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Mr. Adriaan van As or Adrian Vanas. Born April 16, 1919 at Ambon, Dutch Indies 
(now Indonesia) 
Date of Interview:  July 19, 2004 
Location: Rotterdam 
 
 
Short summary: 
At the beginning of the war Van As was a young man working for a distribution office 
for the municipality of Rotterdam. He got involved with resistance. As an orthodox 
Christian he was very interested in Judaism. In 1942 he had the possibility to take on a 
job in Concentration Camp Westerbork. He decided to go, to see what was happening to 
the Jews. He would be working for the Dutch government and his job was food 
distribution in the camp. He lived and worked inside the camp from September 3, 1942 
until after WWII. His goal was to sabotage as much as possible and to help Jews if he 
could. Van As has a very good memory and tells about life in Westerbork and about the 
deportation from Westerbork that he witnessed. 
 
 
Long summary: 
Tape 1: 
Van As lived in the Dutch Indies until 1937 when he traveled to the Netherlands for 
further education. He went to the School for Navigation in Delfzijl. He talked about the 
cultural differences between the Dutch Indies and the Netherlands. Most boys in the 
school came from the colony, they lived their Indonesian lives. His family was orthodox 
Christian. In the Indies he had never met any Jews. He got to know about Judaism during 
WWII. 
 
In May 1940 van As saw how the German entered Delfszijl, on bikes. He thought: there 
goes my education and my future, now I cannot go back home. Exams were postponed. 
Van As went to Rotterdam. When the Germans started to arrest people with families in 
the Dutch Indies, van As went to Drente to hide for 6 weeks. 
 
In Rotterdam he found a job with the municipality at the office of distribution of food and 
fuel. In November 1941 he got involved in resistance. His interest in Judaism was raised. 
He read the Bible to learn what was written about the Jews. 
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He talked about the situation in the Netherlands in the first years of the occupation. In 
June 1942 the first transports took place. Cardinal De Jong stated that he will not 
cooperate with the Germans. As a reaction the Germans deported all Catholics with 
Jewish background on June 15 1942. This made van As very angry. 
 
Van As was offered a job in Camp Westerbork. At that time the camp fell under the 
responsibility of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, later this changed. The camp 
commander was still a Dutch man, Mr. Schol, van As would to be his assistant. Van As 
wanted the job because he wanted to know what was going on in Westerbork. On 
October 12, 1942 he started to work as the distribution officer of the camp. He was in 
charge of food supplies and distribution. This function was connected to the Dutch 
government administration and not to the German camp administration. He worked for 
CDK, Centraal Distributie Kantoor (Central Office of Distribution). 
 
When he traveled with his wife he saw Jews at the station in Groningen. He witnessed 
how Dutch police men brought Jews to the trains. He talked about the transports to 
Westerbork. 
 
On October 12, 1942 he opened his office in the camp. This was also the time that 
Gemmeker became Camp Commander. He described Gemmeker.  
Van As tried to get as many Jews as possible to work at his office, because a job means a 
Sperre. 
 
1 January 1943 Gemmeker took over the camp officially. All Dutch people had to leave 
or they had to work for the SD. This did not apply to van As as he worked for the Dutch 
administration. 
 
Van As tells about the Dutch police, how the Dutch brought the prisoners to the camp. 
 
Van As wanted to try to go to Auschwitz, he wanted to know what was going on. Nobody 
in Westerbork knew what was going on in the East. 
 
 
Tape 2 
The first transport that van As eyewitnessed took place on October 3, 1942. He describes 
what he saw. 
He talked about De Vliegende Kolonne, a group of prisoners with given special tasks to 
do all kinds of jobs that had to be done immediately. 
Van As explains how the camp was organized. It was like a village, they had every thing 
that a village had. He talked about the people in charge, about the transport that took 
place in October 1942. 
 
Distribution took place on the basis of the amount of people in the camp. So van As 
needed to know who was in the camp. This was why he would receive lists of the people 
who would have to go on transport. 
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First he believed the story of the work camps in the East. Later he doubted it because of 
the elderly and the children who were being sent  to the East. He tried to ask the Grune 
Polizei to tell him about Auschwitz. But nobody wanted to give him more information. 
 
