only af ter their death. The mur der must un doubt edly have been a
fas ci nat ing spec ta cle for the camp ad min is tra tion (the ad min is tra tion liked
to watch ex e cu tions.) Their bod ies were thrown into a pit, earth shov elled
over the top, then stamped down flat.
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The place had to re main hid den, the fam ily to be in formed only much
later, the pa pers were not to re port about the ex e cu tion, the names of the
killed had to be for got ten.

I knew nought of all this at the time, but some how the length of my ig no -
rance trans lated one day into a heavy weight on my mind. The more I dwelt
on the de spair of their fi nal days and fi nal hours, the more I tried to do
some thing about it in my help less ness, while know ing full well that it was
im pos si ble. To dis tance my self from that de spair seemed treasonable.

I can let go al right, I know I can, but I don’t want to! – I re al ized as I look -
ed at the waves and at the north shore of the is land in Brittany.

The ho ri zon, far be yond the sea, was a line of bright light that was con -
stantly chang ing. Far in the dis tance a ship was vis i ble. A bird veered above 
us; high in the sky a gull.

I don’t want to let go, I thought; that would feel like a be trayal of my fa -
ther. As if I were aban don ing him at a time when, wait ing for his death, he
was al ready so des per ately alone. In some pe cu liar way I wanted to re main
true to him, re main loyal to him, cush ion some how some of what he had
gone through. I wanted to reach him, res cue him, grab him by the hand, pull 
him back to life. But that’s im pos si ble, as I know very well. Dead is dead –
that’s how it was then, that’s how it is now.

I wanted to do what ev ery one around him ne glected to do: to call him by
his name, en shrine his pho to graph in a place of hon our, dec o rate his grave
with flow ers, pass on his words, visit his friends, trea sure his mem ory, as a
coun ter weight to the mal treat ment he had suf fered dur ing his lifetime.

The sea sim ply goes on as sault ing the beach, mur mur ing and roar ing and
with draw ing, not in the least bit both ered by our thoughts. Pound ing the
beach to pieces, bear ing along dead an i mals, cast ing them back onto the
shore some where. The sea just glit ters and shines and re flects im per turb -
ably in the sun. It’s all in me, all these ru mi na tions – in me, my friend and
my chil dren. They see that I don’t join in when they want to en joy them -
selves, with out un der stand ing why. Soon, on my birth day, I’ll be al most
twice the age my fa ther ever reached. Would he have been pleased if he’d
known that I would spend my whole life wrestling with his death?

It would have shocked him to death.
I’ll never find what I’m look ing for. If I were to start to dig in the sand,

there where the tomb stone bear ing his name stands, I’ll find merely sand
and stone, and even tu ally the re mains of a body I’d never seen and never
knew. Is that then what I’ve been search ing for? No.

I looked at the sea, at the sun set ting in the dis tance, at the colours of the
light con stantly in flux, at the three peo ple walk ing ahead of me, think ing:
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it’s my own choice. I’m ca pa ble of re lin quish ing these thoughts with which 
I fill my days and nights, but I don’t want to.

I don’t want to see the sun and the sea and the sky. I want to search for
some thing which is not there, for some one who does n’t ex ist. I can’t stop
this quest.

I may not for get him, with me sim ply car ry ing on liv ing. This ob sessed
me three sum mers long.

Life sim ply went on. The anx ious chil dren that I had de pos ited at the kin -
der gar ten, where I’d left them glanc ing un cer tainly at the other chil dren,
these chil dren al ways grate ful and re lieved when I came to get them, these
chil dren were grow ing up. In the pub lic gar den they played ag gres sive
games with each other and with other chil dren of the class; they had out -
grown the kin der gar ten. They came home with cat er pil lars and all man ner
of other strange beast ies, out on the street they played with the chil dren of
the neigh bour hood, and I no lon ger had to sit anx iously by their side on a
chair. They sim ply grew up. Grad u ally they also would have to face up to
this life, learn to deal with it.

My pa pers started to pile up. In for ma tion on the Parool group, thir teen
mem bers of which had been gunned down to gether with my fa ther, on the
AJC[??], which had long since ceased to ex ist, on the Span ish Civil War,
on the war time CPN [Dutch Com mu nist Party] on the pop u la tion reg is tra -
tion of fice of Gerrit van der Veen, on the con cen tra tion camp Ravensbrück, 
on the con cen tra tion camps in Schoorl, Amersfoort and Vught, on the pris -
ons in Scheveningen and Utrecht, on the raid on the cloth ing fac tory
Hollandia-Kettenburg in Am ster dam North on eleven No vem ber 1942. But 
for some rea son, I could not see the con nec tion to the ar rest of my par ents
(and me) on 19 November 1942 .

