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 INTERVIEW WITH AART AND JOHANNA VOS (CR) 
 
 FEBRUARY 23, 1988  USHMM 
 
 
01:00 Aart and Johanna live in Woodstock. 
 
02:00 Hettie is their middle-aged daughter. She is also present. 
 
03:00 Johanna has written a book titled The Courage to Care. 
 
04:00 Hettie was born in 1936. 
 
05:00 She was nine when the war ended. She remembers some of what 
her parents did during the war and certainly some of the war 
itself. 
 
06:00 Johanna is writing a new book about the war in English and 
she has been asked to include her own experiences. She often has a 
problem remembering everything that happened and when it occurred. 
She has a diary that belonged to someone during the war which has 
everyday experiences from the years 1938 to 1941. 
 
07:00 Hettie does not remember whether her parents explained what 
they were doing during the war to her. 
 
08:00 She took what they were doing for granted - as simply 
another part of everyday life. 
 
09:00 She often gets images of things that occurred during the 
time before she was nine. She does not like to talk about those 
times. 
 
10:00 She remembers that her father went to the highway every 
night before curfew and brought people home with him. They stayed 
with her family so they would be safe from the Germans. She 
remembers one man in particular; he was very tall and very skinny 
and very sick. 
 
11:00 Once a close friend of her parents who was in the 
Underground was caught by the SS and brought to their house in 
shackles. He had been tortured. The SS men questioned her parents 
- "did they know this man?" Her parents denied him - they had to. 
He was in the kitchen begging for his, and she could not 
understand why her parents had said no, because she knew that they 
knew him well. 
 
12:00 Johanna remembers that they did not deny knowing him - they 
denied knowing anything about the situation in which he was 
involved. The man had been condemned to death. He had "squealed" 
on them, but they were not angry that he had - certainly he was 
tortured, and one person cannot judge another person's threshold 
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for pain. 
 
13:00 This man was put in prison. He had to wear a letter "S" 
which stood for sin. 
 
14:00 This man was given nothing to eat. He was a prisoner in a 
cell with other political prisoners; they starved. Everyone in his 
cell ate their own lice, hut he could not do it. He did not give 
up his humanity and he was the only one in the cell that survived. 
 
15:00 Hettie feels that it is difficult to discuss the impact that 
her parents actions during the war have had on her while her 
parents are present because it "negates family relationship." 
 
16:00 During the war Hettie was afraid for her life. She believes 
that she would have been fearful even if her parents were not 
involved with the Underground because there were still German 
soldiers in town. 
 
17:00 Johanna felt that their work was a great risk to their very 
lives because they were involved with the Underground. She 
believed that they were at a greater risk because she and her 
first husband were both German. Her first husband was good even 
though- he was German - he had "flown the coop".  They were later 
divorced. She was more punishable than her second husband because 
she would have been considered a traitor to the Germans. The 
advantage to being German for Johanna was that she could deal with 
the SS men much better. 
 
]8:00 The family went to Kingston to get coupons for food, and 
often she could get double coupons because she was German. Her 
extra coupons helped to feed a great many Jews in hiding. 
 
19:00 The Jews did not get coupons. Sometimes while her family 
waited in line for the coupons some other Dutch people spit on 
them because they were German. 
 
20:00 Hettie remembers that the sky was always full of airplanes 
and bombs where always dropping. When they heard a bomb they threw 
themselves against the walls of the house for protection. During 
the last year of the war the schools were closed. Hettie does not 
really remember what they did all day long. She cannot really 
watch war movies. 
 
21: 00 Often the soldiers took the town children for a ride on 
their truck - simply to entertain the children. It was scary for 
Johanna and Aart because they were worried the soldiers would 
discover that many of the children were Jewish. 
 
22:00 Johanna always said that her name was something different 
every time she was questioned by a soldier. 
 
23:00 Johanna's mother questioned their actions. She thought 
morally they were right, but that they were dangerous with regard 
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to the children . 
 
