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“Freely ye have received, freely give.” Matthew 10:8
Preface
“Thou art my hiding-place and my shield: I hope in thy word.”
— Psalm 119:114, ASV

The first volume of this series told the story of Watchman Nee, a Chinese church leader who spent his last twenty years in a Communist prison. The second told the story of John Hyde, an American missionary in the Punjab whose courage was mostly hidden, spent on his knees in prayer rooms and village huts. This third volume tells the story of a woman whose courage was hidden in a different way, behind a false wall in a bedroom at the top of a narrow house in Haarlem.
Corrie ten Boom is probably the best-known person in this series. Millions of people have read her story or watched the film made from it. Her name is familiar far beyond the churches: on lists of people who rescued Jews during the Holocaust, in the Dutch national canon of history, and in the tree planted in her honour at Yad Vashem in Jerusalem. That familiarity is a gift, and it is also a difficulty. A life that everyone knows tends to become a set of famous scenes: the secret room, the fleas in the barracks, the bottle of vitamins that did not run dry, and the handshake with a former guard in Munich. Each scene is told so often that it can come loose from the life around it.
This book tries to put the scenes back into the life. It follows Corrie from her birth in Amsterdam in 1892 to her death in California on her ninety-first birthday in 1983. It gives full room to the nearly fifty years of quiet, unremarkable life she lived in a Dutch watch shop before the war. It also follows her through the ten months of prison and concentration camp that made her famous, and through the more than thirty years of travelling and preaching that came after.
Why Courage?
It may seem obvious why Corrie ten Boom belongs in a series called Portraits of Courage. She and her family broke the laws of an occupying power to hide people whom that power meant to murder. They were caught, and her father and sister died because of it. That is courage of the most visible kind.
But the longer one looks at her life, the more it seems that her most important courage came before and after the dramatic part. Before the war there was the courage of ordinary faithfulness: the small, repeated choices of a family who, by their own tradition, had prayed for the Jewish people every week for generations, and who kept their door open to anyone in need. After the war there was the courage it took to forgive. That was not a single heroic act. It was a costly habit she had to learn again and again, beginning with a letter to the man who had betrayed her family. It is harder to film than a raid, and it is the heart of what she spent the rest of her life trying to say.
How This Book Is Written
Corrie ten Boom told her own story many times, in many books. The best known, The Hiding Place, was written with John and Elizabeth Sherrill and published in 1971. Earlier and less known is the account she wrote in the months after her release, published in Dutch in June 1945 and in English two years later as A Prisoner and Yet. All of her books remain in copyright, and they should be read in her own words. This book does not reproduce them. It tells her life in its own words, quoting her only in a few brief phrases. It draws on the independent historical record wherever possible: Dutch war-graves records, the Jewish memorial registers, the Yad Vashem file, the archives of the prison where she was held, and the museum that now occupies her home.
Like the Hyde volume before it, this book tries to be honest about its sources. Some things about Corrie’s life are documented in records made at the time. Some rest on her own testimony, which is precious evidence but is still one person’s memory. Some are later additions, the natural growth of a story told thousands of times over forty years. This book will try to say which is which. It does not do so to cast doubt on her. The core of her story is confirmed at every point by independent records. It does so because she herself would have wanted the glory to go to God and the truth to be told straight.
Scripture in This Book
As in the earlier volumes, all Scripture quotations are from the American Standard Version of 1901, which is in the public domain. Each chapter opens with a passage that carries its theme, and further passages are woven through the narrative.
The verse at the head of this preface is from Psalm 119: “Thou art my hiding-place and my shield: I hope in thy word.” The title by which the world knows Corrie’s story, The Hiding Place, has a double meaning, and she intended both. There was the secret room in her bedroom, where six people stood in the dark for two and a half days while the house was searched and then guarded. And there was the hiding place she found when that room could no longer protect her, when she was alone in a cell or standing on a frozen parade ground at Ravensbrück. She found it in God himself, and in his word. The first hiding place was built by an architect whose real name we still do not know. The second was not built by human hands at all. This book is the story of how an ordinary woman came to know both.
Introduction: The Story She Told, and the Story the Records Tell
“Ye are my witnesses, saith Jehovah, and my servant whom I have chosen; that ye may know and believe me, and understand that I am he”
— Isaiah 43:10, ASV

A Witness Who Told Her Story Many Times
Most of the people in this series left few words of their own. John Hyde wrote almost nothing, and his story survives mainly in two little books written by friends after his death. Corrie ten Boom is the opposite case. She told her own story for nearly forty years, to audiences in more than sixty countries, and she put it into print again and again. Few Christian lives of the twentieth century are so fully narrated by the person who lived them.
That is a great advantage for a biographer, and it is also a challenge. A story told thousands of times does not stay exactly the same. Details are sharpened, and scenes are arranged for the listener. A lesson that took years to learn is compressed into a single moment. Things understood only later are read back into the moment itself. None of this is dishonesty. It is simply what happens to memory, especially the memory of a preacher whose purpose is to help others meet God. But it means that the careful reader should know which version of the story is being told, and when it was first told.
The Earliest Account
Corrie’s first book was written within months of her return from Ravensbrück. It was published in Amsterdam in June 1945, a month after the liberation of the Netherlands, as Gevangene en toch …, “A prisoner, and yet …”. An English translation appeared in London in 1947 under the title A Prisoner and Yet, with a foreword by Norman Grubb of the Worldwide Evangelization Crusade. It is a short, vivid, sometimes unpolished book. It moves quickly from the busy underground household in Haarlem to the raid, the prison at Scheveningen, the camp at Vught, and the long nightmare of Ravensbrück. Much of it reads like notes made while the events were still raw. It even reproduces her discharge certificate from the camp, with her prisoner number on it.
This early book is precious because of its closeness to the events. It was written before Corrie became a famous speaker, before she had told the story to thousands of audiences, and before any ghostwriter shaped it. Where it agrees with her later accounts, and it does on nearly every essential point, it confirms them. Where it differs, it gives us a glimpse of the story before long retelling had smoothed it.
The Famous Account
Twenty-six years later, in 1971, Corrie published the book that made her world-famous. The Hiding Place was written with the American writers John and Elizabeth Sherrill, who interviewed her at length and shaped her memories into a gripping narrative. It became a bestseller, and in 1975 it was made into a film by World Wide Pictures, the film company of the Billy Graham organisation. For most readers since, The Hiding Place simply is Corrie ten Boom’s story.
The Hiding Place is far fuller than the 1945 book. It tells of her childhood, her father’s shop, the family’s life before the war, her lost love, and the long work of forgiveness after the war. It is beautifully written. But it was written a quarter of a century after the events, by professional writers, for an audience of American Christians, and some of its best-loved scenes do not appear in the earlier account. Comparing the two books is one of the ways this biography tries to be faithful to her.
What the Comparison Shows
The comparison is reassuring on the essentials. The 1945 book already has the busy household of refugees, with Eusie the cantor singing too loudly at the piano. It has the hidden room behind the false wall, the drills with a stopwatch, and the cream puffs afterwards. It has the raid on 28 February 1944, the slaps in the face, and the plaque on the fireplace that read “Jesus is Victor.” It has her father’s words about giving his life for “God’s ancient people.” It has the months of solitary confinement, the ants in her cell, and the vitamin bottle at Ravensbrück that went on giving drops long after it should have run dry. It has Betsie’s death, and the sisters’ plans for a home for released prisoners.
Some things appear only later. The 1945 book says nothing of the fleas that kept the guards out of the barracks where the sisters held their Bible readings. It mentions lice, and says that others avoided the barracks because of them. It does not tell of the man who came to the shop on the morning of the raid asking for money to free his wife, the man later named as the informer. It does not call Corrie’s release a clerical error. Rather, it shows the two sisters expecting their prison term to end at a fixed date. Betsie’s famous words, that there is no pit so deep that God’s love is not deeper still, are recorded in the later book. In the 1945 book a related thought appears in Corrie’s own mouth. Some of these later details may well be true memories that Corrie simply did not include in 1945. Others may have grown in the telling. This book will usually tell them, but will say where they first appear.
The Independent Record
Alongside Corrie’s own accounts there is a substantial independent record, and it confirms the core of her story at every point.
The Dutch war-graves foundation records her father’s death in The Hague on 9 March 1944, nine days after his arrest. It also records the death of her nephew Kik in Bergen-Belsen in 1945. Betsie’s death at Ravensbrück on 16 December 1944 is recorded on the memorial plaque at the family home. The Jewish memorial registers of the Netherlands record the fate of Mary van Itallie, one of the Jewish guests in the house. The prison memorial at Scheveningen records Corrie’s imprisonment there. Yad Vashem, Israel’s Holocaust memorial, recognised Corrie as Righteous Among the Nations in 1967, and her father and Betsie in 2007. Hans Poley, one of the young men who hid in the house, published his own memoir with his wartime diaries in 1993. The museum that now occupies the house, opened in 1988, preserves the family’s papers and its own careful chronology.
This record also corrects some popular claims, and this book will follow it. Corrie was born in Amsterdam, not Haarlem. Not all of the six people who stood in the hiding place during the raid survived the war. One of them, Mary van Itallie, was arrested again within days and died at Auschwitz. The often-repeated figure of eight hundred people saved, Jews and others, is the museum’s estimate for the whole network of which the family was part, not a count of those hidden in the house. And the frequent claim that the informer was executed after the war is not supported by the records of Dutch postwar executions.
How This Book Proceeds
Part One, A House of Clocks, tells of the family and the fifty years of ordinary faithfulness that prepared them for the war. Part Two, The Hiding Place, follows the occupation, the underground work, and the raid. Part Three, Ravensbrück, follows Corrie and Betsie through prison and camp until Betsie’s death and Corrie’s release. Part Four, A Tramp for the Lord, follows the years of travel and witness that followed, and her last silent years.
The verse at the head of this chapter is God’s word to Israel through Isaiah: “Ye are my witnesses.” Corrie understood her life after Ravensbrück as exactly that, a witness. She was not a witness to her own courage, which she always played down, but to the faithfulness of God in the darkest place human beings have made. A witness should be heard in her own words. For that, readers should go to her books. What this book can offer is a careful, honest account of the life behind the testimony, told with gratitude, and with the hope that it points, as she always did, beyond herself.
The Beje
“Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: They shall prosper that love thee.”
— Psalm 122:6, ASV

A Narrow House on a Busy Street
In the old centre of Haarlem, a few steps from the great market square and the towering Grote Kerk of St. Bavo, runs a short shopping street called the Barteljorisstraat. At number 19 stands a narrow house, only one room wide at the front, that seems to have been squeezed between its neighbours. Behind the shopfront it climbs and turns in ways that no architect would plan: steep stairs, half-landings, rooms at odd levels, and passages that are said to join what were once two separate buildings. Parts of it are said to date from around 1600. The family who lived there for more than a century called it the Beje, pronounced roughly “bay-yay,” from the initials of the street name, B and J.
The house is famous now. It is a museum, visited by tens of thousands of people a year, and it is listed among the places that tell the story of the Netherlands in the official national canon of Dutch history. Visitors climb the narrow stairs to a small bedroom at the top of the house. They peer through a low opening under a cupboard shelf into a space about the width of a man’s shoulders, where six people once stood hidden while soldiers searched the rooms around them. But for most of its history the Beje was nothing more than what it looked like from the street: a watchmaker’s shop with a family living above it.
A Shop Founded in 1837
The shop was opened in 1837 by a watchmaker named Willem ten Boom, Corrie’s grandfather. According to the family’s records, now kept by the museum, he began with a capital of one hundred guilders. It was a modest start for a modest business. For more than a hundred years, three generations of ten Booms repaired and sold clocks and watches from that small front room. They wound the town’s clocks, regulated its pocket watches, and knew its people by the timepieces they carried.
A watchmaker’s trade suited that family. It is patient, precise work, done with small tools and a steady hand, and it depends entirely on trust. A customer leaves a precious object and must believe it will be returned whole and honestly repaired. The ten Booms kept that trust for a century. It would matter more than they could imagine when the time came for their neighbours to trust them with something far more precious than a watch.
A Prayer Begun in 1844
Family tradition, preserved by the museum, holds that in 1844 Willem ten Boom began a practice that would shape his descendants more than any other. He was moved by a sermon from a Haarlem minister, the Rev. Witteveen, on the verse at the head of this chapter: “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: They shall prosper that love thee” (Psalm 122:6, ASV). From then on, the story goes, he gathered a small group once a week to pray for the Jewish people and for the peace of Jerusalem. It was an unusual prayer for a Dutch Protestant shopkeeper in the 1840s. It was nearly a century before the modern state of Israel would exist, and Jerusalem was a small Ottoman town.
No document from 1844 survives to confirm the date, and the claim that the prayer continued for exactly a hundred years is a round, commemorative figure. But it fits well with what we know of the religious world Willem lived in. In the first half of the nineteenth century the Netherlands was stirred by a movement called the Réveil, the “awakening.” It was an evangelical revival among Dutch Protestants that stressed personal faith, Bible reading, prayer, and practical charity. One of its leading figures was the poet Isaac da Costa, a converted Jew from Amsterdam, and the Réveil was marked by a warm interest in the Jewish people and their place in God’s purposes. A pious watchmaker in Haarlem, moved by such preaching to pray each week for Jerusalem, would have been entirely at home in that world.
Whatever its exact beginnings, the prayer became part of the family’s identity. Corrie’s father grew up with it, and so did Corrie. When the Nazis occupied the Netherlands a century later and began to hunt down Dutch Jews, the ten Booms did not have to be persuaded that the Jews were their concern. They had been praying for them all their lives.
What the Psalm Promises
Psalm 122 is a song of pilgrims going up to Jerusalem for the festivals. “I was glad when they said unto me, Let us go unto the house of Jehovah” (Psalm 122:1, ASV). Its prayer for the city’s peace is also a prayer for its people. “For my brethren and companions’ sakes, I will now say, Peace be within thee” (Psalm 122:8, ASV). To pray for Jerusalem, in the psalmist’s sense, is to love the people of God and to long for their good.
The psalm adds a promise: “They shall prosper that love thee.” It is worth pausing over that promise in the light of what happened to the ten Booms. By most earthly measures, they did not prosper for loving the Jewish people. Casper died in prison. Betsie died in a concentration camp. A grandson, Kik, died in Bergen-Belsen. Casper’s son Willem died of an illness he caught in prison. The home itself was taken from them. If “prosper” means safety and comfort, the promise seems to have failed.
But Scripture’s idea of prosperity is larger than that. Jesus said, “Blessed are they that have been persecuted for righteousness’ sake: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:10, ASV). The ten Booms’ love for the Jewish people cost them almost everything this world could take. It also gave them the thing Corrie spent the rest of her life describing: an experience of God’s faithfulness in the darkest place, so real that she could not stop talking about it. In the end their name was honoured in Jerusalem itself: Corrie, and later her father and Betsie, were recognised among the Righteous Among the Nations, and a tree was planted there for Corrie. That is a strange kind of prosperity, but it is not nothing.
The Return to Haarlem
Willem ten Boom’s son Casper, Corrie’s father, learned the watchmaking trade from him. As a young married man, Casper set up his own shop in Amsterdam, in a neighbourhood with many Jewish families. That is where Corrie was born. When Willem died in 1891, Casper brought his family back to Haarlem to take over the shop in the Barteljorisstraat. The move seems to have taken place in 1892, soon after Corrie’s birth. From then on, the Beje was Corrie’s home until the day of the raid, when she was nearly fifty-two.
The house they moved into was already crowded. Casper’s wife, Cor, had three sisters, and over the years all three came to live in the Beje with them. With five children, three aunts, the shop, the workroom, and a constant stream of visitors, the narrow house was always full. Corrie later remembered it as a place where there was always room for one more at the table. That habit of making room was learned long before anyone needed hiding.
The Clocks in the Hall
A small detail from Corrie’s earliest account gives the flavour of the house. On the day of the raid in February 1944, as her aged father was led out of the Beje for the last time, he paused in the hall beside the old Frisian clock that hung there and suggested that Corrie pull up its weights. She wondered whether he realised that he would not be home the next day to hear it strike.
It is a touching picture. An old watchmaker, arrested for hiding Jews, thinks as he leaves of the clock that needs winding. But it is also a picture of the whole ten Boom household. For a hundred years they had done the small faithful thing that was needed next. They wound the clocks and kept the shop, they prayed each week for Jerusalem, and they set another place at the table. They did not know that all of this was preparation. It was simply how they lived.
For Reflection
We often think of courage as something that appears suddenly in a crisis. The story of the Beje suggests otherwise. The courage the ten Booms showed in 1943 and 1944 had been growing for a century. It was rooted in a grandfather’s weekly prayer, in a trade built on trust, and in a crowded household that had learned to make room. When the crisis came, they did what they had always done, but at a much higher cost.
What are the small, repeated faithfulnesses in our own homes? What do we pray for every week, and whom do we make room for? We may never face a test like the ten Booms’ test. But if one comes, it will probably find us doing whatever we have practised for years.
A Father Among the Watches
“and I will bless them that bless thee, and him that curseth thee will I curse: and in thee shall all the families of the earth be blessed.”
— Genesis 12:3, ASV

