
 

What He Would’ve Wanted 
By Robert C. 

 
Thirteen years ago, I was born in The Hague, the Netherlands, to an American 

father and a Dutch mother. The Holocaust split my background; one side has a rich 

history in the Dutch efforts to save others in the Netherlands, the other side moved out 

of their home in Lithuania years before the Holocaust. On my father’s side, there were 

few who died in the Holocaust. On my mother’s side, almost half of her family were 

killed by the Nazis or the Japanese. I would like to focus on the family on my mother’s 

side, particularly a man who was very dear to my heart and my mother’s heart, my 

great-grandfather. He survived the Holocaust, all the while saving and helping Jews 

escape the horrors that were occurring in the places where they were from. His life was 

an example of a selfless person in the Holocaust, and I strive to be like him every day. 

My great-grandfather was born in 1904, in Delfzijl, on the northernmost tip of the 

Netherlands. As an 8 year-old child, he served on a ship, and by 12 he had traveled to 

many places. My great-grandfather loved to help people, and that has taught me to look 

at every situation as an opportunity to help someone. In 1938, one voyage brought him 

and his crewmates to Germany. They were approached by German deserters and Jews 

who were against the laws that were put into place. He and the rest of the crew agreed 

to bring them aboard, and to take them wherever they wanted. Most wanted to go to 

Poland, although my great-grandfather strongly advised them to go to the Netherlands 

or Great Britain. A few of the people went to the Netherlands, and none went to Britain. 

Only some survived the war. 



 

Back in the Netherlands, in 1940, my great-grandfather married my great-

grandmother, but their happiness was short-lived, as the Nazis invaded the Netherlands 

just one week later. One of the Jews or German deserters that he helped escape was 

captured, and told the Nazis the name of the man who helped them. That man was my 

great-grandfather. He was sentenced for high treason and transported to a prison camp.  

My great-grandfather never stopped working or helping people, no matter how 

tired he was or hard the conditions were. This has made me strive to be a hard worker, 

even if I am tired or if I am in a less than ideal environment. He was put into hard labor, 

and that was the only thing that was keeping him alive. Sometimes, he would hide 

people who were about to be killed or tortured. My great-grandfather would also give 

others his rations, and even take over their work if they were very weak. In 1943, he 

was forced into labor on a river barge as a ship engineer. He conversed with many of 

his crewmates, and soon they had formulated a plan to get food to the hungry people 

inside the camps. This showed that even in his own hunger and pain, he was only 

thinking about how to help others. This has made me think about what I eat and how I 

dispose of things.  

My great-grandfather and other crewmates would try to sabotage the captain’s 

business so that they could stop the ship. Once this happened, they could put their plan 

into effect. my grandmother, who was only eight, would distract local farmers. At the 

same time, my great-grandfather and other workers would sneak around and steal a 

pig. They would take the pigs back to the ship, and my great-grandmother, who was 

also forced onto the ship as the cook, would cut and cook the pig, and make 



 

sandwiches. While they were still stopped, they would throw the sandwiches into the 

camps for the people that were incarcerated there. 

They carried out their plan until they were liberated by the Allies in 1945. After 

they were freed they were sent to a displaced persons camp run by the Red Cross. My 

great-grandfather, my great-grandmother, and my grandmother were then soon 

returned to their home in Delfzijl. In the years after the war, many people came to his 

house to thank him, but he would never see them to talk about their experiences. He 

would never take any credit for the amazing things he had done.  

My great-grandfather’s story has impacted and inspired me greatly. He had his 

own troubles to deal with: being a father of a young girl and being forced into labor in 

horrible conditions; but that didn’t stop him from helping others. He realized that even 

though he was starving, beaten and tired from working all day, there was always 

someone who was in a worse position than his. 

It is truly amazing what he did for others. Many people today are fixated on their 

own problems, like what grade they got on a test or what restaurant they’re going out to 

for dinner; but my great-grandfather didn’t focus on those. He focused on when the 

person who slept next to him was going to eat, or when the man he liked to talk to was 

going to be able to rest properly.  

My great-grandfather stood up for people’s rights for survival in places where 

human rights were disregarded, where Jews and other minorities were treated as non-

humans. My parents named me after my great-grandfather, and that has made me work 

to stand up for others whenever I can.  



 

Today people seem to get desensitized towards the pain and misery of others. 

For example, the situation in Syria or other places where people have to flee or fight for 

their lives and freedom. The world has never been completely peaceful, but lately the 

feelings of the people are changing fast. Even though I am only thirteen, I can feel the 

tensions rising. According to a hate crime report by OSCE, the Organization for Security 

and Co-operation in Europe, anti-Semitism is on the rise.  

This means that my generation needs to stand up for what is right, now more 

than ever. With rising anger and unrest, there have been many marches lately to reach 

out to other people who are treated as second-class citizens, and I have participated in 

some them. On February 5th, I marched to show support of the Muslim community, and 

another that I will be participating in is a Planned Parenthood march for women’s rights, 

on February 25th. I always think there is room for more, and when an opportunity 

arises, I will be marching. We must show the world that we are making a difference on 

this planet, and we must do it while embracing other cultures and religions. Without 

working for coexistence, we will not conquer this rise in mistrust and hate against 

Muslims, the LGBTQ community, Jews and other minorities. We must stand up, march, 

and rally against the forces trying to push us apart and towards hate. This what my 

great-grandfather would have wanted. This is what I want. 