24:00 She questioned whether "it was really worth it?" She thought 
that the children had to come first (before the Jews). Ultimately 
she believed that they (Aart and Johanna) should not do what they 
were doing. 
 
25:00 She was very upset when she first found out about what they 
were doing for the Jews. 
 
26:00 Hettie always felt like she came second - sometimes she 
still does. She resented that - and sometimes does even today. She 
felt that other things were more important to her parents. Johanna 
does not understand that very well. They had six children, of 
which Hettie is the second oldest. Johanna had two daughters from 
her first marriage and Aart had one son who was the oldest - they 
lost him. Later on they adopted a boy whose parents had died - he 
was a cousin of Johanna's - and they had two sons together. 
 
27:00 Their two children were born after the war. They do not talk 
about the war much. 
 
28:00 Hettie won't let her children play with guns or join Scouts 
or use the word starve - but she has valid reasons for making 
these rules. The reasons are related to the war. 
 
29:00 Hettie remembers the smell] of the food at the distribution 
centers. Once a month they got good porridge. She remembers being 
very hungry. They went to get food every day and had to walk 
several blocks to the center because there was nothing in the 
stores. They carried a large pot there and waited for hours in 
long lines . 
 
30:00 Once Hettie went there with her sister and they drooped the 
pot, spilling most of the porridge. It was a catastrophe. 
 
31:00 The soup kitchen went on from 1942 until 1944. In the 
beginning it was not so bad, but it went on for so long that it 
became awful 
 
32:00 Hettie remembers when the war was over there was jubilation 
in the town. They rode their bikes to the town square screaming 
with joy. Many of the children did not even have bikes at the end 
of the war because they had been stolen. 
 
33:00 Hettie believes that her parents helped the Jews because  
"that is just what you do" (because it was what was right). 
 
34:00 Hettie was fifteen when her family immigrated. She lived in 
Holland until 1951. She did not want to leave Holland but had to 
because she was still underage at the time her parents decided to 
leave. Her brother chose to stay - he was in the University and 
had that choice. She hated that. 
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35:00 They came over on the SS Washington, which was a converted 
troop ship. They were just like cattle on the ship. Hettie had a 
doll that was named Lottie. She fought a great deal with her 
sister while on the ship and her sister threw the doll overboard. 
She was very upset. She will never forget that. 
 
36:00 Going to school in America was torture for Hettie. She knew 
two sentences of English, including "I don't understand you." and 
"Do you have any stamps?"  The school was very different from 
those in Europe, because the teachers moved from class to class 
there whereas in America the students moved from class to class. 
It was all very confusing-. 
 
37:00 They came to Woodstock in March. She was in an English class that 
was reading Ivanhoe. She was lost and knew nothing. They had friends and 
relatives in Woodstock - that is why they came here. Their friend "Jack" 
had sponsored their journey to America and he lived in Woodstock. 
 
38:00 Hettie was good at picking up languages. By September she was OK in 
school. Often she was told to speak in front of her study hall about 
things in Holland,  and her classmates asked stupid questions. Johanna 
believed that the high school principal was very dumb. 
 
39:00 Last year Hettie decided that she was glad her family had come to 
America. 
 
40:00 She spent a month in Holland after surgery. She wanted to decide 
where she really belonged - here or there - and she came to the 
conclusion that she belonged in America. 
 
41:00 It was a big relief for her to be rid of that longing. 
 
42:00 Hettie is a registered nurse now. 
 
 
43:00 All of her life she has wanted to do something in the medical 
field. Her children have left home (one is in college, the other lives in 
Woodstock) and she wants to use her nurturing nature to its advantage. 
Her older child was affected more by her divorce, which was in 1968. 
 
44:00 Hettie believed that her parents wanted to immigrate because of 
better economic opportunity in the United States. 
 
45:00 Johanna and Aart moved because they saw no future for their 
children in Holland. 
 
46:00 They believe that if they had not had children they probably would 
not have immigrated. 
 