Casper
Casper ten Boom was born in Haarlem on 18 May 1859, the son of the watchmaker Willem ten Boom. He grew up in the Beje, learned his father’s trade at the bench in the back workroom, and, apart from his early married years in Amsterdam, spent almost his entire life within a few streets of the house where he was born. By the standards of the world, his life was small. He was a skilled craftsman and a respected shopkeeper. At one time, according to the Dutch war-graves foundation, he served as chairman of Haarlem’s chamber of commerce. He never grew rich, travelled little, and wrote nothing that has survived beyond family letters. Yet his daughter would spend forty years telling the world about him, and those who met him seem never to have forgotten him.
In October 1884 Casper married Cornelia Luitingh, a schoolteacher, whom the family called Cor. The young couple began their married life in Amsterdam, where Casper opened a watch shop of his own at Korte Prinsengracht 28. Their neighbourhood was home to many Jewish families, and family tradition remembers that Casper had close Jewish friends there. It says he sometimes joined them for their Sabbath and festival meals. We do not have the details, and later retellings may have warmed the picture. But it helps to explain what came later. To Casper ten Boom, Jews were not a distant religious category. They were neighbours, friends, and fellow lovers of the Scriptures.
“God’s Ancient People”
Casper’s view of the Jewish people was shaped by his reading of the Bible, and it was not complicated. God had chosen Israel, made promises to Abraham, and given them the law and the prophets. Through Israel the Messiah had come. God had not withdrawn his love.
The verse at the head of this chapter is God’s first promise to Abraham. “I will bless them that bless thee, and him that curseth thee will I curse: and in thee shall all the families of the earth be blessed” (Genesis 12:3, ASV). Paul, writing to the church in Rome many centuries later, insisted that God’s calling of Israel still stood. He called them the people “whose is the adoption, and the glory, and the covenants, and the giving of the law, and the service of God, and the promises; whose are the fathers, and of whom is Christ as concerning the flesh” (Romans 9:4-5, ASV). “Did God cast off his people?” he asked. “God forbid” (Romans 11:1, ASV). “For the gifts and the calling of God are not repented of” (Romans 11:29, ASV).
Casper had a phrase for the Jews that his daughter remembered all her life: they were “God’s ancient people.” It is not a phrase invented by later writers. It appears in Corrie’s first account, written in 1945. Friends had warned the old man that if he went on sheltering so many Jews he would end up in prison, and that in his frail state he would never survive it. He answered that if that happened, he would count it an honour to give his life for God’s ancient people. It did happen, and he did.
A Star He Meant to Wear
An incident from 1942, recorded by the Dutch war-graves foundation, shows how seriously Casper took his convictions. That spring the German authorities ordered every Jew in the Netherlands to wear a yellow star on their clothing, marked with the word “Jood.” Casper, then in his eighties, intended to go and collect a star for himself and wear it in solidarity with his Jewish neighbours. He was talked out of it, presumably by family members who could see where such a gesture would lead. But the intention tells us who he was. He did not think of the Jews’ suffering as their problem. He thought of it as his own.
A Father in the House
Most of what we know about Casper as a father comes from Corrie’s own memories, written down decades later, and they should be read as a daughter’s portrait. They are affectionate, and they may be idealised. But they are consistent, and they match what outsiders said of him.
In her telling he was gentle, humorous, and deeply prayerful. The household gathered every day to read the Bible and pray, and Casper read aloud from the great family Bible at meals. He was absent-minded about money and generous to a fault. He was known to spend more time talking with a customer about God than fixing the customer’s watch. He treated the children who came to the shop and the beggars who came to the back door with the same courtesy he showed the town’s wealthy families.
Corrie’s 1945 account gives two glimpses of him at eighty-four that ring true. In the busy months of 1943, when the house was full of Jewish refugees and young resistance workers, Mary, the eldest of the Jewish guests, taught an Italian class in the evenings. Casper came to the class with his notebook, because learning languages was one of his hobbies. And on the day of the raid, when a German officer, seeing a Bible in the room, demanded to know what it said about the government, the old man quoted Peter: “Fear God; honour the Queen.” When the officer protested that the Bible said nothing of the kind, Casper politely corrected himself. It said “the king,” he explained, but in the Netherlands that meant the Queen. The verse is 1 Peter 2:17, which in the ASV reads, “Fear God. Honor the king.” It was a quiet act of defiance, delivered with courtesy, in front of the men who were about to take him to prison.
The people of Haarlem seem to have loved him. Corrie’s first account says the town called him “Haarlem’s Grand Old Man,” and that as the prisoners were driven away from the police station, neighbours stood silently in the street with tears in their eyes.
“The Best Is Yet to Come”
Corrie recorded one of her father’s favourite sayings in her 1945 book: “The best is yet to come.” He said it often, she recalled. On the bus from Haarlem to the prison, when he was weak and confused and leaning heavily on her arm, she and Betsie spoke with him about heaven, and he agreed that whatever happened, heaven awaited them. After his death, a niece wrote to Betsie in prison telling her not to grieve. Grandfather’s motto had been “the best is yet to come,” and now the best had come for him.
It was not a naive optimism. Casper did not expect the best from the German occupation, and he was not surprised when it came for his family. His hope looked beyond this life. It was the hope Paul expressed from prison: “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21, ASV). A man who truly believes that the best is yet to come is free to take risks that other people cannot take. He has already settled what matters most.
A Son Who Studied Antisemitism
Casper’s love for the Jewish people passed to all his children, but it took a scholarly form in his only surviving son. Willem ten Boom, born in 1886, became a minister of the Dutch Reformed Church. In 1928 he earned a doctorate at the University of Leipzig in Germany with a dissertation on the origins of modern racial antisemitism. He was studying, years before Hitler came to power, the very ideas that would soon be used to justify the murder of Europe’s Jews.
From 1925 Willem also served as a minister of the Dutch Society for Israel, a Protestant organisation whose work combined care for Jewish people with Christian mission among them. That combination can be uncomfortable for modern readers, and it should be named honestly. The ten Booms’ love for the Jewish people was a Christian love. They longed for Jews to know Jesus as their Messiah, and they said so. But in the years that mattered most, that love did not wait for anyone to agree with them. The ten Booms sheltered Jews as Jews, because they were people in mortal danger and God’s ancient people. They asked for nothing in return. Willem’s care home at Hilversum sheltered Jews during the war, and his son Kik worked in the resistance and died in a concentration camp.
For Reflection
Casper ten Boom was an old watchmaker with no power and no platform. What he had was a settled conviction, drawn from Scripture, that the Jewish people were beloved by God. He lived that conviction in the ordinary courtesies of a lifetime, long before it became dangerous.
Most of us hold convictions that have never been tested. We could ask which of them we would be willing to wear on our sleeve, as Casper wanted to wear the yellow star. And we could ask whether we are practising those convictions now, in small ways, so that they will be ready if the test ever comes.
The Youngest Daughter
“God setteth the solitary in families: He bringeth out the prisoners into prosperity”
— Psalm 68:6, ASV

Born on Good Friday
Cornelia Arnolda Johanna ten Boom was born in Amsterdam on 15 April 1892. That year the date fell on Good Friday. Family tradition, recorded by the museum that now occupies the Beje, adds that she arrived a month early and was so small and frail that no one expected her to live long. She lived to be ninety-one, and died on her birthday.
Many popular accounts say she was born in Haarlem. She was not. The Dutch women’s biographical lexicon, the museum’s own chronology, and the Holocaust memorial encyclopedias all give Amsterdam, where her father then had his shop. It is a small correction, but the kind of detail that shows how a famous story settles into a simpler shape over time. Corrie was brought to Haarlem as a baby, grew up there, and belonged to it so completely that the town has claimed her ever since.
She was the youngest of five children. The eldest, Elisabeth, always called Betsie, was born in August 1885 and was nearly seven years older. Then came Willem in 1886. A second son, Hendrik Jan, born in 1888, died in infancy. Arnolda, known as Nollie, was born in 1890. The family called the new baby Corrie, and the name stuck for the rest of her life, even on the covers of her books.
A House Full of Women
The Beje of Corrie’s childhood was crowded, loud, and full of strong personalities. Besides her parents and her brother and sisters, three of her mother’s sisters lived there for long periods. Tante Anna had lived with the family since the Amsterdam days and stayed until 1925. Tante Jans and Tante Bep joined the household in Haarlem.
Corrie’s later portraits of these aunts, written for The Hiding Place and In My Father’s House, are among the most vivid parts of her books. In her telling, one aunt ran committees and wrote religious tracts with great energy and not much tact. Another had spent her working life as a governess in wealthy homes and quietly resented her dependence on others. Another served everyone without complaint. These are a novelist’s sketches, affectionate and a little comic, and they should be read as a grown woman’s memories of childhood. But they tell us something important. Corrie grew up in a household where love had to make room for difficult people. That was a training ground for patience long before she had any idea she would need it.
Her Mother
Corrie’s mother, Cor, had been a teacher before her marriage. In Corrie’s memory she was warm, sociable, and generous, the kind of woman who made up baskets for poor neighbours and remembered every birthday. But she was not strong. A series of strokes marked her last years, and by Corrie’s account she was left able to say only a few words. She died on 17 October 1921, aged sixty-three.
Corrie was twenty-nine. She had watched her mother’s world shrink to a single room and a few sounds, and she later wrote that her mother’s love had gone on expressing itself through the little she could still do. The memory stayed with her. Nearly sixty years later, after her own strokes, Corrie lay in a room in California for five years, almost unable to speak. One of the women who cared for her then wrote a whole book about those silent years, and about the love that still came through them. The daughter had learned from the mother how to be helpless well.
School, and a Bible School
Corrie’s schooling was ordinary for a Dutch girl of her class. She went to primary school and then to a domestic-science school, the kind of practical training that was expected to prepare a young woman for running a household. Around 1910 she also spent some years at a Bible school in Haarlem. There is no sign that she was an outstanding student, or that anyone thought her destined for anything unusual. She loved music, played the piano, and was lively and talkative. She was much less orderly than her older sister Betsie, who was quiet, graceful, and meticulous.
Karel
Corrie never married, and the reason she gave, many years later, was a disappointment in love. In The Hiding Place she tells of a young man named Karel, a friend of her brother Willem from his student days. She came to hope that he would marry her. As she remembered it, he visited, walked with her, and seemed to return her feelings. But his family expected him to make a better match, a young woman with money and position, and in the end he did. He came to the Beje to introduce his fiancée.
This story rests entirely on Corrie’s own account. No independent record identifies Karel, and it would be wrong to guess at his surname. But the way she told it is worth attention. She remembered climbing to her room afterwards in misery. Her father came up to her and, as she tells it, spoke not of forgetting the young man but of what to do with love that has nowhere to go: rather than stifle it, she could give it to God and let him redirect it. Corrie told that story to many audiences. She believed it had shaped her whole life. The love she might have given to a husband and children went instead to the girls in her clubs, to the disabled people she taught, to the foster children who later came to the Beje, to the Jews she hid, and in the end to the whole world.
The Solitary in Families
The verse at the head of this chapter speaks of God as the one who “setteth the solitary in families” (Psalm 68:6, ASV). Corrie and Betsie both remained single all their lives. In the Dutch society of their day, an unmarried woman in her forties was often pitied, and sometimes quietly overlooked. The two sisters lived with their father and kept his house and shop. In the eyes of the town, they were simply the watchmaker’s daughters.
But they were never alone. The Beje was a family in the fullest sense. It was a household of aunts, nieces and nephews, and later foster children. In the war it held Jewish refugees and young resistance workers for whom the old watchmaker became “Grandfather.” God set the solitary in families, and he also made the solitary into a family for others. Isaiah, speaking to a desolate city, promised, “For more are the children of the desolate than the children of the married wife, saith Jehovah” (Isaiah 54:1, ASV). By the end of her life, people all over the world thought of Corrie ten Boom as a kind of spiritual grandmother. That was not the life she had hoped for as a young woman climbing the stairs after Karel’s visit. It was a larger one.
The second half of the psalm verse is also worth noticing, in the light of what was to come: “He bringeth out the prisoners into prosperity.” That line would take on a meaning in Corrie’s life that no one in the Beje of 1921 could have imagined.
For Reflection
Corrie’s early life contained two great losses: a mother who declined through a series of strokes, and a hoped-for marriage that did not happen. Neither made headlines, and both shaped her deeply.
Her father’s counsel is worth remembering. When love is disappointed, the easier course is to harden the heart so that it stops hurting. The harder course is to offer that love to God and let him direct it where he will. For Corrie, it led to a life of loving far more people than one household could ever have held.
The First Woman Watchmaker
“He that is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much: and he that is unrighteous in a very little is unrighteous also in much.”
— Luke 16:10, ASV

Behind the Counter
For most of the twentieth century’s first two decades, Corrie ten Boom’s life was the life of a daughter at home. She helped to run the crowded household, nursed her failing mother, and took her part in the family’s church and charitable work. The shop downstairs was her father’s world, and for a time it was Betsie’s, who kept the books and served the customers. Corrie, by her own later account, was the one who cooked and cleaned.
Around 1920 that changed. In The Hiding Place Corrie tells how a spell of illness kept Betsie from the shop. Corrie took her place behind the counter, and Betsie took over the household, and each found that the swap suited her. Betsie had a gift for making a home beautiful on very little. Corrie discovered that she loved the shop, and above all the workbench. Whatever exactly happened, by the early 1920s the two sisters had settled into the roles they would keep for twenty years. Betsie ran the house, and Corrie worked with her father in the shop.
Learning the Trade
Casper taught Corrie watchmaking at his own bench, as his father had taught him. But she did not rely on his teaching alone. According to Dutch sources, she went abroad to train, serving an apprenticeship with a watchmaker in Switzerland, the heart of the European watch industry. Basel is the town most often named. It was an unusual step for a Dutch woman of her time and class. Watchmaking was a skilled trade, and like almost every skilled trade it was dominated by men.
At some point in the early 1920s Corrie gained her professional qualification. The museum’s chronology and the Dutch women’s biographical lexicon both say that in 1924 she became the first woman in the Netherlands to qualify as a watchmaker. Other sources give 1921 or 1922, and no one seems to have seen the certificate itself. The exact year hardly matters. What matters is that in her early thirties, with no expectation of marriage and no great prospects, Corrie ten Boom became a master of a demanding craft. According to the museum, she was the first woman in her country to do so.
It is a detail that her later fame has tended to overshadow, and it deserves to be remembered. Before she was a rescuer, a prisoner, or a preacher, Corrie ten Boom was a skilled professional woman. She broke a small barrier in her own trade, quietly, without making anything of it.
Small Mechanisms
The work itself is worth imagining. A watch of the 1920s was a marvel of tiny parts: springs as fine as hair, jewels on which the wheels turned, and screws that had to be handled with tweezers under a magnifying glass. Repairing one required patience, steadiness, good eyesight, and an almost stubborn attention to detail. One grain of dust in the wrong place could stop the whole mechanism. One impatient movement could ruin a part that would take days to replace.
Corrie spent the best part of twenty years at such work, day after day, in the back room of the Beje. It is not fanciful to think that it shaped her. Watchmakers learn to work slowly and carefully, and to trust the small things. They learn that a mechanism will only keep good time if every part does its work, however small or hidden. They learn to keep going on a repair when nothing seems to be happening, because the result will only show at the end.
Those were exactly the habits the underground would need. The work of hiding people was also a matter of small mechanisms. There were ration cards to be collected and delivered, and false identity papers to be obtained. Safe addresses had to be found and checked. Messages had to be carried, and drills practised with a stopwatch in hand until the guests could vanish in seventy seconds. The courage of the ten Booms was not only a matter of bold decisions. It was a matter of patient, careful, repetitive work, done right every time, because one careless slip could cost lives.
“Faithful in a Very Little”
The verse at the head of this chapter comes from one of Jesus’ hardest parables, about a dishonest steward. But the saying Jesus draws from it is plain enough: “He that is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much” (Luke 16:10, ASV). Faithfulness is not a quality that appears suddenly when great things are at stake. It is built, or neglected, in small things.
Scripture repeatedly honours ordinary work done well. Paul told the Colossians, “Whatsoever ye do, work heartily, as unto the Lord, and not unto men” (Colossians 3:23, ASV). The book of Proverbs asks, “Seest thou a man diligent in his business? he shall stand before kings” (Proverbs 22:29, ASV). Corrie ten Boom, the careful watchmaker of Haarlem, did in fact end up standing before royalty. In 1962 Queen Juliana made her a knight of the Order of Orange-Nassau, and she visited the former Queen Wilhelmina more than once. But the diligence came first, in the back room, on repairs no one would ever praise.
A Shop as a Cover
There was one more way in which the shop prepared the family for what was coming. A watchmaker’s shop has a constant flow of visitors. People come and go all day long, bringing in watches, collecting them, asking questions, and paying bills. Nobody notices one more customer at the door.
When the house became a hub of the underground in 1943, that constant traffic became a cover. Corrie’s 1945 account describes the stream of young resistance workers pouring into the Beje from early morning, and her room upstairs as a kind of clearing house for supply and demand. It would have been far harder to hide such traffic at a private house. The shop that Grandfather Willem had opened with a hundred guilders in 1837 turned out to be exactly the right front for the work of 1943.
A Hundred Years
In The Hiding Place, Corrie opens her story with a celebration. In January 1937 the shop turned one hundred years old, and friends, customers, and neighbours crowded the little house to congratulate her father. As she tells it, her brother Willem arrived with news of Jewish refugees fleeing Germany, and the shadow of what was coming fell across the party. It is a writer’s device, the happy occasion with a hint of darkness at its edge, and it may have been shaped for effect. But the date is right, and the shadow was real. In Germany the Nuremberg Laws had already stripped Jews of their citizenship, and thousands were trying to get out. In the Netherlands, a watch shop celebrated its centenary, and the family who kept it went on praying for Jerusalem as they had for nearly a hundred years.
For Reflection
Corrie ten Boom’s twenty years at the watchmaker’s bench are the least dramatic part of her life, and perhaps among the most important. There she learned patience, precision, faithfulness in small things, and the stubborn habit of doing a job properly whether or not anyone noticed.
Most of our lives are made of such work. It is easy to think of it as a waiting room, the dull time before God calls us to something significant. Corrie’s life suggests another view. The faithfulness God asks of us in small things is not a waiting room. It is the workshop where he makes us into people who can be trusted with much.
Clubs, Children, and the Least of These
“And the King shall answer and say unto them, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye did it unto one of these my brethren, even these least, ye did it unto me.”
— Matthew 25:40, ASV

A Single Woman with Time to Give
By the time she was thirty, Corrie ten Boom’s life seemed settled. She would work in her father’s shop, keep house with Betsie, and grow old in the Beje. That was the ordinary fate of an unmarried daughter in a Dutch shopkeeping family, and she does not seem to have resented it. But she did not let it make her small. In the twenty years between her mother’s death and the German invasion, Corrie poured herself into a series of quiet works among young people, disabled people, and children in need. None of them made the newspapers. All of them, looking back, were preparation.
The Triangle Girls
The best known of these works was a network of clubs for girls and young women. The Dutch sources call them the Driehoekmeisjes, the “Triangle girls.” The name came from the clubs’ emblem, a triangle whose three sides stood for body, soul, and spirit. The idea was that Christian faith is not only a matter of Sunday religion. It concerns the whole person: physical health and recreation, the mind and the feelings, and the life of the spirit before God. The clubs offered sport, music, crafts, outings, and summer camps, alongside Bible study and prayer.
Corrie was a natural leader of such things. She was energetic, funny, and unselfconscious, and she enjoyed young people. She organised camps, led singing, and gave talks. The clubs grew over the years. Under the German occupation independent youth work was suppressed, but Corrie’s 1945 book records that at least one of her clubs, a group of older girls, went on meeting faithfully while she was in prison.
It is easy to overlook this work, but it gave Corrie two things she would later need badly. It gave her experience of organising: of recruiting helpers, managing money, planning logistics, and keeping many threads in her hands at once. And it gave her a wide network of young people who trusted her. When the underground needed couriers, hosts, and helpers in 1942 and 1943, some of the young people who came to the Beje were the kind of young people Corrie had spent twenty years leading.
Teaching Those Others Overlooked
From around 1921, the Dutch sources record, Corrie also began teaching the Christian faith to people with intellectual disabilities. In the Netherlands of the 1920s such people were largely hidden away, in institutions or back rooms, and few churches thought them capable of understanding the gospel. Corrie thought otherwise. She held special classes for them and prepared them for church membership. She seems to have treated this as some of the most important work she did.
In her later books Corrie told stories of these classes: the patient repetition, the simple words, the joy of a student who grasped that God loved him. Those stories come from her own memory and should be read as such. But the outline is confirmed by the Dutch sources, and it tells us something about her. Long before the war, Corrie had chosen to spend her time on people the world considered unimportant.
There is a darker thread here that she could not have foreseen. Within a few years the German regime that would occupy her country began murdering disabled people in its own hospitals, under a programme it called euthanasia. The people Corrie had been teaching were exactly the kind of people that ideology considered unworthy of life, and when a Gestapo officer later questioned her, he would tell her that her work among them was a waste of time. She would answer him from twenty years of experience.
Children in the Beje
The ten Booms also opened their home to foster children. The museum records that in the 1920s and 1930s several children lived with the family for periods of time. By Corrie’s account, some were the children of missionaries serving overseas. The narrow house, already full of aunts and relatives, took them in. Corrie, Betsie, and their father became a kind of second family to them.
We know few details, and the family seems not to have thought the arrangement remarkable. It was simply another expression of the habit of making room. But it meant that by 1942, when the first Jewish refugees knocked at the Beje’s door, the household had long experience of absorbing strangers into its daily life. It knew how to stretch the food, give up a bed, make someone at home, and keep the peace in crowded rooms. The underground home that Corrie later described, with its classes, concerts, and jokes, did not come from nowhere. It was built on twenty years of practice.
“One of These My Brethren”
The verse at the head of this chapter comes from Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats. The Son of man, sitting on his throne, separates the nations and welcomes those who fed the hungry, gave drink to the thirsty, took in the stranger, clothed the naked, and visited the sick and the prisoner. They are surprised: when did they do all this for him? And the King answers, “Inasmuch as ye did it unto one of these my brethren, even these least, ye did it unto me” (Matthew 25:40, ASV).
What is striking about the parable is that the righteous did not know they were serving Christ. They were not performing religious duties. They were simply responding to the needs in front of them, and they did it so naturally that they had forgotten it. That is a good description of the ten Boom household in the years between the wars. They were not planning heroism. They were teaching disabled young people, running girls’ clubs, and taking in foster children, because that is what their faith meant to them.
The parable has another edge that the ten Booms would soon feel. Among “the least” Jesus names the stranger and the prisoner. Within a few years Corrie and her family would take in strangers who were being hunted, and they would themselves become prisoners. They would learn from the inside what it means to depend on the kindness of others, and to find Christ present in a prison cell.
A Quiet Life, Nearly Fifty Years Long
When the Germans invaded the Netherlands in May 1940, Corrie ten Boom was forty-eight years old. For nearly half a century she had lived an ordinary life, and by the standards of the world an insignificant one. She had spent it among clocks, children, aunts, and the small works of a devout household. She was a single woman in a provincial town, known to her neighbours as the watchmaker’s daughter.
That is worth pausing over, because the popular story of Corrie ten Boom begins in 1942 or 1943, as though her life only started when she became a rescuer. It did not. The woman who organised an underground network, stood up to interrogators, and survived Ravensbrück had been formed over five decades of small faithfulness. She was nearly fifty when the events began for which the world remembers her. Anyone who suspects that their real life has not yet started might take some comfort from that.
For Reflection
Corrie’s work between the wars had no audience and no glamour. It was clubs for girls, classes for disabled people, and foster children in a crowded house. None of it seemed to be leading anywhere. All of it turned out to be preparing her.
Who are “the least” in our own communities, the people the world overlooks? Serving them rarely feels significant. But Jesus says that what we do for them, we do for him. And sometimes, as the ten Booms found, the habits of love we form in quiet years are exactly what God will use when the storm comes.
May 1940
“For if thou altogether holdest thy peace at this time, then will relief and deliverance arise to the Jews from another place, but thou and thy father’s house will perish: and who knoweth whether thou art not come to the kingdom for such a time as this?”
— Esther 4:14, ASV