The pile of pa per grew higher, but for some rea son or other noth ing fit ted. 
The pa per clip pings turned yel low and brit tle, and each year one or more
books would be added which in some way or other I could place in the con -
text of that which I was search ing for. On flea mar kets, in used-books shops 
and via ac quain tances I’d find books and news pa per ar ti cles pub lished
when I was still a child, and not yet clear where I would have to go in my
search to fill up the void in our lives. Those I had n’t then been able to read.
But re ally come to some kind of con clu sion, some kind of fi nal stock tak ing, 
no, not that.

Piet was a great source of sup port. Old Piet – now ninety one years old –
still watch ing foot ball on tele vi sion with pas sion, who was so ber and al -
ways stayed that way, who could dis tin guish be tween emo tions, prac ti cal
prob lems and global pol i tics with so lit tle ef fort – much better than I could.

5



Why can’t I let it go, I asked my self, when the chil dren were play ing out -
side. Why can’t I de vote my self to some other sub ject? Some thing more
cheer ful?

I knew that I could n’t do that, with out be ing able to ex press in words why
it was not pos si ble. If there was some thing on tele vi sion or in the pa pers, a
new book pub lished or some new in for ma tion about the Sec ond World War 
had emerged, there was no need for me to make a choice at all. Some thing
within me had long since made that choice, and I had my nose in the ma te -
rial long be fore any one else had no ticed any thing, had fer reted it out al most 
be fore I’d gone looking for it.

It was a force in me that was greater than I had my self mostly been aware
off. I had al ready found and read it be fore oth ers even knew that there was
some thing of im por tance to be dug up. Ev ery thing else I ne glected – let
things take care of them selves. This alone I clutched at. This alone was
what re ally oc cu pied me. Why?

My house be came a mess. Grad u ally it filled up with ma te rial – with let -
ters, books, news pa pers and other pa pers. The pile of books I had on the
Sec ond World War and on the Span ish Civil War grew to im pres sive pro -
por tions.

My chil dren at tended swim ming les sons, mu sic les sons, judo les sons,
and I tried de spite ev ery thing to carry on with or di nary, day-to-day things.
To re sign my self to never fin ish ing off what I had started off to do: not only
that I would never find my fa ther – that of course I knew per fectly well –
but also that I would in all like li hood never dis cover why the Rijksinstituut
voor Oorlogs­documentatie [Royal In sti tute of War Doc u men ta tion]
forced my mother and I into an eight-year long le gal bat tle – with the sup -
port of two ad vo cates – be fore fi nally giv ing us an un cen sored and com -
plete copy of my fa ther’s death sen tence; and that I would never suc ceed in
find ing out just what ex actly my fa ther’s role had been in the war, what pre -
cisely he had done, and how he – be trayed or not – had been ar rested and
interrogated, sentenced and killed.

I’ll never find out. But it’s so dif fi cult to re sign my self to it! Af ter the al -
most fifty years that have now passed by, many things have taken on a dif -
fer ent com plex ion. What back then was very dif fi cult and aroused deep
feel ings in oth ers, has in the mean time lost much of that emo tional power.
The do’s and don’t of back then no lon ger ap ply. In the mean time so much
of what back then had been meant to be kept se cret has come to light – of
crimes, bro ken prom ises, fail ings on the part of all kinds of peo ple at dif fi -
cult mo ments – that it’s be come an ef fort to re cap ture the emotions they
once aroused.
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Peo ple come and go; ba bies be come cute lit tle fell ers, look you more and
more di rectly in the eye, be gin to laugh and be gin to dis cover life as it now
is. They learn new songs at school; the count less empty lots all over the
place have long since been built up with new houses, bridges and streets,
filled up with new ideas and new things. Some no tions they get all mixed
up – the Span ish Civil War and the Sec ond World War for in stance – and
that has some thing en dear ing about it. You re al ize with a shock that what to 
you was so im por tant can never be passed on to the next gen er a tion with all
the bits and pieces that belong to it.

The bell did n’t work any more. The dawn was break ing. It had be come
dawn so of ten. And so of ten eve ning. Only in mu sic did I some times find it
again: all those man i fold ways of deal ing with grief.

I ag o nize my mind into a fraz zle to try to find some pos i tive as pect to all
that grief – it was par a lys ing me.