47:00 Hettie claims that they were strangers to the rest of their 
classmates. They led a very isolated life . 
 
48:00 Johanna and Aart had a camp for children. The United Nations sent 
children to them. Later they changed it into a summer camp. Aart was the 
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director. 
 
49:00 Hettie worked hard at the camp. One day a young woman brought a box 
with a baby in it and asked them to watch it for a few days. She returned 
two weeks later. They were worried that she was never coming back. 
 
50:00 Johanna believes that immigrating was the right thing to do. 
 
51:00 If they could do it again, they would change many things but they 
would still immigrate. 
 
52:00 Their parents' example of morality (what they did during the war) 
has affected each of the children differently according to Hettie. 
 
53:00 She believes they are on different levels of character with regard 
to integrity. 
 
54:00 They all got a very big sense of what is right and what is wrong. 
That was the biggest value. 
 
55:00 Hettie would not kill; she would rather be attacked and killed than 
to have to kill another person. 
 
56:00 Once Aart was riding a bike and he was stopped by a soldier who had 
blood all over his body. He carried the man on his bike to a place where 
the other soldiers were, even though he was a German soldier. 
 
57:00 Certain people were very upset that he had helped a German soldier.  
 
58:00 Aart could not keep himself from helping the soldier - he was moved 
to save the young man because he was human. He had no time to think "this 
is a German soldier" - he only though-t "this is a man." 
 
59:00 Hettie believes this attitude is relevant today to the AIDS 
epidemic. She claims that society must treat victims with compassion . 
 
1:00:00 Hettie believes that Holland was one big family. 
 
1:01:00 They helped each other out. Her parents were willing to help 
others. 
 
1:02:00 Germans had hurt some of Holland's family - the Jews - and 
Holland was ready to help them out. 
 
1:03:00 Aart believes that during the war talking was the biggest enemy. 
 
1:04:00 Aart rode his bike everywhere looking for people who needed help. 
Once a family gave him a check to help him help others, but he was forced 
to give it back to them because people were talking and he was fearful of 
being found out by the Germans. 
 
1:05:00 During the war you could not risk anything. Today Johanna trusts 
everyone. 
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1:06:00 Aart believes that during the time of the war - from the 
beginning to the end - people changed completely. 
1:07:00 They were married during the first year of the war. 
 
1:08:00 They used to wear the star of David even though they were not 
Jewish because it gave them a feeling of solidarity and it confused the 
soldiers. 
 
l:09:00 During their wedding German soldiers came to their home and 
interrupted their wedding to question Johanna about a piano she had 
leased out to a Jewish friend. The piano was really the friend's, and she 
had only "leased" it to the friend as a formality, so that the friend 
could keep it. 
 
1:10:00 The soldiers tried to take her away but finally allowed her to 
stay at her own wedding. They told her to come testify about the piano 
the next day, but she could not because she was to go on her honeymoon. 
Finally the head soldier said she did not have to come in to testify. 
 
1:11:00 The pianist and his wife were playing at the wedding, - they were 
both musicians - and they were saved from the Germans. 
 
1:12:00 Aart has so many memories locked away. 
 
1:13:00 Once he was on a trip to search for food and his bike tires were 
bad. He ended up riding 50 or 60 miles on the rims of the wheels. 
 
1:14:00 This was at the end of 1944, when the food shortage was worst. 
 
1:15:00 Aart hopes this country never sees what he saw in Holland. 
 
1:16:00 He thinks that Americans buy a great deal of food and that we do 
not l.know what suffering is. 
 
1:17:00 Johanna remembers that for one hour a day they were allowed to 
talk about food. 
 
1:18:00 They used to play games with the kids, trying to get them to 
remember certain kinds of food and what it was like. Sometimes the game 
players actually got food. 
 
1:19:00 Johanna gave a speech in Washington last week. She was unprepared 
because she thought she was to be a panel speaker when she was actually 
expected to give a speech. She talked about how the term "anxious 
gentiles" was misguided and that the word "hero" when applied to them, 
was misplaced. 
 