Five Days in May
In the early hours of 10 May 1940, German forces crossed the Dutch border. The Netherlands had stayed neutral in the First World War and had hoped to stay neutral again. Its army was small and poorly equipped, and it fought bravely for five days. On 14 May German bombers destroyed the centre of Rotterdam, killing hundreds of civilians. The German command threatened to do the same to Utrecht and other cities, and on 15 May the Dutch army surrendered. Queen Wilhelmina and her government had already escaped to London, where they would lead a government in exile for the rest of the war. The country was placed under a German civilian administration headed by the Austrian Nazi Arthur Seyss-Inquart.
In Haarlem, as everywhere else, ordinary life went on at first more or less as before. Shops opened, trains ran, and the watchmaker’s shop in the Barteljorisstraat took in watches for repair. German soldiers appeared in the streets. For many Dutch people the first months of occupation were more humiliating than frightening. The occupiers were, at first, careful to appear correct and reasonable. They hoped to win the Dutch, whom Nazi ideology regarded as fellow “Germanic” people, to their side.
The Tightening
For the Jews of the Netherlands, the occupation was something else entirely. About 140,000 Jews lived in the country in 1940, most of them in Amsterdam. Over the next two years the German authorities isolated them step by step, with a thoroughness that the Dutch civil service, trained to obey lawful orders, often helped to carry out.
Jewish civil servants were dismissed in 1940. In early 1941 every Jew had to register, and from early 1942 Jews’ identity cards were stamped with a large J. In February 1941, after German police rounded up hundreds of young Jewish men in Amsterdam, workers in the city went on strike in protest. It was one of the very few mass public protests against the persecution of Jews anywhere in occupied Europe, and it was crushed within two days. Jews were then barred from parks, cinemas, cafés, libraries, public transport, and non-Jewish schools. Their businesses were taken over. In May 1942 they were ordered to wear a yellow six-pointed star on their clothing, with the word “Jood” in the centre.
In July 1942 the deportations began. Jews received notices to report for “labour service in Germany.” They were gathered at a transit camp at Westerbork in the north-east of the country, and from there nearly every Tuesday a train left for the east, most often to Auschwitz or Sobibor. By the end of the war more than 100,000 Dutch Jews had been murdered, about three in every four. It was one of the highest proportions of any country in Western Europe.
What Could an Old Watchmaker Do?
The ten Booms watched all this from their shop window. Casper was eighty in 1939. Betsie was in her mid-fifties, and not strong. Corrie was nearly fifty. They had no weapons, no political influence, no connections in government, and no money to speak of. What could they possibly do?
We have already seen one answer. When the yellow star was introduced in May 1942, Casper wanted to wear one himself. That would have been a public act of solidarity, and a foolish one, since it would have achieved nothing except his own arrest. His family talked him out of it. But the instinct behind it was right. The persecution of the Jews was not something happening to other people. It was happening to God’s ancient people, the people the family had prayed for every week for a century. It was happening to neighbours and customers whose watches hung on the hooks in the shop.
Corrie’s own turning point, as she described it in 1945, came in the home of a Jewish doctor. She was visiting him one evening, discussing something ordinary, when his small child called down the stairs to remind him that he had not come up to tuck her in. The doctor excused himself at once, and Corrie heard him upstairs romping with the children before they slept. As she sat waiting, she realised what could happen to this family at any moment. The Gestapo might come for these children in the night, and the father might be taken away. Then and there, she wrote, a resolution took shape in her heart: she would help the Jews wherever she could.
It is a small scene, and it has the ring of truth because it is so small. There was no vision or voice, and no dramatic call. A child asked to be tucked into bed, and a woman in a Dutch sitting room decided that she could not stand by.
“For Such a Time as This”
The verse at the head of this chapter comes from the book of Esther, which tells of an earlier attempt to destroy the Jewish people. A powerful official in the Persian empire, Haman, had persuaded the king to issue a decree for the killing of all the Jews in his realm. The queen, Esther, was herself secretly Jewish. Her cousin Mordecai urged her to go to the king and plead for her people. To go into the king’s presence uninvited meant risking death. Esther hesitated, and Mordecai sent her a message: “For if thou altogether holdest thy peace at this time, then will relief and deliverance arise to the Jews from another place, but thou and thy father’s house will perish: and who knoweth whether thou art not come to the kingdom for such a time as this?” (Esther 4:14, ASV).
Two things in Mordecai’s words are worth holding together. The first is confidence in God’s purposes. If Esther refuses, deliverance will come “from another place.” God does not depend on any one person. The second is personal responsibility. God may not need Esther, but he has placed her where she is, and she will answer for what she does with her position. Esther replied with the words that have given courage to many since: “and if I perish, I perish” (Esther 4:16, ASV).
The ten Booms were not queens. Their position was a watch shop, a narrow house, and a wide circle of friends and customers. But the same logic applied. God did not need them in order to save his people. And yet he had placed them in Haarlem, in that house, at that time, with that century of prayer behind them. Who knew whether they had come to the Beje for such a time as this?
The Cost of Silence
It should be said honestly that most Dutch Christians did not do what the ten Booms did. The churches did protest publicly against the deportations in 1942, and some church leaders were courageous. Thousands of ordinary Dutch people hid Jews at great risk, and many of them paid with their lives. But the great majority kept their heads down and hoped the storm would pass. That was understandable. The penalties for helping Jews were severe, the risks to one’s own family were real, and the occupation lasted five long years. Most of us, if we are honest, would probably have done the same.
That is exactly why the ten Booms matter. They were not unusual people. They were an elderly watchmaker and his two middle-aged daughters, with a son and a married daughter nearby, all of them devout, ordinary, and a little old-fashioned. What set them apart was not strength or cleverness or resources. It was a settled conviction that the lives of their Jewish neighbours were their responsibility before God, and a willingness to act on it when the time came.
For Reflection
The occupation of the Netherlands did not arrive with a single dramatic choice. It crept in step by step, and at each step it was easier to comply than to resist. The measures against the Jews came the same way, one decree at a time, each only a little worse than the last.
That is often how evil works. It rarely asks us to do something monstrous all at once. It asks us to accept one small injustice, then another, and to keep quiet. The question Mordecai put to Esther is one every Christian faces sooner or later, in some form: if we hold our peace at this time, what will we answer for? And who knows whether we have been placed where we are for such a time as this?
The First Knock
“Deliver them that are carried away unto death, And those that are ready to be slain see that thou hold back.”
— Proverbs 24:11, ASV

How It Began
No one decided, on a particular day, to turn the Beje into a centre of the Dutch underground. It happened the way most rescue work in occupied Europe happened: one request at a time, each a little larger than the last, until the family found themselves deeply committed to something they had never planned.
The independent sources give the outline. The museum’s chronology says that Corrie and Betsie began helping Jews in 1941 and 1942, at first by finding them places to hide in other people’s homes. The Dutch women’s biographical lexicon says Corrie joined the organised resistance early in 1942. One account dates the first Jewish refugee at the Beje to May 1942, the month the yellow star was introduced. Hiding people in the house itself on a regular basis seems to have begun in the spring of 1943. The first permanent guest, a university student named Hans Poley, arrived in May 1943. That spring many Dutch students went into hiding rather than submit to the occupiers’ demands on the universities.
Corrie’s own accounts fill in the human detail. In her telling, the first refugees came to the door by word of mouth. They were Jews who had been warned that they were about to be picked up, or whose hiding places had become unsafe, and who had heard that the watchmaker’s family would help. The family took them in for a night or two, fed them, and then went looking for somewhere safer for them to go. It soon became clear that finding places was the hard part. It was relatively easy to shelter someone for a night. It was very hard to find a family willing to hide a stranger for months or years, knowing that discovery meant prison or death for the whole household.
A Knock at Night
Corrie’s 1945 book gives a glimpse of what one such night felt like. A Jewish couple, warned that they had been betrayed and that the police were coming, fled to the Beje with nothing, still grieving the possessions they had left behind. The family took them in, and Casper sat with them, because he was good at comforting frightened people. But the house was already full, and a young helper spent the evening walking the town in vain looking for another address. That night, Corrie wrote, the household took one more burden to God in its evening prayers. A place was found two days later.
A Clearing House
By 1943 the Beje had become more than a place where a few people were hidden. It was a hub. The Yad Vashem file on the family records that around eighty resistance workers from several groups visited the house regularly. Corrie described her little room upstairs as a kind of exchange, where the needs of one person were matched with the help another could give.
The needs were endless and varied. There were hiding places to find for children, papers to obtain, and messages to carry to distant provinces. On one occasion, she recorded, a group caring for hundreds of Jewish children asked her help in placing several children who needed psychiatric care, and she arranged for a doctor’s report so that they could be admitted to suitable institutions. It was work that called for a good memory, a wide acquaintance, and the organising skill she had learned running girls’ clubs.
The ten Booms were part of a much larger network. The most important national organisation helping people in hiding was the Landelijke Organisatie voor Hulp aan Onderduikers, the national organisation for help to people in hiding, usually called the LO. It supplied ration cards and papers, often obtained in raids on the distribution offices. The Beje was one node in a web of such groups. Corrie was one of hundreds of people doing similar work across the country, most of them never recognised.
Nollie’s Arrest
The danger was never far away. In 1943 Corrie’s sister Nollie, who lived with her husband and children in another part of Haarlem, was arrested for hiding a Jewish woman in her home. The Yad Vashem file confirms that Nollie was arrested, and that the police warned Corrie. Everyone at the Beje who was at risk moved to other addresses for a time.
The Hiding Place tells the story more fully, and makes it a moral drama. As Corrie tells it, Nollie had a principle of never telling a lie, even to the occupiers. When the police came and asked whether the woman in her house was Jewish, she said yes. The woman was taken. But she was later spirited away from the holding centre in Amsterdam by the underground, and Nollie herself was released after some weeks. In Corrie’s retelling, Nollie’s refusal to lie became a question that troubled the whole family. The next chapter will return to it. Here it is enough to say that this detailed version appears only in the 1971 book, not in the 1945 account, and that the independent record confirms only the arrest and the warning.
“Deliver Them That Are Carried Away unto Death”
The verse at the head of this chapter comes from the book of Proverbs: “Deliver them that are carried away unto death, And those that are ready to be slain see that thou hold back” (Proverbs 24:11, ASV). The next verse anticipates the excuse that most of us would make: “If thou sayest, Behold, we knew not this; Doth not he that weigheth the hearts consider it?” (Proverbs 24:12, ASV).
That is precisely the situation of occupied Europe in 1942 and 1943. People really were being carried away to death, and in the Netherlands they were carried away on regular trains from Westerbork. Many Dutch people could tell themselves that they did not know exactly where the trains went or what happened at the end of the line. But Proverbs does not accept that excuse. God, who weighs the heart, knows whether we did not know, or did not want to know.
The ten Booms knew enough. They did not know the full extent of the death camps, which few people in the West understood until later. But they knew that Jews were being hunted and taken away, and that they did not come back. They knew that Scripture told them to deliver those carried away to death. They acted on what they knew.
For Reflection
The ten Booms did not set out to join the resistance. They opened their door to one frightened person, and then another, and each act of help led to the next. By the time they realised how deeply they were involved, there was no going back.
That is often how God leads people into costly obedience. He rarely shows us the whole road at the beginning. He shows us the next person at the door. The question for most of us is not whether we would hide Jews from the Gestapo. It is whether we will open the door to the next person God sends, whoever they are, even when we cannot see where it will lead.
Ration Cards and Lies
“But the midwives feared God, and did not as the king of Egypt commanded them, but saved the men-children alive.”
— Exodus 1:17, ASV

The Problem of Food
Hiding a person is not only a matter of a secret room. A person in hiding has to eat, every day, for as long as the hiding lasts. In the occupied Netherlands, that was the hardest problem of all.
Food and many other goods were rationed. Every legal resident received a ration card, and with it coupons that had to be handed over, with money, to buy bread, butter, meat, sugar, and much else. A person in hiding had no legal existence, and so no ration card. A family hiding three or four people had to feed them out of their own rations, which were barely enough for themselves, or buy on the black market at ruinous prices. For a few days that was possible. For months or years, it was not.
The underground’s answer was to obtain ration cards illegally, in large numbers, and distribute them to the people and families who needed them. The national organisation for help to people in hiding, the LO, did much of this work. Many cards came from armed raids on the distribution offices where they were stored, carried out by resistance groups. Others were supplied quietly by sympathetic officials, or forged.
The ten Booms became one of the distribution points. Corrie’s 1945 account describes the steady traffic: “Twenty more ration cards? Right, you shall have them.” She kept a stock of cards hidden inside the top step of the staircase, which had been made into a secret cupboard. No one, she wrote, would ever suspect it was there. In The Hiding Place she tells how the family first obtained cards in quantity through a civil servant at the local food office, a friend she calls Fred Koornstra. As she tells it, he arranged for a hundred cards to be taken from his own office. The name may be a pseudonym, and the story rests on her account. But the Yad Vashem file confirms the essential point: Corrie went on supplying ration cards to Jews hidden in other homes, and she checked those homes in person.
Papers and Names
Food was one problem. Identity was another. Every adult in the occupied Netherlands had to carry an identity card, and Jews’ cards were stamped with a large J. A Jew in hiding who needed to move from one address to another needed false papers. Young men of military age needed permits, called Ausweise, to avoid being sent to Germany as forced labourers. The underground forged, stole, and adapted documents on a large scale, and the Beje was one of the places where such papers passed from hand to hand.
Even names became part of the deception. Corrie’s 1945 account mentions casually that a new guest was given a new name as soon as she arrived. The family called her Tante Mien. The Jewish cantor who became one of the permanent guests is known to history by the nickname the household gave him, Eusie. The name of the civil servant who supplied the cards, the name of the architect who built the hiding place, and many of the young workers who passed through the house are known to us only by aliases. That was deliberate. What you did not know, you could not reveal under interrogation.
The Question of Lying
All of this raised a question that troubled many Christians in the resistance, and troubled the ten Boom family itself. Was it right to lie?
The underground ran on deception. It needed false papers, false names, stolen cards, and hidden rooms, and when the police came to the door, the answers were false. The ninth commandment says, “Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor” (Exodus 20:16, ASV). Paul tells the Ephesians, “Wherefore, putting away falsehood, speak ye truth each one with his neighbor” (Ephesians 4:25, ASV). Christians have long argued about whether any lie can ever be justified, even to save a life.
We saw in the last chapter that Corrie’s sister Nollie, as Corrie tells it, would not lie. When the police asked whether the woman in her house was Jewish, Nollie said yes. In The Hiding Place, Corrie presents this as a question on which the family did not agree. Nollie held that God honours those who speak the truth. Corrie did not share her sister’s scruple. The work demanded deception, and she practised it. The Jewish woman whom Nollie refused to deny was, in the end, rescued. Corrie tells the story with evident respect for her sister, but she does not claim to have settled the question.
The Midwives and Rahab
Scripture does not settle it simply either, and it is worth looking at the passages that Christians in the resistance often turned to.
The verse at the head of this chapter comes from the beginning of Exodus. Pharaoh had ordered the Hebrew midwives to kill every boy born to the Israelite women. “But the midwives feared God, and did not as the king of Egypt commanded them, but saved the men-children alive” (Exodus 1:17, ASV). When Pharaoh demanded to know why, they told him that the Hebrew women gave birth too quickly, before the midwives could arrive. The text does not comment on whether that answer was true. But it says plainly what God thought of the midwives: “And God dealt well with the midwives … And it came to pass, because the midwives feared God, that he made them households” (Exodus 1:20-21, ASV).
Then there is Rahab of Jericho, who hid the two Israelite spies on her roof. When the king’s messengers came asking for them, she told them the men had already left the city, and sent the pursuers off in the wrong direction (Joshua 2:4-5). The New Testament twice holds her up as an example of faith. “By faith Rahab the harlot perished not with them that were disobedient, having received the spies with peace” (Hebrews 11:31, ASV). James asks, “was not also Rahab the harlot justified by works, in that she received the messengers, and sent them out another way?” (James 2:25, ASV).
Some Christians read these passages as teaching that deception is right when it is used to protect innocent life from murderers. Others read them more cautiously. They say that God rewarded the midwives’ and Rahab’s faith and courage in protecting life, without approving everything they said. Augustine of Hippo, whose works are in this library, held that a Christian must never lie, even to save a life, though he honoured the mercy behind such acts. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, also in this library, wrote an essay in a Nazi prison in 1943 asking what it really means to tell the truth when the one asking the question has no right to the answer. The ten Booms stood in the middle of that argument, and they did not all come down in the same place.
What Was Clear
Whatever one concludes about lying, some things were clear to the ten Booms, and they are clear in Scripture. The occupiers’ laws requiring the registration, marking, and deportation of Jews were unjust, and no one was obliged to help carry them out. “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29, ASV), said Peter and the apostles when they were ordered to stop preaching. The lives of the hunted were precious to God, and those who were able to protect them were responsible for doing so. And those who took these risks did not do so for gain. The ten Booms made no money from the work, and they lost almost everything because of it.
It is also worth noticing that, in Corrie’s telling, the disagreement did not break the family’s unity or its work. Paul’s counsel to the Romans about disputed matters applies here: “Let each man be fully assured in his own mind” (Romans 14:5, ASV). In a crisis, Christians of good faith may reach different conclusions about hard questions. What matters is that they act before God, in love, and with a clear conscience.
For Reflection
Most of us will never have to decide whether to lie to the secret police. But the question behind the ten Booms’ argument is not remote. How do we hold together the command to be truthful and the command to protect the vulnerable? And how do we disagree with fellow Christians about hard questions without breaking fellowship?
The midwives in Egypt did not write a treatise on ethics. They feared God more than Pharaoh, and they saved the children. That, at least, is clear. In an unjust world, fearing God more than the powers of the age will sometimes mean refusing to cooperate with evil, at real cost to ourselves. The ten Booms learned that lesson in a watch shop in Haarlem. They were still learning it when the Gestapo came.
The Angels’ Crib
“Thou art my hiding-place; thou wilt preserve me from trouble; Thou wilt compass me about with songs of deliverance.”
— Psalm 32:7, ASV