„What ex actly?“
Again I hear a voice. But I’m sim ply sit ting be hind the type writer, as al -

ways. I look around me. I see noth ing.
„Can’t you phone?“ I ask. „As you did then?“
„You know your self that it can’t be true, and that I don’t ex ist“, my fa ther

an swers.
Vaguely I see a thin, calm man sit ting op po site me.
„Why did you come back?“ I ask.
„I’d for got ten some thing“, my fa ther said.
I con tem plate that.
„Your glass of wine!“ I ven ture.
„Right“, says my fa ther. „My glass of Span ish wine! I could n’t drink up,

and I’ll never be able to drink up. You drink it up! But to sit there ru in ing
your life be cause of me, that you must n’t do! That has no sense at all. Take
care that your grief does n’t dom i nate you and par a lyse you!“

„Eas ier said than done“, I mut ter.
It’s Sunday now. Six days ago I sang at the cre ma tion of Jo Vis. The song

Die Gedanken sind frei!, thoughts are free! But thoughts are also free to
head off at each mo ment in that om i nous di rec tion of pa ral y sis and an guish. 
That di rec tion of: I’ll just let things drift along, let things slide, lock the
door and crawl into bed, sag into my chair and stare va cantly into space.

„I was im pris oned against my will, but you lock your self up as a mat ter of 
choice. It looks al most like a form of sol i dar ity!“, I hear my fa ther’s voice
again.

„That’s what it feels like“, I con fess. „As if I’m do ing jus tice to what it is
that has taken place, to all that suf fer ing that hap pened.“
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„But you don’t reach us that way!“ says my fa ther. „It’s mean ing less! For 
other peo ple its pain ful to see. You’re still so young! You still have so
many pos si bil i ties, you still could achieve so much!“

„I type“, I say.
„Yes“, re sponds my fa ther. „But you must also live!“
„That’s what you said in your fare well let ter!“, I say. „Those were your

last words!“
„Dear child“, says my fa ther. „You have long since left child hood be hind

you, you have chil dren of your own. You have to look ahead, in stead of
only look ing back. Try, how ever you can, to break through the pa ral y sis. It
pains me to see you like this. So sad, so re flec tive, in the midst of so much
chaos around you.“

He sits there a long time, just look ing. I fol low his gaze. It wan ders from
the over filled and messy book cases to the win dow, to the wa ter of the
Amstel ca nal out side – be cause it has now dawned, it has be come light, and 
the cur tains are open. He looks again at all the pa pers ly ing in the messy
piles all over my desk, and then at me, mo tion less be hind the typewriter.

„Why did you start with all of this?“ he asks. „With this re turn to the past,
to my death, to our im pris on ment and your mother’s de por ta tion?“

„Be cause I did n’t un der stand my own re ac tions“, I said. „I no ticed that
the past meant much more to me than I ini tially re al ized. As if the war,
which I had n’t even ex pe ri enced con sciously my self, were much more im -
por tant than ev ery thing else. And on top of that I was of course curious
about you!

And not just cu ri ous; I’d also had enough of all the carp ing. I sim ply
wanted some one who would back me up as a mat ter of prin ci ple, even be -
fore he knew what it was that I was up to. Sim ply some one who lis tened to
what I had to say, with out hav ing his opin ions all lined up even be fore he
knew what it was all about. Sim ply some one who sees me sit ting there,
some one fond of me, whether I’m good or bad, cheer ful or not. That’s what
I needed."

„Do you know what you need to do?“, says my fa ther, „You need in the
end to stop wor ry ing about what other peo ple think about you! Stop think -
ing about the re ac tions of ev ery one around you, sim ply fol low your own in -
cli na tion, your own will, your own ideas and thoughts. You’re not obliged
con stantly to be re spon si ble to ev ery one all of the time for your ac tions, not
even men tally. You’re fine the way you are, don’t let your self be dragged
along by ev ery thing and ev ery body! Peo ple of ten just chat ter along, they
don’t al ways mean what they say, they of ten don’t think about it at all. You
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don’t al ways have to take ac count of other peo ple! That’s of ten, for that
matter, not even possible!“

I’m as ton ished that he should see it that way. That much I’d never re -
vealed about my self to any one.

„There’s some thing that I don’t un der stand“, he con tin ues. „What is it
that you re proach your mother for?“

„What do you mean“, I ask.
„I hear it in the tone of your voice“, he says. „You’re bit ter when you

speak of her. But she saved your life!“
„That’s prob a bly right, I see it that way my self“, I say. „But she was al -

ways so hard, al ways with that tinge of cyn i cism. Al ways treat ing me as an
over sen si tive tod dler too dumb to un der stand any thing. And on the sub ject
of you she was al ways si lent. Con fi den ti al ity was not a word that applied to
us.“

„But you can’t stay with that for ever!“ he cries out. „I stopped both er ing
about my par ents when I was nine teen, when I took off for Spain with out
them even know ing. Your par ents are surely not that im por tant – not even
me – that you should de vote your en tire life to them? That you should al low 
your en tire life to be in flu enced by that? That’s surely nuts? I did n’t ask that 
of you, and I’ll never ask that of you!“

I look at him. He’s prob a bly right. And I say:
„I’ve said it be fore, but quar rel ling with you, how mar vel lous that seems

to me!“
„Yes“, he says, „that’s what you say now, but you never ac tu ally do it.