1:20:00 She explained that they did not set out on some quest to help 
Jews or those being hurt. Instead, it usually happened that they were 
asked to take care of some personal belongings while a person was "gone". 
Later it became a child that they were asked to take care of. Then one 
day a couple came to them because there was nowhere else to go. That was 
when they began hiding Jews. 
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1:21:00 Often the people who refused to help the Jews had good reasons. 
They were frightened for their own lives and those of their children. 
 
1:22:00 Holland had civil occupation; Johanna thought this was worse than 
military occupation. 
 
1:23:00 Furthermore, Holland is flat and during the war was surrounded by 
hostility. According to Johanna, there were many Jews that were too 
cowardly to hide - they claimed that it was their fate and believed that 
they had to accept it. 
 
1:24:00 Johanna and Aart did not realize how much they risked in the 
beginning (by helping the Jews), but the risk grew as the war went on. 
 
1:25:00 Many Jews registered with the SS out of fear. 
 
1:26:00 Johanna is not a brave person by nature. She was not afraid of 
the Germans because she felt that she could "outwit" them. She hated the 
Germans. She was very scared of the bombs because she could not do 
anything about them. 
 
l:27:00 The Germans took all the cars. Only doctors had cars afterwards. 
Later there was no benzin and cars could not be used at all. 
 
1:28:00 The town's chief of police gave them a telephone, even though no 
one else had a telephone. He knew about their work in the Underground. 
 
1:29:00 He would call them and give two rings whenever the Nazis were 
around - this was a warning signal. 
 
1:30:00 Johanna is still religious. She believes in her God. She is 
stronger religiously now than she was before. 
 
1:31:00 Before the war she denied God. During the war she was in the 
middle - she believed in God but she did not practice religion. She is 
now a deacon in their church. She does not agree with everything the 
church says but she realizes that she does not have to. 
 
1:32:00 He went to church - it was bible school - when he was younger. 
 
1: 33:00 Aart was shocked that all this destruction could happen on "our 
little planet". 
 
1:34:00 He wondered: "How does God permit this?" 
 
1:35:00 There is a lack of respect in the world - a large group of people 
lack respect for that time in history. 
 
1:36:00 They were not consciously religious during the war. 
 
1:37:00 When they were young they were not really aware of a big 
difference between Catholics and Jews . 
 
1:38:00 Johanna's daughter was friends with a Jewish girl and they 
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considered themselves twins even though they looked nothing alike . 
 
1:39:00 Once her children asked her "Mommy, what is a Jew?" She answered 
that Jews are people just like everyone else. 
 
1:40:00 Aart believes that we must teach the children to have respect for 
the planet that we live on. 
 
1:41:00 Their last son was supposed to go into the Army to Vietnam. He 
did not want to go to war. The draft board was very biased - they were 
all veterans and Republicans. He applied for status as a "conscientious 
objector." 
 
1:42:00 He said that he would never kill another person. His mother asked 
him if he would kill another person to save her life, if that was the 
only way it could be done. He was not sure. 
 
1:43:00 He was not a hippie or a nerd. 
 
l:44:00 He went to the high court at Albany. 
 
1:45:00 He told them that he did not want to fight, but that he was 
thankful for his country and would serve it in another capacity without 
pay for three years instead of two if he did not have to fight or carry a 
weapon. 
 
l :46:00 He was not granted "conscientious objector~' status . He fled. 
Later he married, and his wife did not like America, so they never 
returned . 
 
1:47:00 They had four kids. From then on their son had a grudge against 
America because they wanted to force him to go to war. 
 
1:48:00 Johanna's father was a high officer. 
 
1:49:00 One day three boys were pulling leaves off the trees at their 
camp - Aart told them that this was very bad, because they could never 
replace those leaves. The boys were completely changed by his talk. They 
became much more respectful of nature. 
 
1:50:00 He used to make pancakes for the children every Saturday morning. 
One day he found a pancake on the floor and gave a long sermon about the 
work that goes into a pancake and the respect that it deserves. He could 
not stand to see food go wasted. 
 