An Architect Called Smit
By the spring of 1943 it was clear that the Beje needed more than good intentions. People were living in the house for weeks and months, and at any moment the police might come to the door. A raid by the Sicherheitsdienst, the SS security service, often came without warning, and there would be only a minute or two to hide. The family needed a hiding place that could not be found.
The man who built it is known only by an alias. In The Hiding Place Corrie calls him Mr. Smit, a well-known architect who worked for the underground and came to the Beje to survey the house. The Dutch regional history of the house says he was found through a local resistance man named Herman Sluring, whom Corrie’s book calls “Pickwick.” The architect’s real name has never been established, and the museum does not give it. He belongs to the large company of people in the Dutch resistance whose work survives and whose names do not.
According to the museum and the Dutch sources, the hiding place was built in the spring or early summer of 1943. The architect chose Corrie’s own bedroom, at the very top of the house. It was the highest point, farthest from the street door, which gave precious seconds of warning. Along one wall of the room he built a second wall of brick, plastered and aged to look exactly like the original, with a narrow space between the two. The Dutch war-graves foundation, which maintains the memorial at the house, gives the space as about two and a half metres long and seventy centimetres deep. Against the new wall stood a linen cupboard. Under its bottom shelf was a small sliding panel. A person could crawl through the panel into the space behind, and the panel could be closed from inside and hidden with boxes and linen.
The family called it the Engelenbak, the “Angels’ Crib.” It was the highest seat in an old Dutch theatre, the gallery nearest the angels. It was not a place to live. It had no light and no room to sit comfortably for long. There was a grille for a little air, a mattress on the floor, a supply of water, and some dry biscuits. It was meant to hide people for hours, not days. In the event, six people would stand in it for two and a half days.
Drills with a Stopwatch
A hiding place is useless if people cannot reach it in time, so the household practised. A system of buzzers had been installed so that a warning could be given from the shop. Corrie would sound the alarm without notice, often at night, and time the guests with a stopwatch as they raced upstairs, hid every trace of themselves, and crawled one by one through the panel. Their best time, she recorded in 1945, was seventy seconds. Afterwards they went over whatever had given them away, and Corrie rewarded everyone with cream puffs, which made the drills almost something to look forward to.
It is a tender picture, and a terrible one. Grown men and women were rehearsing how to vanish into a wall in the middle of the night, because they were being hunted. The cream puffs were Corrie’s way of making the unbearable bearable.
The Guests
Over the months, Corrie wrote in 1945, more than eighty people passed through the Beje for shorter or longer stays. There were never fewer than seven and never more than twelve in the house at one time. A small group stayed permanently, and some of them can now be identified from the independent record.
“Eusie” was Meijer Mossel, a cantor from the Jewish community of Amsterdam, a man with a fine voice and, as Corrie remembered him, the high spirits of an overgrown boy. “Mary” was Margaretha Jacqueline van Itallie, born in Leiden in 1900, who had run a travel agency before the war. She taught Italian to the household in the evenings. “Thea,” named in Corrie’s later book, has been identified by Yad Vashem as a nurse named Hansje Frankfort-Israels. Hans Poley was the student who had arrived in May 1943 as the first permanent guest. He later wrote his own memoir of the house, drawing on his wartime diaries. Corrie’s nephew Peter van Woerden, Nollie’s son, a gifted young musician, was often there. So were young resistance workers such as Reynout Siertsema. Other names that appear in Corrie’s books, such as Martha, Henk, Leendert, and Meta, have not been identified independently, and may be pseudonyms or first names only.
“The Gayest Underground Address”
What stands out in Corrie’s earliest account is not the fear but the life. Her first chapter opens with music in the drawing room: a violin sonata played by a young man in hiding, and Eusie singing so passionately that Corrie had to warn him the whole street would hear. People said, she recorded, that the Beje was the gayest underground address in the Netherlands.
The household held its own evening classes. Mary taught Italian, Eusie Hebrew, and Hans astronomy, and old Casper, well into his eighties, came to learn with the rest. The family cat bore the grand biblical name Maher-shalal-hash-baz, from Isaiah 8:1. There were jokes, music, and even a pretended birthday party when a window cleaner’s ladder appeared unexpectedly at the window. Under the laughter, Corrie knew that sooner or later the house would be discovered, and she kept a small Bible about her person against that day.
“Thou Art My Hiding-Place”
The verse at the head of this chapter is from Psalm 32: “Thou art my hiding-place; thou wilt preserve me from trouble; Thou wilt compass me about with songs of deliverance” (Psalm 32:7, ASV). The psalm is David’s song of a forgiven sinner who has found in God a refuge from the storm. “Surely when the great waters overflow they shall not reach unto him” (Psalm 32:6, ASV).
The Angels’ Crib was a real hiding place, and a well-made one. It would do exactly what it was built to do. But the household knew that no wall of brick could finally protect them. They practised their drills and trusted God, and they did not confuse the two. The Beje was, in Corrie’s phrase, full of songs, violin sonatas and Jewish chants and hymns and birthday songs, even while its guests practised vanishing into a wall. “Thou wilt compass me about with songs of deliverance.” The songs came first. The deliverance, for most of them, would come later, and by a harder road than any of them imagined.
For Reflection
The Beje in 1943 held two things at once: careful, practical preparation for disaster, and a stubborn, joyful life in the meantime. The household drilled with a stopwatch, and it also held classes, concerts, and cream-puff suppers. It did not deny the danger, and it did not let the danger have the last word.
That is a good pattern for Christian life under pressure. We are to be wise and prepared, and to do the practical things that love requires. But we are also to live joyfully, because our final hiding place is not a wall we have built. It is God himself.
28 February 1944
“He that dwelleth in the secret place of the Most High Shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of Jehovah, He is my refuge and my fortress; My God, in whom I trust.”
— Psalm 91:1-2, ASV

Monday Morning
On Monday, 28 February 1944, Corrie ten Boom was in bed with influenza. Downstairs her brother Willem was leading a Bible study, and the house was busier than usual. When the alarm sounded, four Jewish guests and two young resistance workers carrying incriminating papers ran past her bed into the hiding place. Corrie pushed her own records in after them, hid the panel, and was back in bed when the raiders reached the top of the stairs.
The raid was carried out by the Sicherheitsdienst, the German security police, with officers of the Haarlem police. That much is confirmed by the Dutch war-graves foundation and the museum.
“Where Is Your Secret Room?”
Corrie was arrested at once. When she refused to reveal the hiding place, she was told the house would simply be watched until whoever was inside gave themselves up. Downstairs, everyone who had come to the Bible study, and everyone who arrived during the day, was detained as they walked in. The house had become a trap.
The officer in charge, whom Corrie later called Kapteyn, questioned her in the shop and struck her repeatedly across the face. When she cried out to Jesus to protect her, he threatened her life, and then stopped. Betsie was beaten too. Afterwards, Corrie recorded, Betsie said that she pitied the man who had done it. The house was searched and the family’s savings and some valuables were taken. But the searchers did not find the Angels’ Crib.
“Jesus Is Victor”
For hours the prisoners waited in the dining room in silence. The telephone kept ringing with warnings from friends, and Corrie had to answer under a guard’s eye. Before long the line went dead, and the warning began to spread.
On the fireplace hung a small wooden plaque with the words “Jesus is Victor.” Betsie drew Corrie’s attention to it, and their father said aloud that it was true. It looked, Corrie thought, as though the Gestapo had won, and they had not. She did not understand what was happening, and she knew that believing is not the same as understanding.
When one of the Germans, noticing a Bible, asked the old man what it said about the government, Casper answered with Peter’s words about fearing God and honouring the Queen. As he was led out, he thought of the old clock in the hall that needed winding.
A Night at the Police Station
The prisoners were taken to the police station in the Smedestraat. How many were arrested that day is uncertain. The Dutch war-graves foundation and a regional history give twenty-one. The museum, Yad Vashem, and the Holocaust encyclopedia say more than thirty. Corrie counted thirty-five at the police station. The difference probably comes from people who walked into the trap later in the day. It is safest to say that some two or three dozen people were taken.
At the station a large mattress was put on the floor for the family. Casper lay down on it with all his children and one grandson around him: Betsie, Corrie, Nollie, Willem, and Nollie’s son Peter. Betsie remarked that she had once seen this very scene in a dream, their father and all his children lying on a mattress, without understanding it. Before they slept, Casper gathered them round him. At his request Willem read the ninety-first Psalm, and then the old man prayed. It was the last time, Corrie wrote, that she would hear her father pray.
The psalm Willem read that night is the one at the head of this chapter. “He that dwelleth in the secret place of the Most High Shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of Jehovah, He is my refuge and my fortress; My God, in whom I trust” (Psalm 91:1-2, ASV). It goes on to promise that God will deliver his people from the snare of the fowler, and that they need not be afraid of the terror by night. It is a psalm of protection, and the family read it on the night that protection seemed to have failed. They were not naive. Casper was eighty-four and ill, and they all knew what prison might mean for him. But the psalm’s deepest promise is not that nothing bad will happen. It is that God himself is the refuge. “He shall call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble” (Psalm 91:15, ASV).
Corrie also recorded that one of the men arrested with them was in fact a planted informer, and that they were warned in time.
The next day the prisoners were loaded onto a bus for Scheveningen, the seaside suburb of The Hague where the Germans held political prisoners. Corrie remembered the people of Haarlem standing silently along the street as they left, many of them in tears. The town, she wrote, loved her father and called him its grand old man. The sun shone on the Grote Kerk. It was, she thought, a bright last greeting from Haarlem.
Two and a Half Days in the Wall
Behind the false wall in Corrie’s bedroom, six people stood in the dark. There were four Jews and two resistance workers. The Germans were sure they were in the house, and left guards inside to wait for them to come out. The six stood from Monday afternoon until Wednesday. The hiding place had no room to lie down properly, very little air, and almost nothing to eat or drink.
On Wednesday, 1 March, policemen sympathetic to the resistance came on duty at the house. The museum names two of them, Jan Overzet and Theo Ederveen. Word had reached them, through the underground, of the people trapped in the wall, and when it was safe they let them out. The two resistance workers left over the neighbouring roofs. The Jews waited until dark and then left by a side door. Corrie’s 1945 account adds a detail she must have heard later. Eusie was so glad to be outside that he raised his arms in the middle of the street and chanted a Jewish prayer.
In prison, as she later told it in The Hiding Place, Corrie received a smuggled message that all the watches in her cupboard were safe. She understood. The hiding place had held.
What Became of the Six
Many retellings of Corrie’s story stop there, as though all six people were saved. The truth is harder, and they deserve to have it told.
The Jewish memorial register of the Netherlands records that Mary van Itallie, the travel agent who had taught Italian at the Beje, was arrested again within days at the new address where she had been placed. She was sent to the transit camp at Westerbork and on 23 March 1944 put on a train to Auschwitz. She died there on 1 May 1944. The Yad Vashem file’s statement that the Jews from the hiding place remained hidden for the rest of the war is not correct.
Meijer Mossel, the cantor Eusie, went into hiding in Friesland in the north. He too was eventually betrayed and arrested, and reached Westerbork in January 1945. By then the trains to the east had stopped, and he survived. After the war he became a well-known cantor. The museum says that one of the Jews and one of the resistance workers did not survive. The Dutch war-graves foundation says that three of the six survived. The sources do not agree, and the full fate of every one of the six has not been established.
Who Betrayed Them?
The question of the informer belongs here too, and it also needs careful telling.
The Hiding Place tells how on the morning of the raid a man came to the shop and asked Corrie for money to bribe the police to release his wife, who had been arrested for hiding Jews. She gave him money. In the 1971 book he is the informer, and he is named as Jan Vogel. But this scene does not appear in Corrie’s 1945 account, which does not say how the house was betrayed. A Dutch local historian gives the name differently, as H. van Vogel. The museum says the informer was sentenced to death after the war and executed. But the list of people executed under Dutch postwar special justice contains no one of that name. Many death sentences were commuted, and without the court records, which are not public, his fate cannot be settled. What is documented is that Corrie wrote to him in June 1945 to tell him she forgave him. That letter belongs to a later chapter.
For Reflection
On 28 February 1944 the Beje’s hiding place did what it was built to do. The house did not protect those who built it. Casper, Betsie, Corrie, and their friends went to prison, and not everyone who stood in the wall that day survived the war.
That is a sober ending to the story of the hiding place, and it is the true one. Psalm 91 does not promise that believers will be spared all harm. The people who read it on the police-station mattress that night would soon learn how much harm could come. But it promises that God will be with his people in trouble. The rest of Corrie’s story is about how that promise held when every human hiding place had failed.
“Father Was Released”
“When my father and my mother forsake me, Then Jehovah will take me up.”
— Psalm 27:10, ASV

The Last Glimpse
From Haarlem the prisoners were driven to the German security offices in The Hague, and then to the prison at Scheveningen on the coast. The Dutch came to call it the Oranjehotel, the Orange Hotel, because so many loyal patriots were held there. Casper was so frail that the guards had to carry him. Corrie remembered an officer calling him the worst of them all, because he spoke of nothing but Jesus and the Queen. Inside the gate, father and daughter exchanged a blessing, and she looked back at him once. She never saw him again.
The Dutch war-graves foundation records that Casper ten Boom died in The Hague on 9 March 1944, nine days after his arrest. The accounts of where he died differ. The foundation’s records mention the Scheveningen prison and a clinic in the district of Loosduinen. Corrie was later told that his mind had become confused, and that he died in a hospital corridor. His fellow prisoners reported that he stayed brave to the end, saying that if he were freed he would go straight back to helping the Jews. He was buried in a pauper’s grave. After the war his remains were moved to the national cemetery of honour at Loenen.
His children, several of them in the same prison, were not told. Relatives who went to The Hague to ask after him eventually learned, after being passed from office to office, that he had already been buried.
A Martyr’s Death
When the news reached Betsie, she wrote home that she had always expected their father to die a martyr’s death rather than in his bed. Casper had once said that he would count it an honour to give his life for God’s ancient people. Corrie’s 1945 book notes simply that the honour had now been given him. A grandchild’s note to Betsie in prison put the family’s comfort in his own words: the best had come for him at last.
The psalm at the head of this chapter was written for moments like this. “When my father and my mother forsake me, Then Jehovah will take me up” (Psalm 27:10, ASV). Casper had not forsaken his daughters. He had been taken from them, and they had not been allowed to be with him when he died. The psalmist’s promise is that there is a Father who is never taken away. The same psalm begins, “Jehovah is my light and my salvation; Whom shall I fear?” (Psalm 27:1, ASV), and it contains a line that Corrie would come to know well: “For in the day of trouble he will keep me secretly in his pavilion: In the covert of his tabernacle will he hide me” (Psalm 27:5, ASV).
A Crowded Cell
Corrie spent her first days in a crowded cell with women of very different backgrounds, still sick with the influenza she had caught before the raid. In the second week she was taken under guard to a doctor, who diagnosed pleurisy. A nurse there quietly asked how she could help, and managed to slip Corrie some small booklets of the Gospels. Corrie never forgot the kindness.
Solitary
Soon afterwards she was moved into solitary confinement, and there she stayed for weeks. Her 1945 account of that time is honest about fear and loneliness. The cell was cold and grey, she was ill, and at first she longed for any human face. The guards were hard, and punished her for asking about her father and for singing. She went on singing anyway.
Small things kept her going. She befriended a line of ants on the floor and fed them crumbs. She embroidered her prison clothes with threads from a coloured towel sent from home. When she was finally let out alone into the prison garden, she felt at first overwhelmed by colour, and then by the menace of the place. A verse steadied her: “And Enoch walked with God” (Genesis 5:24, ASV). She was not walking alone either.
A Letter from Nollie
At last a letter arrived from Nollie, who had been released. It told her, gently, that their father had lived only ten days after his arrest. Corrie wept for the first time since the raid. The guard she called for offered little comfort, only the suggestion that it was her own fault for breaking the law. Corrie recalled the proverb: “The tender mercies of the wicked are cruel” (Proverbs 12:10, ASV).
Her letters home in the following weeks show her working through her grief. She wrote that her father’s death left a great emptiness, and that the love and care she had given him would find another outlet.
The Lieutenant
Some weeks into her imprisonment Corrie was interrogated. Hearings were the terror of the prison, and she had been rehearsed for one by the young people of the underground, who had even questioned her in the night for practice. She gave away no names.
The officer, whom The Hiding Place names as Lieutenant Rahms, surprised her by his courtesy. When he learned of her classes for disabled people, he asked whether such work was not a waste of time. Corrie recognised the question as the voice of the regime, and answered that God’s love reaches especially the weak and despised, and that in God’s eyes such a person might be worth more than either of them. The next day, she recorded, he told her he had not slept for thinking about what she had said, and confided the darkness of his own life, with a family in a bombed German city whose fate he did not know. Corrie told him that there was no darkness Jesus could not dispel.
The statement he drew up, as she remembered it, recorded that she meant to go on helping anyone who needed it, “regardless of their race or creed,” because she was following Christ’s command to love God and her neighbour. We have it only as she remembered it, written down within a year.
Betsie’s questioning lasted several days, and each session, by the officer’s leave, ended in prayer. Nearly everyone arrested with them was released after questioning. Corrie, Betsie, and one of the young men remained.
The Watches Are Safe
In The Hiding Place Corrie tells how she received a message in prison, hidden in a parcel, that all the watches in her cupboard were safe. She understood at once. The six people in the hiding place had not been found. The message brought her great joy. She could not know then what we know now: that not all of the six would survive the war.
For Reflection
The weeks in solitary confinement at Scheveningen were, in some ways, the loneliest of Corrie’s life. She had lost her home and her father, and she was separated from her sister. She was sick, cold, and alone. Yet her 1945 account also records a closeness to God she had never known before. Never before, she wrote, had fellowship with him been so near.
Many people who have gone through suffering say something similar. God does not always remove the loneliness. But he comes into it. “When my father and my mother forsake me, Then Jehovah will take me up.”
Vught
“When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned, neither shall the flame kindle upon thee.”
— Isaiah 43:2, ASV