About the Dutch and the German Jews in Westerbork  
About the people in charge: Schlesinger, Dr. Spanier, Friet and Ottenstein. 
 
In the beginning van As had his office outside the camp. He could give people a permit to 
visit his office; this could be a way to escape from the camp. Later Gemmeker ordered 
van As to move his office inside the camp. 
 
Van As could remove names from the list of inhabitants of the camp. He would get 
orders from the Dutch government in London or from relatives. Van As gave some 
examples of people he helped. 
 
Requests from the Dutch government were given to him by Prof. van Oranje in 
Groningen. This was also how he received the request to take charge of the camp after 
liberation. 
 
Van As’ goal in the camp was to sabotage as much as possible. He talked about 
transports. 
 
Van As talked how he asked Schlesinger about Auschwitz, but received no answer. He 
did not ask Gemmeker, he did not like him and he tried to avoid him as much as possible. 
 
Van As talked about his special position in Westerbork and about the power that he had. 
Later he was able to become the registrar of the camp in addition to his job as head of the 
distribution. As a registrar he worked for the municipality (bevolkingsregister). The 
registrar had to keep track of everybody going into the camp and leaving the camp. After 
the war he gave this administration to the Red Cross. 
 
Gemmeker and his assistant probably knew that van As was sabotaging things, but they 
could not prove it. 
 
Tape 3 
Van As told more about the transports to the East that he witnessed. 
He talked about the guards, about how the people went on the train, about family 
members who went on the train unregistered to travel with their loved ones, also about 
somebody he was able to take off the train. 
 
More about the organization of the camp about the barracks and who lived where,  
on how he would visit Schlesinger in the evening to see if he could get people off the list. 
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About the institutions in the camp. There was a hospital and a shop, the LAWA and 
special “camp money”. There was a cantina and even a terrace to drink coffee. 
There was an office of the LIRO bank. In 1943 a crematorium was build. Outside the 
camp was a casino for the Germans. 
 
In July 1944 van As was ordered to live outside the camp. 
 
Talked about people who tried to escape from the camp. Van As recalled that four people 
were shot trying to escape. One survived, the other three were died. All four went into the 
crematorium so the person who survived was burned alive with the dead people. Van As 
knew this from the man working in the crematorium.  
 
Tape 4 
Van As talked about the people he worked with in Westerbork. In December of 1944 the 
Germans searched the house of the Stoker family in Assen after arresting the whole 
family. In this house the family had hidden all kinds of stamps and forgeries that van As 
used to help people escape from transports or from the camp. Van As lived in great fear 
until liberation. Later it turned out that nothing had been found in the house. 
 
About the Weinreb list.  
 
About theater and cabaret in Westerbork. 
 
About the last transports and the period after the last transports. 
 
About liberation. 
 
Tape 5 
More about Schlesinger. 
 
In June 1944 van As received a report that he got through the Jewish Council. It stated 
that Auschwitz was similar to Westerbork. Van As said that there were rumors in the 
camp about mass murder. But he did not hear the truth until after the war. A lot of people 
traveled through Westerbork on their way back from the East. He heard the women talk 
about Mengele and a boy told him about Auschwitz. 
 
After the war Gemmeker served some time in prison and then returned to Dusseldorf. Dr. 
Spanier, the doctor who had been in charge of the hospital had also returned to 
Dusseldorf and became Gemmeker’s physician. 
 
Correct spelling of some names mentioned in the video testimony: 
 
Camp Ellecom 
Mos 
Dijkstra 
Pisk 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

 
This is a verbatim transcript of spoken word. It is not the primary source, and it has not been checked for spelling or accuracy. 



Dr. Spanier 
Fried 
Ottenstein 
Dr. Querido en Helene Pimentel 
Prof. Meijers 
Prof. Van Oranje 
Van Donselaar  
Assistent Frenzel Beymer 
Dischner 
Heino Zijttenfeld 
Zielke 
 Winne  
Speijer 
Fuchs 
Bene Dubbelboer 
Eduard van der Rhoer 
Bouman 
Stoker 
Ate Bruinsma 
Hanna Gudema 
Todtman 
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