1:51:00 He told them about the farmer that grows the grain and the baker 
that makes it, and he described every step in great detail. 
 
1:52:00 They never talk about what they did during the war to others. 
 
1:53:00 Now Johanna gives lectures. They just received a medal from 
Israel. . 
 
l:54:00 A journalist wrote about them and the medal they received for 
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their work during the war. Their entire hometown knew about them. 
 
 
1:55:00 When Johanna first started talking about the war memories she had 
terrible nightmares. That was a couple of years ago. 
 
1:56:00 Aart and Johanna don't think that they are heroes. 
 
1: 57: 00 Aart remembers that the soldiers used to separate the people 
into two groups on the railroad platforms; the Jews and everyone else. 
One day he saw a girl who was a Jew quietly walk on past the group of 
Jews and place herself with the others. Aart did not interfere; he was 
only observing this. She was very clever. 
 
1:58:00 She was not noticed by the soldiers. 
 
1:59:00 Once a young boy was taken from his house and put in a holding 
tank in Amsterdam. Later a well-dressed man went there, claiming to be an 
official, and took the boy by the hand and led him to safety. He saved 
the boy's life. 
 
2:00:00 Once Aart was riding his bike in town and a soldier stopped him. 
 
2:01:00 The soldier told him to get off his bike and wait for a truck of 
soldiers to come pick him up. He was to go to Germany to work in an 
"Arbeitseinsat ". He told the soldier that he was married, but the 
soldier did not care. He asked the soldier where he lived. The soldier 
lived in Saxon. Aart then asked him if he knew a certain someone who was 
very important. 
 
2:02:00 When the soldier learned that this important man was a friend of 
his father, he let Aart go home instead of making him go to Germany. That 
was the closest call that he ever had. 
 
 TAPE CHANGE 
 
2:03:00 Johanna wants children to learn respect and that it is important 
to help one another. 
 
2:04:00 Once she saw the Gestapo. That was like looking Death in the 
face. 
 
2:05:00 She was very scared that way. 
 
2:06:00 When they talk about that time they like to remember some good 
things that happened. There were a few very nice things then. 
 
2:07:00 The total togetherness of the community was good. Many nice 
people stayed with them. 
 
2:08:00 Many Jews tried to flee. 
 
2:09:00 When they had the camp they had no money - they never had a 
vacation. Even after the war they had a hard time financially. 
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2:10:00 One woman that stayed with them went insane because she could not 
stay cooped up any longer - she said she was going to give herself up. 
She escaped from the house but fortunately did not go to the German 
authorities. 
 
2.11:00 There was once a problem child at the camp. She was three years 
old and had lived in the Warsaw ghetto. They loved her anyway. 
 
2:12:00 Now this woman has a husband who is the most patient man in the 
world - she is still very difficult, and he idolizes her. Johanna feels 
very sorry for her. 
 
2:13:00 Johanna is working on her new book now. 
 
2:14:00 The secretary of Elie Wiesel asked her to do the new book. 
 
2:15:00 She was asked to speak at a banquet first and later asked to do 
the book. 
 
2:16:00 Her book is a novel - it is absolute fiction although it is based 
on truth. 
 
2:17:00 She thought about it for two years. The book is about a woman and 
husband and baby. Her husband goes to England and she never learns if he 
arrived. This woman works in the Underground. 
 
2:18:00 She was worried about writing the book but she found a solution 
that helped her to write it. Her main character talks to members of the 
Underground about their efforts so that she never actually says "I" or 
"we". 
 
2:19:00 Aart knew the area around their house very well. When they 
brought people to their house, they always followed Aart through the 
woods because he knew the way best. 
 
2:20:00 They had to be careful of the dropping. Often the English dropped 
weapons from aircraft. 
 
2:21:00 Aart and Johanna had the camp for children until 1968 - after 
that neither worked (until Johanna began writing). 
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