Together Again
On 6 June 1944, the day Allied forces landed in Normandy, the Germans began emptying the prison at Scheveningen. Rumours of invasion had run through the cells all day. The prisoners were ordered to put on their own clothes and pack their belongings. After hours of waiting they were loaded into buses and vans, and taken to a small station outside The Hague. There, among the crowd of prisoners, Corrie saw Betsie for the first time in more than three months.
They pushed through the crowd until they were in the same railway carriage, and sat side by side, holding hands, hardly needing to speak. One of the other women teased them as “the love-birds.” They had lived together, Corrie wrote, for more than fifty years in almost perfect harmony, and now, after months apart, they were together again. Whatever came next, they would face it side by side.
The train arrived at four in the morning at Vught, near ‘s-Hertogenbosch in the south of the Netherlands. It was a concentration camp the Germans called Herzogenbusch, the only SS concentration camp built on Dutch soil. The prisoners were driven through the darkness by soldiers with levelled guns, under searchlights, through a wood.
Answered Prayer
Corrie’s account of the first day at Vught records a small deliverance she always counted as answered prayer. The women were being made to undress and shower in front of watching soldiers, and the two sisters held each other and prayed to be spared. Before their turn came, the procedure was halted, and when they were processed days later it was done privately. God answers prayers, Corrie wrote.
A Society for Not Grumbling
The women from Scheveningen were first kept apart from the main camp, in a single large barracks where they sat all day at long tables with nothing to do. Boredom set in, and with it complaining and backbiting. Betsie had an idea. She founded a society, as the Dutch always seem to do, with simple rules. Members promised to do their best not to grumble or complain, not to speak ill of anyone, and to speak encouragingly to others. They also resolved to obey the orders of the prisoners put in charge of them. A small group met daily to pray that the atmosphere would improve.
It is a very Betsie idea: small, practical, gentle, and rooted in prayer. It reflects Paul’s counsel to the Philippians: “Do all things without murmurings and questionings; that ye may become blameless and harmless, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, among whom ye are seen as lights in the world” (Philippians 2:14-15, ASV).
A Release That Was Not
One day the sisters were called out and given forms that other prisoners said meant release. They gave away their few possessions, said goodbye, and collected their watches and rings from the camp office, already imagining the journey home. Instead they were kept waiting for hours at the camp exit, among men who warned them that they were more likely bound for the punishment cells, and beside a Jewish woman who had just been singled out and made to stand facing the wall. Corrie prayed for God’s ancient people. Betsie, whose heart was beating irregularly, said that evidently the Lord still had work for them there, and began to sing.
In the end the threat passed. They were not put in the bunkers, and that evening they were marched instead into the main camp at Vught, where a young prisoner welcomed them to her table.
The Watchmaker at the Workbench
In the main camp most of the women worked for the Philips electronics company, which ran workshops at Vught using prison labour. Corrie was lined up with other older women to be inspected by the men in charge of the work crews. It felt, she wrote, like a slave market. She thought of Jesus’ words to Peter: “another shall gird thee, and carry thee whither thou wouldest not” (John 21:18, ASV). She had always been independent. Now she was being humbled, and she told herself that she was “in training.”
She was sent to a workshop where the foreman, a fellow prisoner who had been a headmaster, ran the room with courtesy and care. At first she measured small glass rods. When the foreman noticed her interest in the more intricate work and learned that she was a watchmaker, he moved her to testing relay switches for radios. It was precise work, she wrote, but not as interesting as repairing watches. She worked eleven hours a day. When officers approached, someone at the window would call out a code word, and books, letters, and handwork would vanish. Betsie worked in the sewing room.
It was in some ways, Corrie admitted, much more bearable than solitary confinement. There was fresh air and sunlight, the great skies of Brabant, and friendship with other prisoners, some of them remarkable people. But it was still a concentration camp. Men were beaten to death. Prisoners were called out of the ranks at roll-call and shot a few minutes later. Corrie heard the volleys from the bunkers at night, and learned to pray then for the bereaved and for those who might be next.
A Church on the Grass
On Sunday afternoons the prisoners had some free time. On the first Sunday a girl invited the sisters to a worship service on a patch of grass between two barracks, where a woman was reading from the Bible. Corrie was asked to lead the prayer of thanksgiving, and the next week to lead the whole service. She began a discussion group in the evenings, as she used to do in her girls’ clubs, to lift the women’s thinking beyond the barbed wire.
The questions she prepared have survived in her 1945 book, and they are worth noting. They asked what the prisoners’ responsibility would be after the camp: to people who returned to find their families gone, to those who had lost their homes, to those whose minds had been broken, and to young people who would struggle to return to normal life. And one question asked whether they had any responsibilities towards the defeated enemy. In the summer of 1944, in a Nazi concentration camp, Corrie ten Boom was already asking her fellow prisoners how they would treat the Germans after the war. The seed of her life’s later work was already there.
She admitted that as a discussion it was a failure. The women held very different views, and they did not understand one another. But it had lifted their thinking beyond the wire.
How Long?
Letters smuggled out of Vught show the sisters trying to calculate when they would be free. Other prisoners said that six months at Vught was the usual term. Corrie wondered whether their time would end on 1 September, or on 6 September if the weeks at Scheveningen were counted, or on 8 December. These letters matter for the later story of her release. They show that in 1944 the sisters expected their imprisonment to end at a definite date. They did not expect to be held indefinitely.
In the same letters Corrie was frank about herself. Some of the women around her were heroines, she wrote, who had lost everything and made a conscious sacrifice of it. She was not like that. She longed terribly for home and comfort. That she had held out at all was only by God’s grace.
A Hundred and Eighty Shots
By late August 1944 the Allied armies were approaching the Netherlands, and rumours of liberation swept the camp. The prisoners counted the kilometres. Then, in the first days of September, as the front drew near, the Germans began to empty Vught and to kill many of the male prisoners before they could be freed.
Corrie described one of those days. The women crowded at the fence separating them from the men’s camp and watched as men were called out of the ranks and marched out of the gate. The women waited. Then they heard the shots. Corrie counted one hundred and eighty. Every shot, she wrote, meant the death of a good Dutchman, and every woman there wondered whether her husband, fiancé, or son was among them.
Corrie laid her head on Betsie’s shoulder and asked God why he allowed it. Betsie’s face, she noticed, was serene, as though the horror could not reach her. Corrie led her away and poured out her grief to God. She felt that she was told she could not, and need not, carry the sorrows of the whole world herself. She should bring them to him and leave them there. Peace came.
Her 1945 book records the image she found for it that night, an image she would repeat for the rest of her life. Everything in life looks like the back of a piece of embroidery, she wrote, a meaningless tangle of threads. But that is the underside. One day we will see the right side, and be amazed and thankful. The image is often associated with her later preaching and with a poem she liked to quote. It first appears here, at Vught, on the night of the executions.
East
Within days Vught was being evacuated. The sisters knew now that this did not mean freedom. They saw cartloads of files going to the furnaces, and the sick being carried to the train. On about 4 September 1944 they were loaded into a goods wagon with some eighty other women, twice as many as it was meant to hold. There were no windows and almost no air. Some of the women pried holes in the walls with knives until fresh air came through. At one point the train was fired on, in what turned out to be a failed rescue attempt by the resistance. Then it crossed the border into Germany. Someone in another wagon began to sing the old song of farewell to the Netherlands.
The journey lasted three days and three nights. Corrie was ill and tormented by thirst. At last the train stopped at Fürstenberg, a small town north of Berlin, and the women stumbled out and were marched along the shore of a lake. Corrie collapsed on the grass. Looking out over the lake to a church spire and the woods beyond, she thought of the twenty-third psalm: green pastures, still waters, and the valley of the shadow of death. Then they walked on to the gates of Ravensbrück.
For Reflection
The verse at the head of this chapter does not promise that God’s people will avoid the waters and the fire. It promises that he will be with them as they pass through. “When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee … when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned” (Isaiah 43:2, ASV).
Vught was a place of both, of small mercies and great horrors. It had friendship at the workbench and executions beyond the wire, a church service on the grass and the sound of volleys in the night. Corrie did not pretend to understand it. What she learned there was the embroidery lesson. We see only the underside now, and one day we will see the pattern. In the meantime, we are not asked to carry the whole world’s grief, only to bring it to the One who can.
Barracks 28
“in everything give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus to you-ward.”
— 1 Thessalonians 5:18, ASV

Heads Up
Ravensbrück, about eighty kilometres north of Berlin, was the largest concentration camp for women in the Nazi system. Over the six years of its existence well over a hundred thousand women passed through its gates, from every country in Europe. Tens of thousands died there, of hunger, disease, exhaustion, beatings, medical experiments, and, in the final months, in a gas chamber. When Corrie and Betsie arrived in September 1944, the camp was already hugely overcrowded, and growing worse by the week as prisoners were brought in from camps further east.
The Dutch women came through the gate in ranks, still in their overalls from Vught, and some of them were singing. Corrie was astonished that they could. But the first women they passed were skeletons reaching out for bread, and a Dutch prisoner who had been there longer gave her a description of the camp so bleak that she refused at first to believe it. It turned out to be true.
Nights in the Open
For the first nights the new arrivals had no shelter at all, first in a crowded tent full of vermin and then on the open ground. The sisters cut Betsie’s hair short because of the lice. Lying together under one blanket, they comforted each other with the psalms, and Betsie reminded Corrie that God gives his beloved sleep (Psalm 127:2). Then it began to rain.
The Bible Under the Dress
After two nights in the open the newcomers were processed. Everything they had brought, clothes, blankets and food, was taken, and they came out wearing a thin dress and wooden shoes. The sisters prayed first for the strength to give it all up. Then Corrie found a way to keep what mattered most. She hid their woollen underwear and her small Bible in a corner during the showers, put them on again under her dress, and walked past the guards who were searching every prisoner. She was not searched. She believed all her life that God had hidden her, and she wrote that after that she could face even Ravensbrück without fear.
One does not have to share every detail of her interpretation to be moved by the result. Two middle-aged Dutch women entered one of the worst camps in Europe carrying a Bible, and it would be read aloud, day after day, to hundreds of women.
Barracks 28
In the quarantine barracks where they spent their first weeks, Corrie measured the bunks with her hand, as she had taught her club girls to do, and found them about seventy centimetres wide, with several women to each pair. Then the sisters were moved to Barracks 28. It was meant for a few hundred prisoners. Corrie later wrote that by the end it held some fourteen hundred. Windows were broken and stuffed with rags. The bunks, three tiers high, were missing slats, and when the women climbed in, some of the upper ones collapsed, showering straw and filth on those below. Two women, and sometimes more, slept in each narrow bunk. The air was foul, and the place was alive with lice. Barracks 28 was their home for the rest of Betsie’s life.
Here the sisters began the work that Corrie came to believe was the reason they had been sent to Ravensbrück. With their hidden Bible they held Bible readings every day, sometimes twice. Corrie preached, and Betsie prayed and comforted. Corrie wrote that on one Sunday she preached nine times, crawling along the top tier of bunks under the ceiling to groups of young women who had asked her to come. Dutch, Belgian, French, Polish, and Russian women listened, Protestants and Catholics together. When the sisters could not share a language with a Polish or Russian woman, they said only the name of Jesus, and her face would light up. There would be no separate Protestant and Catholic areas in heaven, Corrie reflected, so why should there be any in Ravensbrück?
The Fleas
The best-known story about Barracks 28 is not in Corrie’s 1945 account. It appears in The Hiding Place, published in 1971.
As it is told there, the barracks was infested with fleas, and Corrie complained bitterly. Betsie reminded her of Paul’s command, “in everything give thanks” (1 Thessalonians 5:18, ASV), and insisted that they thank God even for the fleas. Corrie thought this absurd, but joined in. Later they noticed that the guards never came into their part of the barracks, and so the Bible readings could go on undisturbed. They learned why. The guards would not enter because of the fleas.
The 1945 book has a related detail. It says the barracks was full of lice, and that women from other barracks were reluctant to visit because of them. It also says that as the camp became overcrowded, supervision in the barracks grew slack, and the Bible readings could continue without interruption. It does not mention thanking God for the fleas. It is possible that Corrie remembered the fleas and Betsie’s thanksgiving clearly and simply did not include them in 1945. It is also possible that the story took its sharp shape in the retelling. Either way, the lesson it carries was certainly Betsie’s. Her whole life in the camp, as the 1945 book describes it, was an exercise in giving thanks in everything.
Appealing Higher
One more small scene from the 1945 book shows Betsie’s way of seeing things. The women in the quarantine barracks were being driven out to roll-call again and again, all day long, until they were close to collapse. Someone said that one of them must get through to the camp commander and complain. The other women asked Betsie what she thought. No, she said. It would do no good. They must appeal higher, to the Weltführer, the leader of the world. He alone could help them. The women learned later that the commander was a brutal man, and that complaining to him would have been dangerous. They also learned that the endless roll-calls had been deliberately designed to break their spirits.
Roll-Call
Life in Ravensbrück was organised around roll-call. At half past four in the morning, often earlier, tens of thousands of women were driven out into the camp street and made to stand in ranks, in rain, snow, and freezing wind, while they were counted and counted again. It went on for hours. Anyone who moved or collapsed might be beaten. The sick and the dying had to be there too. On one terrible morning the women stood outside for three quarters of an hour after roll-call because the barracks door was locked. A guard beat a woman who tried to get in through a window. A disabled girl who soiled herself was savagely beaten, and an old woman collapsed. Betsie, leaning on Corrie, whispered that this was hell. Corrie whispered back God’s promise never to leave or forsake them (Hebrews 13:5). Then the rising sun caught the clouds from below and turned them red. Corrie thought that the light of the Saviour could shine on them even there, so that they would reflect it. She did not understand it, she wrote. Believing is not seeing.
Red Cards and Sick Transports
The sisters worked for a time in a Siemens factory outside the camp, hauling iron plates in the cold. Betsie was too weak for it. Corrie’s 1945 account tells how, when she was selected for a transport to a munitions factory, a woman doctor helped her stay by pretending that she needed new glasses. Soon afterwards both sisters were placed in a knitting detail, which allowed them to stay in the barracks. That gave Corrie time for the Bible readings.
They were also issued red cards, which marked them as unfit for heavy work. The next morning Corrie heard that when the camp became overcrowded, women with red cards were killed. She also saw, one foggy morning at roll-call, open trucks drawn up outside the hospital barracks. Nurses helped a hundred sick women onto them: the disabled, the incurable, and some who were simply troublesome. The trucks drove away into the mist. Everyone knew there was no return from those transports. The historical record confirms what she saw. In the last months of 1944 and early 1945, Ravensbrück was killing its sick and weak, first by such transports and by selections, and from January 1945 in a gas chamber.
For Reflection
The command at the head of this chapter is one of the hardest in Scripture: “in everything give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus to you-ward” (1 Thessalonians 5:18, ASV). Paul does not say “for everything,” as though evil itself were a gift. He says “in everything,” in every circumstance, however dark.
Betsie ten Boom gave thanks in Barracks 28. Whatever exactly she said about the fleas, she thanked God in a place designed to break human beings. She did not deny the evil around her, and she did not let it have the last word. Most of us will never be tested as she was. But we can practise, in our smaller trials, the discipline of looking for God’s hand in everything, and giving thanks.
The Bottle That Did Not Fail
“The jar of meal wasted not, neither did the cruse of oil fail, according to the word of Jehovah, which he spake by Elijah.”
— 1 Kings 17:16, ASV

A Small Brown Bottle
New arrivals at Ravensbrück had to give up their medicines, but Corrie was allowed to keep a small bottle of liquid vitamins, about half full, as a toilet article. In a camp where women were slowly starving, that was precious. She began giving a few drops each day to the women around her, and before long to many of them. By her account the bottle went on yielding drops for weeks, far longer than it should have, until the women took to calling it the widow’s cruse, after the jar of oil that did not fail in the days of Elijah. When a friend in the camp hospital secretly brought her a supply of vitamins to share, the bottle, she wrote, finally ran dry.
A Story Told in 1945
This is one of the most famous stories in Corrie’s life, and it is worth noting where it comes from. It is not a late addition to her testimony. It appears in full in her 1945 book, written within months of her release, under the heading “The Miracle of the Vitamins.” The essentials there are the same as in the later telling.
No one can now test the story. There is no independent witness, and readers will judge it according to what they believe about God’s dealings with his people. It is possible to imagine natural explanations. Perhaps each dose was smaller than Corrie realised, or the bottle held more than it seemed to. Corrie herself was not naive about such things. She simply told what happened, as she remembered it within a few months, and gave God the glory. Her readers have been free to do the same, or not.
What can be said is that she did not invent it later for effect. And whatever one concludes about the bottle, the more important miracle in the story is not in dispute. In Ravensbrück, where experienced prisoners warned newcomers that the way to survive was to look after oneself alone, a middle-aged Dutch woman spent her precious vitamins on thirty strangers every day.
The Widow’s Cruse
The story the women remembered is in the first book of Kings. During a famine, the prophet Elijah was sent to a widow in the town of Zarephath, outside Israel, who was gathering sticks to bake a last meal for herself and her son before they died. Elijah asked her to make him a small cake first, and promised that her flour and oil would not run out until the famine ended. She did as he asked. “The jar of meal wasted not, neither did the cruse of oil fail, according to the word of Jehovah, which he spake by Elijah” (1 Kings 17:16, ASV).
The point of the story is not only that God can multiply food. It is that the widow gave first, out of her poverty, and found that God was faithful. Jesus later pointed to her as an example of God’s care for outsiders (Luke 4:25-26). Corrie’s bottle belongs in that line. She gave the little she had, again and again, and found that there was enough.
The Ravensbrück That Destroys
Corrie was sharply aware of the camp’s moral danger. When the Dutch newcomers arrived, prisoners who had been there longer told them that the way to survive was to look after themselves alone. Corrie called that, borrowing a phrase from the Swedish novelist Selma Lagerlöf, “the Ravensbrück that destroys.”
She came to see selfishness as more insidious than cruelty. Cruelty was obvious; selfishness could pass for common sense. Hunger, she observed, can teach a person to pray, and it can also make her think only of herself. She did not exempt herself. She confessed that once, watching a small birthday feast for a dying girl, she caught herself praying that she would be offered some, and was ashamed.
The Ravensbrück That Revives
But Corrie also saw the opposite. There was selfishness in Ravensbrück, she wrote, but there was also love and self-sacrifice. That was the Ravensbrück that revived.
There was the friend from the hospital, whom Corrie never names in her book. She worked late into the night, fed the hungry and clothed the cold, washed patients no one else would touch, and kissed a dirty gypsy child whom everyone else avoided. There was an old woman who got up in the night to carry two heavy stools out to the roll-call ground, so that Betsie, too sick to stand, could sit. When Corrie asked whether they were not too heavy for her, she said that it was the only thing she could still do for others. There was a Dutch nurse who made charcoal from wood to treat the dysentery that was killing so many. And there was a midwife among the prisoners who brought babies into the world in that hell with the same care and joy she would have brought to any nursery.
“Therefore I Could Not Hate”
One more passage from the 1945 book foreshadows the rest of Corrie’s life. A Russian prisoner asked her why the Dutch women seemed so calm and controlled and yet so full of hatred. The question startled her, and she searched her own heart. She saw the cruelty of the regime as clearly as anyone, she wrote, and suffered from it daily. But behind it she saw her Saviour, with his arms open, and so hatred found no place in her. That was written in 1945. She would be tested on it, harder than she could imagine, in the years to come.
For Reflection
The story of the vitamin bottle is usually told as a story about a miracle, and perhaps it was one. But set in its context, it is also a story about a choice. In a place where survival seemed to depend on looking after oneself, Corrie chose to give away what she had. Whether God multiplied the drops or simply honoured the giving, the camp was a little less deadly because of it.
We live in a world that also tells us to look after ourselves first. The widow of Zarephath, the Dutch prisoner with her little bottle, and the old woman carrying stools through the dark all point another way. Give first, even out of poverty, and trust God for what comes after.
Betsie
“If I ascend up into heaven, thou art there: If I make my bed in Sheol, behold, thou art there.”
— Psalm 139:8, ASV