What in God’s name has got you in its grip?“
„Au thor ity!“ I say. „Au thor ity and re spect. Fear, fear of what you went

through in that cell. As if through that I have no right to speak out, not now,
not at all.“

„What non sense!“ re acts my fa ther. „What rot, dammit! What child ish
rub bish! Suf fer ing surely does n’t el e vate you above ev ery one else! I don’t
over-tower you that much! I would have liked to stand be side you, but that
is not how it turned out. You must not let your life be de ter mined by grief
and mourn ing. Not all too long, at any rate. And start clear ing up all this
rub bish! You’ll get no where this way. You keep be ing bogged down in
some thing you don’t want to do. It is as if you are im pris oned in grief.“

„That’s what it feels like to an ex tent“, I say.
We look at each other again, both of us have to laugh, gri mace, some -

where be tween laugh ing and cry ing. The shad ows in my room grow.
„No“, starts my fa ther again, „they are not shad ows!“
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„That’s what I thought!“ I say as ton ished. „I did n’t ut ter that at all! You
could n’t have heard that!“

I hear the clock in my room tick ing gently. Out side there is not a sound to
be heard. My eyes hurt. From star ing? My right shoul der also hurts.

Where am I? I think. What’s the mat ter? Where were we, my fa ther and I? 
I hear only the tick ing of the clock.

„You’re hear ing sim ply the tick ing of the clock“, says my fa ther.
„Do you rec og nize that clock?“ I ask. „This one, here above my head?“
„Where did you get it?“ my fa ther asks. „It does n’t come from my own

par ents.“
„No“, I say, „its from the house of your in-laws, from the house of my

other grand fa ther, my grand fa ther who looked at you with fear in his heart.
It’s from the cob bler’s shop. When I slept there, for in stance when they had
vis i tors from Friesland, they would sit in the back room – I re mem ber them
quar rel ling – and then the clock would hang above my head. It re ally is the
same clock!“

I’m ter ri bly pleased about that clock. I like its tran quil tick ing. It’s on top
of that an or di nary clock, you have to wind it up. If you don’t do that it will
stand still. My house is full of bat ter ies large and small, empty or pe ter ing
out. I don’t like elec tron ics. I don’t un der stand it, and I dis like it, just as I do 
elec tric ity. This clock I can tackle, it I can un der stand, it I can han dle. My
brother, my mother, and now al ready also my sons are much more tech ni cal 
than I am.

Is my fa ther still there?
I drift off in my thoughts. I’ve of ten won dered if he was just as a-tech ni -

cal as I was. And of ten thought that that must in deed have been the case. I
like lan guages and mu sic, but not elec tron ics, gad gets of all kinds that just
as you’ve got used to them and de pend ent on them sud denly give up the
ghost.

It’s light, it’s been light a long time. I feel that he’s still there, but I don’t
know for sure.

„Did you ever think you were go ing crazy?“, I hear my fa ther ask ing.
„Yes!“, I say. „Cer tainly“.
„When the pres ent and the past started to be come too en tan gled, and I

was over-im mersed in my own world, and barely no ticed what was hap -
pen ing around me, then I some times thought, as I be came aware of other
peo ple’s re ac tions: what’s the mat ter? But at the same time I thought: I
can’t re ally care a damn what’s go ing on. What I’m busy do ing now I find
im por tant, even if oth ers think I’m not do ing a goddam thing. Let me have
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my own way, it’ll be all right. And pour me an other glass of wine now. That 
is what I came back for!“, says my father.

„That I don’t be lieve!“, I say.
„No“, says my fa ther, „but it’s true.“
He looks long and thought fully at ev ery thing around him. Looks again at

the books, the pa pers, the pho tos and clut ter on the wall. The tele phone,
tele vi sion, pa pers, sofa, and also the chair of which I’d al ways thought that
he had once sat in it, but which he had n’t mentioned.

„The night has passed“, my fa ther re marks.
„For you it has never passed“, I say. „And for me it’s long passed. But I

like the night!“
The form in front of me is now as trans par ent as the light out side. The

night has passed. The song, once sung by so many peo ple – how many of
them were still alive? – I saw printed here on one of the many In dia pa per
pages from a small bat tered book let, with mu si cal notes, and in ev ery edi -
tion of that book let – Canciones de guerra, ‘Songs of war’ – the song is ren -
dered slightly dif fer ently. Lon ger, changed. Just as life it self be comes lon -
ger, shorter, bat tered, lost, changed, to end – and then to start anew.

The night has passed – but some thing like it re turns ev ery eve ning.
„What are you busy with?“, asks my fa ther.
„I don’t know“, I say. „Just think ing“.

[transl. Frederik van Gelder]
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