The Elder Sister
Elisabeth ten Boom, always called Betsie, was born on 19 August 1885, nearly seven years before Corrie. She was the eldest of the family. She was never strong. In Corrie’s later books she suffered all her life from anaemia, and she was often the one who stayed at home while others went out. She never married. For most of her adult life she kept house in the Beje, first for her parents and aunts and then for her father and younger sister. She kept the shop’s books, cooked, arranged flowers, welcomed guests, and made the crowded, shabby old house beautiful on very little money.
By every account she was gentle, orderly, and humorous, with a deep and quiet faith. Corrie, lively, impatient, and practical, admired her all her life, and sometimes felt rebuked by her. In the underground years Betsie ran the household of refugees, found beds for everyone, and fed them on ration cards. In prison and camp she became, in Corrie’s telling, the stronger of the two. That was not because she was physically stronger, since she was far weaker. It was because her faith seemed to rest on something that the camp could not reach.
“A Hedge About Her”
Corrie noticed again and again that horrors that overwhelmed her seemed not to touch Betsie. On the day of the executions at Vught, when Corrie laid her head on her sister’s shoulder in despair, Betsie’s face was serene, almost happy. When a frail Dutch woman was beaten to death in Barracks 28, Corrie turned to Betsie in horror and found her face peaceful, her eyes far away, apparently unaware of what had happened. Corrie thought of Satan’s complaint to God about Job: “Hast not thou made a hedge about him, and about his house, and about all that he hath, on every side?” (Job 1:10, ASV). There was a hedge around Betsie too.
It would be wrong to read this as indifference. Betsie was the one who organised the society against grumbling at Vught. She took the hand of a lonely Polish woman and said the name of Jesus to her, and she pitied the officer who beat her during the raid. Once she even went to invite a brutal barracks supervisor to the Bible reading. Her compassion was intense. But the camp’s evil did not seem to get inside her. Near the end, Corrie heard her say something that startled her: she was beginning to love the crowd. Corrie wondered whether her sister was ripening for heaven.
And there is one small line in Corrie’s 1945 book that turns the famous title of her later story around. Betsie depended on her, Corrie wrote, almost like a child, and did not like her to stay away too long. It was, Corrie wrote, as though she were Betsie’s hiding-place in that evil place. The sisters sheltered each other. Corrie gave Betsie practical care and protection. Betsie gave Corrie a faith that kept her from despair.
Plans
In the evenings in Barracks 28 the sisters made plans, and Corrie’s 1945 book records them. When they got home, they would open their house to women coming out of the camps with nowhere to go. If it proved too small, they would find a larger one. They would build a place in Haarlem for young people whose youth had been stolen by the war. And the two of them would go to America and tell what God had done for them.
In the 1971 book these plans became something more: three visions that Betsie saw before her death, of a house in Holland, a former camp in Germany, and a release before the new year. The earlier account gives them as the sisters’ shared hopes, dreamed together in the dark. Either way, a surprising amount of what they planned came true. But Betsie would not be there to see it.
Betsie’s Illness
In the late autumn of 1944 Betsie became seriously ill. Her hands and forehead were burning with fever, but she remained, Corrie wrote, as cheerful and courageous as ever. The sisters went together to the sick roll-call, where hundreds of sick women waited for hours in the cold to be seen, and many died of the waiting. A Dutch nurse brought Betsie to the front of the line, and with a temperature over forty degrees Celsius she was admitted to the hospital barracks. Betsie thanked God for how quickly she had been let in.
The next day Corrie climbed through a washroom window to visit her, and found her sharing a narrow cot with a French girl who kicked her until she fell out of bed. Betsie did not complain. There was such darkness in the heart of the poor French child, she said. It was no accident that she had been put beside her. A nurse caught Corrie and threatened to report her if she came again.
Walking back through the fog, Corrie felt rebellion rise in her. Why did God leave them there so long? Why must Betsie suffer? Why could she not even visit her? Then, she wrote, she heard three words, in French: rempli de tendresse, “filled with tenderness.” There was no one near her. She believed it was God speaking, not in rebuke of her rebellion but in love. She was ashamed and comforted at once.
“Remember Now, Both of Us”
Betsie grew weaker, until she could no longer stand at roll-call and then could not walk at all. The order was that even the dying must appear, and Corrie and a friend carried her out and held her up. Betsie would not hear of dying. She spoke of heaven easily and without fear, but she was sure the two of them would go home together and still do much for others.
In the end a barracks supervisor the sisters had once invited to their Bible reading arranged a stretcher to take Betsie to the hospital. As she was carried away, a Polish prisoner knelt beside her and prayed, a farewell, Corrie felt, from the women to whom Betsie had meant so much. That afternoon Corrie visited her once more. As she was sent away, Betsie called after her: “Remember now, both of us.”
16 December 1944
The next morning Corrie went to the hospital barracks and looked in at the window beside her sister’s bed. Nurses were carrying out a body, wasted almost beyond recognition. It was Betsie.
The date was 16 December 1944. Betsie was fifty-nine. Her death is recorded on the memorial plaque at the family home in Haarlem, and by the Dutch war-graves foundation.
Corrie’s first feeling was desolation. Then, to her own surprise, peace came, and something like joy. The words of Job came to her: “Jehovah gave, and Jehovah hath taken away; blessed be the name of Jehovah” (Job 1:21, ASV). When she went to see her sister’s body among the dead in the washroom, she found that the face looked peaceful and young again, and she took it as a glimpse of heaven in the middle of that place.
“No Pit So Deep”
The words most closely linked with Betsie ten Boom are from The Hiding Place. There Corrie recalls her sister saying, near the end, that they must tell people that there is no pit so deep that God’s love is not deeper still. It is a beautiful saying, and it has comforted countless people. It is always attributed to Betsie, as Corrie attributed it.
The 1945 book does not contain those exact words. It contains a related thought, and it is in Corrie’s own mouth. Speaking at a memorial for women who had died in the barracks, she told her fellow prisoners that for those who belong to the Saviour, death is not a pit into which they fall. It is a tunnel through which they pass into the glorious light of heaven. The two sayings belong together. Betsie may well have said the words the later book gives her, and Corrie may have remembered them clearly. Or the sisters’ shared faith may have found its sharpest expression over years of retelling. What is certain is that the faith behind both sayings was tested in Ravensbrück, and held.
The verse at the head of this chapter says the same thing in the psalmist’s words. “If I ascend up into heaven, thou art there: If I make my bed in Sheol, behold, thou art there” (Psalm 139:8, ASV). Sheol is the Old Testament’s name for the grave, the deepest pit there is. Even there, the psalmist says, God is present. There is no place so deep that he is not already there.
A New Sister
That day Corrie spoke at a memorial service in the barracks, on the great resurrection chapter, 1 Corinthians 15. The women had loved Betsie, and the grief was deep.
That night a Russian woman who had nowhere to sleep was being turned away from bunk after bunk. Corrie made room for her in the place beside her where Betsie had lain. They had no language in common, but when Corrie spoke the name of Jesus the woman embraced her. Corrie took it as a sign that God would give her others to love in place of the sister she had lost.
For Reflection
Betsie ten Boom did not survive Ravensbrück. She did not live to see the house in Holland or the home in Germany, or to travel to America. She died as a nameless number in a camp hospital, and her body was carried out in a sheet.
And yet she is remembered, by millions, as one of the great witnesses of the Second World War. That is not because of anything she accomplished. It is because of what she believed and how she believed it: gratefully, gently, and without fear, in the worst place on earth. Her sister carried her message out into the world for another forty years. It was the message of the psalm: even if we make our bed in Sheol, God is there.
Entlassen
“Our soul is escaped as a bird out of the snare of the fowlers: The snare is broken, and we are escaped.”
— Psalm 124:7, ASV

Punishment for a Dead Woman
The day after Betsie died, a Sunday, the whole of Barracks 28 was punished with a disciplinary roll-call. One of the fourteen hundred women had failed to appear. The prisoners stood in the cold from half past five in the morning until noon while they were counted and recounted. At last the missing woman was found. She was a Polish prisoner, lying dead in her bunk. The whole barracks had been punished for the absence of a dead woman.
Five women, Corrie among them, became ill after that roll-call, with swollen legs and a wasting that grew worse day by day. Within ten days, Corrie wrote, the other four were dead.
“Ten Boom, Cornelia”
Three days after Betsie’s death, Corrie’s name was called at morning roll-call. She went forward expecting some new danger, and found instead that she was being discharged. Other prisoners told her how lucky she was. But first a doctor found her legs swollen with oedema, and since released prisoners had to leave the camp apparently healthy, she was sent to the hospital barracks until the swelling went down.
A Week in the Hospital Barracks
That week, Corrie wrote, was among the worst of her imprisonment. She lay among the gravely sick and wounded while she waited for clearance, and some of her fellow released prisoners were cruel to those around them. At night the sickest could not reach the icy latrine, and some did not survive trying. Corrie took on the work of helping them, and talked to them about Jesus as she did.
In one bed lay a young girl with a learning disability, desperately ill, crying for her mother. Her name was Oelie. Night by night Corrie spoke to her of the Saviour, and on the last night the girl was able to tell her, simply and in her own words, that Jesus loved her, had borne her punishment, and was preparing a place for her. They gave thanks together. Corrie wrote that she understood then why she had been kept that week. Her classes for disabled people in Haarlem had come to this.
Eight Hours
One night that week Corrie walked down the hospital corridor and saw that the windows were thick with frost and the water in the bucket was frozen solid. It was the first night of the bitter winter cold. She no longer had to stand at roll-call. In the morning she lay in her bunk and heard the rhythmic stamping of thousands of feet outside, as the prisoners stood for an hour and a half in the icy wind.
Weeks before, as she and Betsie walked to night roll-call, she had felt God promise her that she would be free before the severe cold came. She had told the other women at the Bible reading that they would all be freed before the cold. She had been wrong, she wrote. The promise was for her alone. God, she wrote, had saved her eight hours before the onset of severe cold.
The Gate
At last she was cleared. She was given clothes, a bundle of her own and Betsie’s belongings, and a discharge certificate, reproduced in her 1945 book, bearing her prisoner number, 66730. The date of her release is given in Dutch sources as 28 December 1944.
At the gate she learned that more of the Dutch women had died, among them one who had at first mocked the Bible readings and had later, by Betsie’s account, come to faith. Corrie walked out comforted, believing that even Betsie’s death had not been without fruit. Walking to the station through the snow, past women still being driven to their work, she felt how much grief she was leaving behind.
Home Through Germany
The journey home through a collapsing Germany took several days, with a sick young Dutch woman named Claire Prins as her companion. They had almost no food and no ration coupons. Corrie met both cruelty and kindness on the way: a welfare office that shut the door on her, a Red Cross nurse who fed her secretly, a soldier who treated her with contempt, and one family who gave the two women a meal and, for a few minutes, a glimpse of the decent Germany she had known before the war. At the border, at Nieuweschans, strangers helped the two exhausted women onto a Dutch train, and Corrie felt that at last she could begin to enjoy her freedom.
Groningen
In Groningen she went to a deaconess hospital. One of the nurses turned out to have been a leader in her own girls’ clubs, and did not at first recognise the gaunt woman in front of her. They fed her, bathed her, and found her clean clothes, and she slept in a real bed. When she heard music again for the first time, she wept. Her life, she wrote, had been given back to her as a gift.
Why Was She Released?
For the rest of her life, Corrie told audiences that she had been released through a clerical error. In The Hiding Place she says that she learned this much later. She also says that about a week after her release, all the women of her age group in the camp were sent to the gas chamber. The museum in Haarlem records that she learned of the “error” on a return visit to Ravensbrück, around 1959.
It is worth saying carefully what can and cannot be known. No document has been found showing that her release was a mistake. Her 1945 book, written within months, never calls it one. That book shows, as we have seen, that in 1944 the sisters expected their prison term to end at a fixed date. At Vught they wrote home asking whether it would end in September or December. Corrie was released alongside several other women who were also being discharged, some of whom had waited two months for medical clearance. That pattern fits an ordinary, if much delayed, release at the end of a sentence, at least as well as it fits a mistake. As for the gas chamber, the historical record shows that Ravensbrück’s gas chamber began operating in late January 1945. That was about a month after Corrie’s release, not a week. Selections of the sick, the weak, and older women for killing did take place in the last months of 1944 and early 1945, by transports and other means. Corrie herself had seen one of the transports leave.
So the honest conclusion is this. Corrie was discharged, for reasons never fully explained. Years later she was told it had been a clerical mistake, and she believed it. Whatever the cause, the danger she escaped was real. A sick woman of fifty-two with swollen legs had every reason to fear the weeks that followed at Ravensbrück, and within weeks the camp began gassing the sick and the old. Her conviction that God had brought her out of the snare does not depend on whether the paperwork was a mistake.
The psalm at the head of this chapter is a song of thanksgiving for exactly that kind of escape. “If it had not been Jehovah who was on our side … Then they had swallowed us up alive” (Psalm 124:2-3, ASV). And then: “Our soul is escaped as a bird out of the snare of the fowlers: The snare is broken, and we are escaped” (Psalm 124:7, ASV). The bird does not know how the snare came to break. It only knows that it is free.
For Reflection
Corrie came home to Haarlem in January 1945, alone, and walked into the Beje, still occupied Holland, with her father and sister gone. Watches left for repair, rugs, and books had been stolen. But her piano was still there, and her father’s portrait and his chair. She stood by her father’s bed and thought of him and Betsie seeing the answers to all their questions, and she dared to be happy.
She had been given her life back. What she would do with it is the subject of the rest of this book.
A Letter to the Informer
“but I say unto you, Love your enemies, and pray for them that persecute you”
— Matthew 5:44, ASV

Liberation
Corrie came home to an occupied country in its hardest winter. The winter of 1944 and 1945 is remembered in the Netherlands as the Hunger Winter. In the western provinces, still under German control, food and fuel ran out, and some twenty thousand people died of hunger and cold. In Haarlem the people cut down the trees in the parks for firewood. Corrie’s 1945 book mentions a great wild cherry in the Kenaupark, known as the bride of Haarlem, whose blossoms she and Betsie and their father had gone to see every spring. It was chopped down for fuel that winter. When she went to look for it, it was gone.
On 5 May 1945 the German forces in the Netherlands surrendered. Corrie described the first service in the liberated Grote Kerk, with the minute of silence for the dead and the national anthem that she could not bring herself to sing. She named them in her heart: her father, Betsie, someone she calls Piet, and so many others. She described the crowds, the orange flags, and the singing in the streets outside her window.
Shaved Heads
She also described something else, and it tells us a great deal about her. In the first days of freedom, crowds in Haarlem, as all over the liberated Netherlands, seized women accused of relationships with German soldiers, shaved their heads in public, and mocked them.
Corrie watched from the edge of the crowd, and she did not join in. One of the girls reminded her of the young women she had known in the camp, and she felt pity, not triumph. She understood why people wanted revenge after five years of humiliation. But she was sure this was not the right way, and she went home. She thanked God that the day of reckoning so many had feared had not been bloodier, and wondered whether prayer had restrained it.
A woman just out of Ravensbrück, whose father and sister had died at German hands, stood in the town square and pitied the women whose heads were being shaved. That pity was already the beginning of her life’s second work.
The Cost Counted
The war had cost the ten Boom family dearly. Casper had died in prison in March 1944 and Betsie in Ravensbrück in December. Willem’s son Kik, arrested separately in the summer of 1944 for resistance work, had been taken through a series of camps to Bergen-Belsen. The Dutch war-graves foundation gives his death there in the spring of 1945. Willem himself had been released soon after the raid, but he had caught an illness in prison, usually described as spinal tuberculosis. He died on 13 December 1946. Nollie survived, and lived until 1953.
The Beje had been emptied and plundered. The watches left for repair had been stolen, along with rugs and books. By her later account, she tried to take up the watch shop again, but her heart was no longer in it. She found herself restless, and she knew why. She was supposed to be telling people what she and Betsie had learned.
A Book in June
By June 1945, just weeks after liberation, her first book was in print in Amsterdam. It was the short, vivid account of prison and camp that this biography has drawn on throughout. It closes with a postlude that looks forward to a home for people coming back from the camps, in the spirit of Betsie’s plans. It was the beginning of her public witness.
A Letter
On 19 June 1945, Corrie wrote a letter to the man who, as she understood it, had betrayed her family to the Gestapo. The letter was published thirty years later, in 1975, in a collection of her prison letters. As published, it tells him that she had heard he was most probably the one who had betrayed them. She wrote that her father had died because of it, and her sister in the camp. She said that she had suffered too, and that she forgave him everything. She told him that she was praying for him, and that she was sending him a New Testament, because Jesus had borne his sins and could make him new.
This book has already noted how uncertain the informer’s identity and fate are. The later books name him as Jan Vogel. A Dutch local historian gives the name as H. van Vogel. The museum says that he was sentenced to death, came to faith shortly before his execution, and was executed. But no one of that name appears on the list of people executed under Dutch postwar justice, and many death sentences were commuted. The court records that could settle the question are not public. So we do not know what became of the man, whether the letter reached him, or how he answered. The story of his conversion before execution may be true, or it may have drifted into his story from someone else’s. What we have is the letter, and the date on it.
The date matters. In June 1945 the Netherlands was only a few weeks free. The hunger, grief, and anger were raw everywhere. The special courts for collaborators had barely begun their work. Corrie did not wait until the pain had faded, or until justice had been done, or until the man had asked for forgiveness. She wrote barely six months after Betsie’s death, and about five months after her own return from Ravensbrück.
“Love Your Enemies”
The command at the head of this chapter is perhaps the hardest thing Jesus ever said. “But I say unto you, Love your enemies, and pray for them that persecute you” (Matthew 5:44, ASV). He gave a reason: “that ye may be sons of your Father who is in heaven: for he maketh his sun to rise on the evil and the good” (Matthew 5:45, ASV). We are to love our enemies because God loves his, and we were once among them. “While we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son” (Romans 5:10, ASV).
It is important to be clear about what Corrie’s letter did and did not do. It did not deny that the man had done wrong. It named what he had done, and what it had cost. Nor did it ask the Dutch courts to let him go. Forgiveness in Scripture is not the same as pretending no harm was done, or as abolishing justice. Paul, in the same passage where he tells the Romans never to avenge themselves, reminds them that vengeance belongs to God. The next chapter speaks of rulers who bear the sword (Romans 12:19; 13:4). What Corrie did was give up her own claim to repayment. She handed the debt to God, and wished the man well, which meant wishing that he would come to know Christ. “And be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving each other, even as God also in Christ forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32, ASV).
She would struggle with forgiveness for the rest of her life, and she said so openly. The 1945 letter was not the end of the struggle. It was a decision made at the beginning, before she could have felt much of the forgiveness she wrote about. Later she liked to say that forgiveness is an act of the will, and that the feelings follow. The letter to the informer is the earliest evidence we have that she believed this, and acted on it.
For Reflection
In the first weeks after liberation, Corrie ten Boom did two things that most of her neighbours did not. She pitied the women whose heads were being shaved in the square, and she wrote to the man who had betrayed her family to tell him she forgave him.
Neither act undid the past or brought back her father or sister. But both were signs of a heart that had been changed in Ravensbrück, a heart that could not hate, as she had written in the camp. Most of us are called to forgive smaller wrongs than hers. Her example suggests that we should not wait until we feel like it. We can decide, and write the letter, and trust God to bring the feelings after.
Homes for the Broken
“Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good.”
— Romans 12:21, ASV

A House in the Woods
Corrie’s 1945 book closes with a postlude that she clearly saw as an answer to prayer. She is shown a fine house in the woods near Haarlem that is to become a home for people coming back from the camps, and she remembers Betsie describing such a house in Ravensbrück, down to the beauty of its woodwork. She hoped it would be a place of real recovery, not merely of rest.
The house became a reality. According to the museum and the Dutch women’s biographical lexicon, Corrie opened a home for people recovering from the war in Bloemendaal, a wooded village just outside Haarlem, first in a villa called Schapenduinen and later in another house, Zonneduinen, bought by a foundation set up to support the work. In 1945 she already hoped that it might later serve others who needed healing too.
In The Hiding Place Corrie adds that among the people who came to the house were Dutch men and women who had collaborated with the Germans. After liberation, many of them were despised and rejected by their neighbours. She tells of former prisoners and former collaborators learning to live under the same roof. That detail comes only from the later book, but it fits entirely with what we saw in the town square in May 1945.
Plans Made in the Dark
It is striking how many of the plans the two sisters made in Barracks 28 came true. Corrie opened a home in the Netherlands for those coming out of the camps. She travelled to America and told the story of God’s faithfulness. The grand clubhouse in the centre of Haarlem seems not to have come about in the form they imagined, and Betsie was not there to see any of it.
There is a lesson here that Corrie often drew. Betsie’s faith had looked unrealistic in the camp. She had been sure they would both go home, and she was wrong about that. But she was right about far more than she was wrong about. The plans she made while dying in a lice-ridden bunk were not fantasies. They were, in their way, prophecies. God did not give her what she expected. He gave the work she had seen to her sister to carry out.
A Camp in Germany
In 1949 the work extended in a direction Corrie could hardly have planned in 1945. With the help of the Protestant church in Germany, she opened a home in Darmstadt, in the west of Germany. It was in a former camp, and it took in refugees and displaced people. Germany after the war was full of them: millions of Germans expelled from the east, bombed-out families, and people with nowhere to go. Some popular accounts say it was a former concentration camp. The sources are not clear about exactly what kind of camp it had been, and this book will not claim more than they do. The Darmstadt home ran until 1960.
In the later framing of The Hiding Place, this was the second of Betsie’s “visions.” Betsie had seen a camp in Germany, once used for cruelty, that would be painted bright colours and used for healing. Whatever words Betsie actually used in Ravensbrück, the fact is remarkable. Within five years of walking out of a German concentration camp, Corrie ten Boom was running a home for Germans.
Preaching to the Guards
Corrie’s 1953 book Amazing Love includes a story from these years that is less famous than the encounter in Munich, and in some ways more striking. After the war, the Allies held many former camp personnel in internment camps while they awaited trial or release. Among them were women who had served as guards at Ravensbrück. Corrie went to preach to them.
She tells of speaking in such a camp to a group of former women guards, the Aufseherinnen she had feared and despised. At first they received her coldly. She spoke to them, as she spoke to everyone, of the love of Christ that had reached her in the camp and could reach them too. She called the chapter “My Chocolate Sermon.” Readers who want the details should read it in her own words. What matters here is that she tells of it, and that she wrote about it in 1953, long before the more famous story of Munich reached print.
“Overcome Evil with Good”
The verse at the head of this chapter concludes Paul’s great passage about how Christians should treat those who harm them. “Render to no man evil for evil,” he writes. “Avenge not yourselves, beloved, but give place unto the wrath of God.” Then: “But if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him to drink.” And finally: “Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good” (Romans 12:17, 19, 20, 21, ASV).
Corrie’s postwar work is a practical commentary on those verses. A German camp had been a place of evil. She took a German camp and made it a place of healing. German guards had been the instruments of her suffering. She went to preach the gospel to German guards. Dutch collaborators had betrayed people like her family to the Gestapo, and according to her later account she took collaborators into her home. None of this denied that evil had been done. It simply refused to let evil have the last word, or to answer it in kind.
It should also be said that this was not easy for her, or quick. In her later books Corrie was frank about her struggles. She could preach forgiveness in public while nursing bitterness in private against people who had wronged her in small ways. She said that she had to learn forgiveness again and again. Overcoming evil with good was not a single victory but a long campaign.
For Reflection
It would have been entirely understandable if Corrie ten Boom had spent the rest of her life avoiding anything German. Instead, within five years of her release, she was running a home in Germany, preaching to former camp guards, and sheltering people her own neighbours despised.
Most of us have someone, or some group of people, whose wrongs against us or against those we love make us want to keep our distance for ever. Paul’s command does not require us to pretend the wrong did not happen. It invites us to do the harder, braver thing: to answer evil with good, and so refuse to let it define us.
The Hand in Munich
“and hope putteth not to shame; because the love of God hath been shed abroad in our hearts through the Holy Spirit which was given unto us.”
— Romans 5:5, ASV

The Most Famous Handshake
Of all the stories Corrie ten Boom told, none has been retold more often than this one. It is also, like several of the best-known scenes in her life, a story that rests entirely on her own later account, so it deserves to be told carefully and briefly. Readers who want it in her own words will find it in The Hiding Place and Tramp for the Lord.
As she told it, the year was 1947 and the place a church in Munich, where she had just spoken about God’s forgiveness. As the audience left, a man came forward whom she recognised as one of the guards at Ravensbrück. It was a man from the place where new prisoners had been processed and humiliated. He did not recognise her. He told her that he had since become a Christian and believed God had forgiven him, but he wanted to hear forgiveness from one of the women who had suffered there. He held out his hand.
Corrie found, to her dismay, that she could not take it. She, who had been preaching forgiveness all over Europe, felt nothing but the memory of Betsie and that room. So she prayed silently, telling Jesus that she could not forgive this man and asking him to supply what she lacked. Then, as an act of obedience rather than feeling, she put out her hand. As their hands met, she said, she felt a warmth of love flow through her that she knew was not her own, and she was able to tell him from her heart that she forgave him.
The lesson she drew from it was that forgiveness is not something we manufacture. God, who commands us to love our enemies, also gives the love we need to obey.
What We Can Know
It is important to say what kind of evidence this story is. It is Corrie’s own account, and there is no other. The man is never named. No one else who was present has ever come forward, and no record of the meeting exists apart from her telling of it. The story first appears in print about twenty-five years after the event: at the end of The Hiding Place in 1971, and in a magazine article the following year. It appears again in Tramp for the Lord in 1974. By then Corrie had told it many times from the platform, and the versions differ in small details, as spoken stories do.
Her 1953 book Amazing Love, written much closer to the time, does not tell this story. It tells the different story, described in the last chapter, of preaching to former women guards in an internment camp. That does not mean the Munich encounter did not happen. Corrie may simply not have written about it for many years, or may have found it too personal. But it does mean that the famous version, with its vivid details of the grey overcoat and the current of warmth, reaches us as a memory shaped by many retellings.
None of this makes the story less true in the sense that matters most. Corrie told it as her own experience, again and again, to people who knew her. And the central claim of the story fits everything else we know of her life. She could not forgive by her own strength. When she obeyed anyway, God supplied the love. That is exactly what she had written in Ravensbrück, when she said that her Saviour’s love filled her heart so that she could not hate. It is exactly what she had done in June 1945, when she wrote to the informer before she could have felt much forgiveness at all. The Munich story is the most dramatic version of a pattern that runs through her whole life.
“The Love of God Shed Abroad”
The museum that now occupies the Beje connects this story with the verse at the head of this chapter, and it is well chosen. “Hope putteth not to shame; because the love of God hath been shed abroad in our hearts through the Holy Spirit which was given unto us” (Romans 5:5, ASV).
Paul’s point is that the love of God is not only something we learn about. It is something poured into us. The Holy Spirit fills us with a love we could not produce. In the next few verses Paul explains what kind of love this is: “But God commendeth his own love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8, ASV). It is love for enemies. What Corrie felt in Munich was, in her understanding, exactly this love. It was God’s love for the guard, passing through her because she could not supply it herself.
Forgiveness as Obedience
Corrie drew practical lessons from the story, and she taught them wherever she went. Forgiveness, she said, is an act of the will, and the will can act whatever the heart happens to feel. We do not wait until we feel forgiving. We obey, and trust God to change our feelings.
This is a teaching with deep roots in Scripture. When Peter asked how often he must forgive a brother, as many as seven times, Jesus answered, “until seventy times seven” (Matthew 18:22, ASV). He then told the parable of a servant who had been forgiven a vast debt and then refused to forgive a fellow servant a small one. The parable ends with a warning: “So shall also my heavenly Father do unto you, if ye forgive not every one his brother from your hearts” (Matthew 18:35, ASV). Forgiveness is not optional for those who have been forgiven. But neither is it something we must manufacture alone. The same Lord who commands it gives it.
Corrie was also honest that forgiveness is not a single event. In later years she told stories against herself about Christian friends who had wronged her in small matters, whom she found much harder to forgive than the Ravensbrück guard. She said that she forgave them, and then found the bitterness coming back, and had to forgive again. That honesty is part of what made her testimony believable. She never claimed to have mastered forgiveness. She claimed only that God had given it to her when she could not give it herself.
For Reflection
The story of the handshake in Munich has helped countless people who were struggling to forgive. It helps precisely because Corrie did not pretend to be a saint. She stood there, a famous preacher of forgiveness, and found that she could not do it. What she did next is open to anyone. She told God the truth about her heart, asked for his love, and obeyed with her hand before her feelings followed.
Whom do we find it impossible to forgive? Corrie’s answer would be simple. Tell God you cannot, ask him for his forgiveness, and hold out your hand. The love of God, she would say, has been shed abroad in our hearts through the Holy Spirit. It is not ours to produce. It is ours to receive, and to pass on.
Sixty Countries
“preach the word; be urgent in season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with all longsuffering and teaching.”
— 2 Timothy 4:2, ASV

America, 1946
In 1946, a little more than a year after her release, Corrie ten Boom crossed the Atlantic for the first time. She spent about ten months in the United States and Canada, speaking wherever she was invited, in churches, colleges, prisons, and homes. She had almost no money and no organisation behind her. By her later account she arrived with very little money, and she went from one invitation to the next. It was the fulfilment of one of the plans the sisters had made in Barracks 28, that they would go to America and tell of the marvellous way God had kept them. Corrie went alone.
It was the beginning of more than thirty years of almost constant travel. The museum and the Dutch sources say that she spoke in more than sixty countries. She travelled on several continents, including behind the Iron Curtain in Communist Europe. The archives at Wheaton College in Illinois, which hold her papers, include five passports from the years 1948 to 1971, thick with stamps. She had no settled home for much of that time. She called herself, in the title of a later book, a tramp for the Lord.
“Jesus Is Victor”
Her message was simple, and she repeated it thousands of times. She told her story: the watch shop, the hiding place, the raid, her father’s death, Ravensbrück, and Betsie. But the story was never the point. The point was what she and Betsie had learned there: that God’s love is stronger than the deepest darkness, that Jesus is the conqueror, and that forgiveness is possible because God gives it.
“Jesus is Victor” was her motto all her life. It had hung on the fireplace in the Beje on the day of the raid, burned into a wooden plaque. The phrase echoes the cry associated with the nineteenth-century German pastor Johann Christoph Blumhardt, Jesus ist Sieger, which was widely used among Dutch and German Christians of the holiness tradition. Corrie wrote it in autograph books, repeated it at the end of talks, and returned to it in every crisis. The phrase runs all through her 1945 book in another form: Jesus is the Conqueror.
The Circles She Moved In
Corrie’s theology was shaped first by the Dutch Reformed Church in which she grew up, and by the warm evangelical piety of the Réveil that lay behind her family’s faith. After the war she moved in wider circles. Her early English books were published by the Christian Literature Crusade, the publishing arm of the Worldwide Evangelization Crusade. The foreword to her 1953 book Amazing Love was written by Norman Grubb, a leading teacher of the “victorious Christian life” associated with the Keswick movement. In later decades she worked closely with Youth for Christ, and she became a friend of Billy Graham, whose film company made the movie of her story. She was welcomed in Pentecostal and charismatic circles as well. She appeared, for example, with the healing evangelist Kathryn Kuhlman, and spoke at the Lausanne Congress on World Evangelization in 1974 about the power of the Holy Spirit.
She was, in other words, an evangelical of broad sympathies. She was at home with anyone who loved Jesus, and she was less interested in denominational lines than in whether people knew him. That was already true in Ravensbrück, where she had reflected that there would be no separate Protestant and Catholic areas in heaven.
The Hiding Place
In the late 1960s the American writers John and Elizabeth Sherrill met Corrie and heard her story. They spent many hours interviewing her. The result was The Hiding Place, published by Chosen Books in 1971. It became one of the best-selling Christian books of its generation and has been translated into dozens of languages. In 1975 World Wide Pictures, the film company of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, released a film version, directed by James F. Collier. It was shown in cinemas around the world and brought her story to many who would never have read the book.
This biography has compared The Hiding Place with Corrie’s earlier accounts, and noted that some of its most famous scenes do not appear in them. That comparison is not a criticism of the book. The Hiding Place is a work of great skill and real truthfulness, and it is the book through which most people have met Corrie ten Boom. It is also a book written a quarter of a century after the events, by professional writers shaping her memories for a wide audience. It stands in the same relation to her 1945 account that a mature testimony stands to a diary. Both are true. They are not the same kind of truth.
Honours
Honours came, late. In 1962 Queen Juliana made her a knight of the Order of Orange-Nassau. On 12 December 1967 Yad Vashem, Israel’s memorial to the victims of the Holocaust, recognised her as one of the Righteous Among the Nations, the title given to non-Jews who risked their lives to save Jews. A tree was planted in her honour on the Avenue of the Righteous in Jerusalem. The ceremony took place on 28 February 1968, twenty-four years to the day after the raid on the Beje. The family’s century of prayer for the peace of Jerusalem had come, in a sense, full circle.
She also went back to Ravensbrück. The dates given in the sources differ, around 1959 by the museum’s account, perhaps later by others. The camp was then in Communist East Germany. It was on that visit, according to the museum, that she learned what she came to believe was the clerical error behind her release.
Controversies
Corrie ten Boom was widely loved, but she was not above criticism, and it would be dishonest to pretend otherwise. Three matters deserve brief mention.
First, in the strict Reformed circles of her own country, some objected on principle to a woman preaching. Corrie did not defend herself at length. She simply went on speaking where she was invited. Even those who disagreed with her on this point generally spoke of her with respect.
Second, in the 1960s and 1970s she taught about spiritual warfare, demonic oppression, and deliverance, notably in a booklet called Defeated Enemies published in 1962. Her growing association with charismatic circles made some of her admirers uneasy. Christians who do not share that emphasis may find parts of her later teaching unconvincing. But she held it in the same spirit as everything else, as part of her conviction that Jesus is victor over every power.
Third, a letter warning against belief in a secret pre-tribulation rapture of the church has circulated widely under her name. It is said to date from 1974 and to draw on her experience of Christians unprepared for persecution. It is quoted in several books. But its origin has never been verified, and it should not be quoted as hers without the original document.
None of these controversies touches the core of her witness. She never claimed to be a theologian. She was a witness who told what she had seen, and pointed to the One who had kept her.
Better Known Abroad
There is one irony in Corrie’s fame. For much of her life she was far better known in the United States than in her own country. The phrase “unknown in her own land” recurs in Dutch writing about her. For years the museum in Haarlem drew most of its visitors from abroad. Only in recent decades, as the Netherlands has reckoned more fully with its wartime history, have Dutch visitors come in equal numbers.
For Reflection
Paul’s charge to Timothy, at the head of this chapter, was written near the end of his own life: “preach the word; be urgent in season, out of season” (2 Timothy 4:2, ASV). For more than thirty years Corrie ten Boom did just that, in season and out, in comfortable churches and behind the Iron Curtain, before crowds and before single listeners. She was not an eloquent speaker in the usual sense. Her English was accented, her stories were simple, and she repeated herself. But she had seen something, and she could not stop telling it.
Most of us will not travel to sixty countries. But all of us have seen something of God’s faithfulness, in small ways or large. The question her life puts to us is whether we are telling it.
The Five Silent Years
“and even to old age I am he, and even to hoar hairs will I carry you; I have made, and I will bear; yea, I will carry, and will deliver.”
— Isaiah 46:4, ASV

A Home at Last
For most of the three decades after the war Corrie ten Boom had no settled home. She lived out of suitcases, stayed with friends, and moved from one invitation to the next. She was accompanied on her travels by a series of younger women who acted as companions and secretaries. In her eighties the travelling finally became too much. In 1977, according to the museum, she settled permanently in the United States, in a house in Placentia, in Orange County, California.
She was eighty-five. She hoped to go on working from there, and for about a year she did.
Strokes
On 23 August 1978 Corrie suffered a stroke that took away most of her power of speech. More strokes followed. After a severe one in October 1980 she was confined to bed and could no longer walk. For the last five years of her life, the woman who had spoken to audiences in more than sixty countries could say almost nothing.
She was cared for through those years by two women in particular. Pamela Rosewell, an Englishwoman who had been Corrie’s travelling companion, stayed on to nurse her, together with Lotte Reimeringer. Pamela Rosewell, later Pamela Rosewell Moore, afterwards wrote a book about this period called The Five Silent Years of Corrie ten Boom. Anyone who wants to know about Corrie’s last years should read it. It tells of a woman who could no longer preach, but who still communicated with her eyes, her hands, and a few sounds. She still welcomed visitors, still prayed, and still, in some way her carers found hard to describe, ministered to those around her.
Her Mother’s Silence
It is hard not to notice the echo. Sixty years earlier, Corrie had watched her own mother decline through a series of strokes until she could say only a few words. Corrie remembered all her life how her mother’s love had gone on expressing itself through the little she could still do. Now Corrie herself lay in a room, nearly silent, depending on others for everything, and loving them through the little she could still do.
There is something fitting about it, though it cannot have felt fitting to her. The woman whose life had been defined by what she said, her testimony, her stories, and her preaching, spent her last years unable to say it. Her witness in those years was simply her presence, and the patience with which she accepted what she could not change. She had learned in solitary confinement at Scheveningen that God could be very near in silence and helplessness. She learned it again in Placentia.
“Even to Old Age”
The verse at the head of this chapter is one of the tenderest promises in the prophets. Isaiah contrasts the idols of Babylon, which have to be carried by their worshippers on the backs of weary animals, with the living God, who carries his people. “Hearken unto me, O house of Jacob … that have been borne by me from their birth, that have been carried from the womb; and even to old age I am he, and even to hoar hairs will I carry you” (Isaiah 46:3-4, ASV).
Corrie’s life had begun, by family tradition, with a premature birth so frail that no one expected her to live. It ended in the helplessness of old age. At both ends she was carried. In between, she had carried a great deal: refugees, ration cards, the burden of the underground, her dying sister, and the message she had been given in Ravensbrück. At the end, she was carried again. God, as Isaiah says, had made her, and he would bear her, carry her, and deliver her.
15 April 1983
Corrie ten Boom died at home in Placentia late in the evening of 15 April 1983. It was her ninety-first birthday. A memorial service was held a week later, and she was buried at Fairhaven Memorial Park in Santa Ana, California, far from the family graves in Haarlem and Loenen.
Some who loved her pointed out that in Jewish tradition, to die on one’s birthday is sometimes regarded as a mark of a righteous life completed. It is the kind of pious gloss that gathers around the deaths of beloved people. Corrie herself would probably have smiled at it, and then pointed away from herself. She had long ago told her fellow prisoners that for those who belong to the Saviour, death is not a pit into which they fall but a tunnel into the light. She had watched her father go through that tunnel, and her sister. Now it was her turn.
For Reflection
Many of us fear the kind of ending Corrie had: years of helplessness and silence, dependent on others for everything. Her life does not make that ending less hard. But it suggests that such years need not be empty. They can be a continuation of the same faith, in a different key: a witness of patience instead of preaching, of receiving instead of giving.
“Even to old age I am he, and even to hoar hairs will I carry you.” The God who carried Corrie through Ravensbrück carried her through her last five silent years too. He does not stop carrying his people when they can no longer work for him.
The Legacy of Corrie ten Boom
“And a man shall be as a hiding-place from the wind, and a covert from the tempest, as streams of water in a dry place, as the shade of a great rock in a weary land.”
— Isaiah 32:2, ASV

The House in the Barteljorisstraat
On 15 April 1988, what would have been Corrie’s ninety-sixth birthday, the Beje opened as a museum. It is run by a foundation, and in recent years the old watch shop at the front has been brought back into it. Visitors from all over the world climb the narrow stairs to the little bedroom at the top of the house and look through the low opening under the cupboard shelf into the hiding place. The house appears in the official canon of Dutch history, the list of places and events that every Dutch schoolchild is meant to know.
On the front of the house is a memorial plaque. It records members of the family who died because of the war. Betsie’s entry gives her dates and the one word Ravensbrück. Christiaan’s, the nephew called Kik, gives April 1945, with the place of death recorded as unknown. For many years the plaque and the museum were among the few public reminders in Haarlem of what had happened in that house.
In 2007 Yad Vashem recognised Casper and Betsie ten Boom as Righteous Among the Nations, forty years after it had honoured Corrie. The whole household, not only its most famous member, had risked everything for their Jewish neighbours.
What Corrie Would Have Wanted Remembered
It is not hard to guess what Corrie herself would have wanted her legacy to be, because she spent forty years saying it. She would not have wanted people to remember her courage, which she always played down. She would have wanted them to remember the faithfulness of God, who had been with her in the darkest place human beings have ever made. She would have wanted them to remember Betsie. And she would have wanted them to hear the message the two of them had learned there: that God’s love is deeper than any pit, that Jesus is victor, and that forgiveness is possible because God gives it.
This book has tried to honour that wish while also telling the truth about the sources. It has noted which stories come from her earliest account and which appear only in the later books. It has corrected popular claims that the records do not support. It has refused to make her a plaster saint. None of that diminishes her. The core of her story, the rescue, the raid, the prisons, the deaths, the release, and the forty years of witness, is confirmed at every point by independent records. The famous scenes that rest on her own later memory are consistent with everything else she wrote and did. And the real woman who emerges is more encouraging than any legend. She was often afraid, sometimes selfish by her own admission, and always dependent on God.
Ordinary People
Perhaps the most important thing about the ten Booms is how ordinary they were. They were not political activists or heroes of the resistance in the usual sense. They were an elderly watchmaker and his two unmarried daughters, pious and old-fashioned, who had spent their lives on small things. They wound clocks, ran girls’ clubs, taught disabled people, took in foster children, and prayed each week for Jerusalem. When the crisis came, they did what they had always done, but at the cost of everything.
That should encourage anyone who feels that their own life is too small to matter. The courage the ten Booms showed in 1943 and 1944 did not come from nowhere. It was built over decades of ordinary faithfulness. Most of us will never face what they faced. But all of us are building, day by day, the kind of people we will be if a test ever comes.
The Two Hiding Places
The title by which the world knows Corrie’s story has a double meaning, and it is worth ending with both.
The first hiding place was a space behind a false wall in a bedroom in Haarlem. It was built by an architect whose real name is still unknown, and it did exactly what it was meant to do. Six people stood in it for two and a half days while the house was searched and then guarded, and they were not found. It was a real work of courage and skill. But it could not save everyone. It could not save Mary van Itallie, re-arrested within days and murdered at Auschwitz, or the family who built it. Every human hiding place, in the end, is like that. It is precious and partial, and it cannot finally protect.
The second hiding place was the one Corrie found when the first one could no longer help her. She was alone in a cell at Scheveningen, standing in the freezing dark at roll-call in Ravensbrück, and watching her sister’s body carried out in a sheet. There she found that God himself was her hiding place. That did not mean she escaped suffering. She did not, and Betsie did not. It meant that in the middle of suffering there was a presence that could not be taken away. “Thou art my hiding-place and my shield: I hope in thy word” (Psalm 119:114, ASV).
The verse at the head of this chapter joins the two. Isaiah looks forward to a righteous king, and to the kind of people who live under his rule: “a man shall be as a hiding-place from the wind, and a covert from the tempest, as streams of water in a dry place, as the shade of a great rock in a weary land” (Isaiah 32:2, ASV). Christians have long heard in those words a picture of Christ himself, the true hiding place. But the prophet also describes what human beings become when they live under God’s rule. They become hiding places for others.
That is what the ten Booms were. For a few months in 1943 and 1944, a narrow house in Haarlem was a hiding place from the wind for people being hunted to death. And for forty years afterwards, a woman who had lost almost everything became a shelter for others. She was a hiding place for former prisoners, for displaced Germans, and for collaborators no one else would take in. She was a shelter for guards who asked her forgiveness, and for anyone anywhere who needed to hear that there is no darkness so deep that God is not deeper still. She could be that for others because she had found her own hiding place in God.
For Reflection
The Portraits of Courage series began with Watchman Nee, who endured twenty years in a Chinese prison. It continued with John Hyde, whose courage was spent on his knees in the Punjab. Corrie ten Boom’s courage was different again. It was the courage of an ordinary household that opened its door when opening it could cost everything, and the courage of a survivor who chose forgiveness over hatred.
We are not called to her life. But we are called to be, in our own places, what Isaiah described: a hiding place from the wind, a shelter from the storm, and streams of water in a dry place. And we can only be that for others if we have first found, as she did, that God himself is our hiding place.
Appendix A: Lessons from the Life of Corrie ten Boom
“Thou wilt keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on thee; because he trusteth in thee.”
— Isaiah 26:3, ASV

The lessons below gather the themes of this book so that readers can return to them. They are not a method. Corrie ten Boom would have been the first to say that her life was not a pattern to copy, but a witness to the faithfulness of God. Each lesson rests on Scripture, not on her example alone.
1. Faithfulness Is Built in Small Things
The courage of 1943 was built by a century of small faithfulness: a weekly prayer for Jerusalem, a trade kept honestly, and a crowded table with room for one more. “He that is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much” (Luke 16:10, ASV).
2. Pray for What God Loves
By family tradition, the ten Booms had prayed for the Jewish people for generations before anyone needed hiding. When the time came, they did not need to be persuaded that the Jews were their concern. “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: They shall prosper that love thee” (Psalm 122:6, ASV).
3. Disappointment Can Be Redirected
Corrie’s lost hope of marriage became, by her father’s counsel, love given another way to go, to many more people than one household could hold. “God setteth the solitary in families” (Psalm 68:6, ASV).
4. Serve the Least
Long before the war, Corrie gave her time to disabled people whom others overlooked. She defended their worth before a Gestapo officer. “Inasmuch as ye did it unto one of these my brethren, even these least, ye did it unto me” (Matthew 25:40, ASV).
5. You May Have Come for Such a Time as This
An old watchmaker and his daughters had no power, but they had a place, a house, and a network of trust. God did not need them, and yet he placed them there. “Who knoweth whether thou art not come to the kingdom for such a time as this?” (Esther 4:14, ASV).
6. Open the Next Door
The rescue work began with one frightened person at the door, and then another. God rarely shows the whole road at once. “Deliver them that are carried away unto death” (Proverbs 24:11, ASV).
7. Fear God More Than Pharaoh
The midwives in Egypt refused to kill the children, and God dealt well with them. Christians may disagree about hard questions of truth-telling under tyranny. But no one is obliged to help carry out injustice. “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29, ASV).
8. Prepare Wisely, Live Joyfully
The Beje drilled with a stopwatch and also held concerts, classes, and cream-puff suppers. Practical preparation and joyful trust belong together. “Thou art my hiding-place; thou wilt preserve me from trouble; Thou wilt compass me about with songs of deliverance” (Psalm 32:7, ASV).
9. God Is Present in Solitude
In solitary confinement Corrie found a closeness to God she had never known. “When my father and my mother forsake me, Then Jehovah will take me up” (Psalm 27:10, ASV).
10. Every Soul Matters
Before a Gestapo officer who called her work with disabled people a waste of time, Corrie insisted that God’s love reaches the weak and despised. Her statement recorded that she would help anyone in need, of any race or creed, in obedience to Christ.
11. We See the Underside of the Embroidery
On the night of the executions at Vught, Corrie learned that we see only the tangled back of God’s work. One day we will see the pattern. “For now we see in a mirror, darkly; but then face to face” (1 Corinthians 13:12, ASV).
12. Don’t Carry the Whole World’s Grief
At Vught Corrie learned that she was not asked to bear the sorrows of the whole world, only to bring them to God. “Casting all your anxiety upon him, because he careth for you” (1 Peter 5:7, ASV).
13. Give Thanks in Everything
Betsie gave thanks in Barracks 28. Whatever exactly she said about the fleas, her life was an exercise in thanksgiving. “In everything give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus to you-ward” (1 Thessalonians 5:18, ASV).
14. Give First, Even Out of Poverty
In a camp where survival seemed to require selfishness, Corrie gave her vitamins to thirty strangers a day. “The jar of meal wasted not, neither did the cruse of oil fail” (1 Kings 17:16, ASV).
15. Beware the Ravensbrück That Destroys
Corrie saw selfishness as a subtler danger than cruelty. Need can teach us to pray, and it can also make us selfish. “not looking each of you to his own things, but each of you also to the things of others” (Philippians 2:4, ASV).
16. God Is There Even in the Pit
Betsie died believing that no darkness is deeper than God’s love. “If I make my bed in Sheol, behold, thou art there” (Psalm 139:8, ASV).
17. Escape Is God’s Gift, However It Came
Whether Corrie’s release was a clerical error or an ordinary discharge, she knew she had been brought out of the snare. “Our soul is escaped as a bird out of the snare of the fowlers” (Psalm 124:7, ASV).
18. Forgive Before You Feel It
Corrie wrote to the informer within months of Betsie’s death. Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the feelings follow. “Love your enemies, and pray for them that persecute you” (Matthew 5:44, ASV).
19. Overcome Evil with Good
She opened a home in Germany, preached to former guards, and took in those her neighbours rejected. “Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good” (Romans 12:21, ASV).
20. The Love Is Given
In Munich she could not forgive, and asked God for his love, and it came. “The love of God hath been shed abroad in our hearts through the Holy Spirit which was given unto us” (Romans 5:5, ASV).
21. Tell What You Have Seen
For thirty years she told the same story in sixty countries, in season and out. “Preach the word; be urgent in season, out of season” (2 Timothy 4:2, ASV).
22. God Carries Us to the End
In her silent last years she was carried, as she had been at birth. “Even to old age I am he, and even to hoar hairs will I carry you” (Isaiah 46:4, ASV).
23. Become a Hiding Place for Others
Those who have found their hiding place in God can shelter others from the storm. “A man shall be as a hiding-place from the wind, and a covert from the tempest” (Isaiah 32:2, ASV).
Appendix B: Chapter-by-Chapter Study and Reflection Guide
“But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deluding your own selves.”
— James 1:22, ASV

This guide is for personal reflection, small groups, or a reading course of about twenty weeks. Its purpose is not to make Corrie ten Boom an object of admiration, but to let her life hold up a mirror in which readers can examine their own discipleship under Scripture. Groups may find it helpful to begin each session with the chapter’s opening verse and to end with prayer.
Chapter 1 - The Beje
Central idea
A century of small faithfulness in a Haarlem watch shop, including a weekly prayer for Jerusalem begun in 1844, prepared the family for a test they could not foresee.
Scriptures to revisit
Psalm 122; Matthew 5:10; Luke 16:10.
Reflection
1. What do we pray for every week? 2. Whom do we make room for? 3. What small faithfulness are we building now?
Chapter 2 - A Father Among the Watches
Central idea
Casper ten Boom’s settled love for “God’s ancient people,” drawn from Scripture, was lived in ordinary courtesies long before it became dangerous.
Scriptures to revisit
Genesis 12:1-3; Romans 9:4-5; Romans 11:1-2, 29; 1 Peter 2:17; Philippians 1:21.
Reflection
1. Which of our convictions would we be willing to wear on our sleeve? 2. How do we speak of and treat the Jewish people?
Chapter 3 - The Youngest Daughter
Central idea
Loss of a mother and of a hoped-for marriage shaped Corrie deeply; her father taught her to let blocked love find another way.
Scriptures to revisit
Psalm 68:6; Isaiah 54:1; 2 Corinthians 1:3-4.
Reflection
1. Is there a blocked love or disappointment in your life? 2. Have you killed it, or asked God to redirect it?
Chapter 4 - The First Woman Watchmaker
Central idea
Twenty years of patient, precise work formed habits the underground would need, and made a shop into the perfect cover.
Scriptures to revisit
Luke 16:10; Colossians 3:23; Proverbs 22:29.
Reflection
1. How do you regard ordinary work? 2. Is it a waiting room, or a workshop where God forms you?
Chapter 5 - Clubs, Children, and the Least of These
Central idea
Girls’ clubs, classes for disabled people, and foster children were quiet works that turned out to be preparation.
Scriptures to revisit
Matthew 25:31-46; James 1:27.
Reflection
1. Who are the least in your community? 2. What habits of love are you forming in quiet years?
Chapter 6 - May 1940
Central idea
The occupation crept in step by step, and at each step it was easier to comply than to resist.
Scriptures to revisit
Esther 4:12-16; Proverbs 31:8-9.
Reflection
1. Where is it easier for you to comply than to speak? 2. Where might you have been placed for such a time as this?
Chapter 7 - The First Knock
Central idea
The rescue work began one frightened person at a time, until the Beje became a hub of the underground.
Scriptures to revisit
Proverbs 24:11-12; Hebrews 13:1-3.
Reflection
1. Who is the next person God might send to your door? 2. What keeps you from opening it?
Chapter 8 - Ration Cards and Lies
Central idea
Hiding people required ration cards, false papers, and deception, and Christians, including the ten Booms, disagreed about lying.
Scriptures to revisit
Exodus 1:15-21; Joshua 2; Hebrews 11:31; James 2:25; Acts 5:29; Romans 14:5.
Reflection
1. How do you hold together truthfulness and the protection of the vulnerable? 2. How do you disagree with fellow Christians without breaking fellowship?
Chapter 9 - The Angels’ Crib
Central idea
The hiding place was built and drilled with a stopwatch, while the household lived with music, classes, and laughter.
Scriptures to revisit
Psalm 32:6-7; Psalm 27:5.
Reflection
1. Where do you need both practical preparation and joyful trust? 2. What is your final hiding place?
Chapter 10 - 28 February 1944
Central idea
The raid: the hiding place held, but the house did not protect those who built it, and not all six survived.
Scriptures to revisit
Psalm 91.
Reflection
1. How do you read Psalm 91 in the light of suffering? 2. What does God promise, and what does he not?
Chapter 11 - “Father Was Released”
Central idea
Casper’s death, and Corrie’s solitary confinement, where she found God near in loneliness.
Scriptures to revisit
Psalm 27; Genesis 5:24; Proverbs 12:10.
Reflection
1. Where have you found God near in loneliness? 2. How did Corrie speak to the man who interrogated her?
Chapter 12 - Vught
Central idea
Reunion with Betsie, the society against grumbling, the executions, and the embroidery lesson.
Scriptures to revisit
Isaiah 43:1-3; Philippians 2:14-15; John 21:18.
Reflection
1. What would it mean to see your present suffering as the underside of the embroidery? 2. What sorrows do you need to leave with God?
Chapter 13 - Barracks 28
Central idea
A hidden Bible, daily readings, the fleas story set beside the 1945 account, and thanksgiving in hell.
Scriptures to revisit
1 Thessalonians 5:16-18; Hebrews 13:5.
Reflection
1. What would it look like to give thanks in your present trial? 2. Do you look for God’s hand in everything?
Chapter 14 - The Bottle That Did Not Fail
Central idea
The vitamin bottle, told already in 1945, and the moral danger of selfishness in the camp.
Scriptures to revisit
1 Kings 17:8-16; Luke 4:25-26; Philippians 2:4.
Reflection
1. Where is the “Ravensbrück that destroys” at work in you? 2. What could you give out of your poverty?
Chapter 15 - Betsie
Central idea
Betsie’s serenity, her plans, her illness and death, and the saying “no pit so deep.”
Scriptures to revisit
Psalm 139:7-12; Job 1:10, 21; 1 Corinthians 15.
Reflection
1. Who has been a hiding place for you? 2. How does your faith face death?
Chapter 16 - Entlassen
Central idea
The punishment roll-call, a week in the hospital barracks, release, the journey home, and the “clerical error” weighed.
Scriptures to revisit
Psalm 124.
Reflection
1. How do you give thanks for deliverances whose causes you do not understand?
Chapter 17 - A Letter to the Informer
Central idea
Liberation, pity for women whose heads were being shaved, and a letter of forgiveness written in June 1945.
Scriptures to revisit
Matthew 5:43-48; Romans 5:10; Romans 12:17-21; Ephesians 4:32.
Reflection
1. Is there someone you need to forgive before you feel like it? 2. Could you write the letter?
Chapter 18 - Homes for the Broken
Central idea
Bloemendaal, Darmstadt, and preaching to former guards: answering evil with good.
Scriptures to revisit
Romans 12:14-21; Isaiah 61:4.
Reflection
1. Whom do you avoid because of wrongs done to you or yours? 2. What good could you do instead?
Chapter 19 - The Hand in Munich
Central idea
The famous handshake, told as her own later memory: forgiveness given by God when she could not give it.
Scriptures to revisit
Romans 5:5-10; Matthew 18:21-35.
Reflection
1. Whom do you find impossible to forgive? 2. Will you tell God so, and ask for his love?
Chapter 20 - Sixty Countries
Central idea
Thirty years of travel, “Jesus is Victor,” The Hiding Place, honours, and the controversies.
Scriptures to revisit
2 Timothy 4:1-8; Colossians 2:15.
Reflection
1. What have you seen of God’s faithfulness? 2. Whom are you telling?
Chapter 21 - The Five Silent Years
Central idea
Strokes, silence, and being carried, echoing her mother’s last years.
Scriptures to revisit
Isaiah 46:3-4; 2 Corinthians 4:16-18.
Reflection
1. How do you face the prospect of helplessness? 2. How can those years still be a witness?
Chapter 22 - The Legacy of Corrie ten Boom
Central idea
The museum, the Righteous Among the Nations, ordinary people, and the two hiding places.
Scriptures to revisit
Isaiah 32:1-2; Psalm 119:114; Hebrews 11.
Reflection
1. Where have you found your hiding place? 2. For whom could you be a shelter from the storm?
Appendix C: Chronology of the Life and Times of Corrie ten Boom
“So teach us to number our days, That we may get us a heart of wisdom.”
— Psalm 90:12, ASV

The dates below are meant as orientation. Dates confirmed by independent records are given plainly. Where the sources disagree, the disagreement is noted. Events that rest only on Corrie’s own later account are marked as such.
1837 - The Shop
Willem ten Boom, Corrie’s grandfather, opens a watch shop at Barteljorisstraat 19, Haarlem.
1844 - A Prayer for Jerusalem
By family tradition, Willem begins a weekly prayer for the Jewish people and the peace of Jerusalem.
1859 - Casper
Casper ten Boom, Corrie’s father, is born in Haarlem on 18 May.
1884 - Marriage
Casper marries Cornelia (Cor) Luitingh, a teacher. They live in Amsterdam, where Casper keeps his own watch shop.
1885-1890 - Brothers and Sisters
Betsie is born on 19 August 1885, Willem on 21 November 1886, and Nollie on 25 September 1890. A son, Hendrik Jan, born 1888, dies in infancy.
1892 - Corrie
Cornelia Arnolda Johanna ten Boom is born in Amsterdam on 15 April, a Good Friday. The family moves to Haarlem to take over the Beje after the death of Casper’s father.
1921 - Her Mother’s Death
Cor ten Boom dies on 17 October after a series of strokes. Around this time Corrie begins teaching the faith to people with intellectual disabilities.
1920s - Watchmaker
Corrie trains as a watchmaker, including an apprenticeship in Switzerland. The museum and the Dutch women’s lexicon date her qualification as the first woman watchmaker in the Netherlands to 1924. Other sources give 1921 or 1922. She founds the Triangle girls’ clubs.
1928 - Willem’s Doctorate
Willem earns a doctorate at Leipzig on the origins of modern racial antisemitism.
1937 - A Hundred Years
The shop celebrates its centenary.
1940 - Invasion
Germany invades the Netherlands on 10 May. The Dutch army surrenders on 15 May.
1941-1942 - The Beginnings
Corrie and Betsie begin helping Jews find hiding places. Corrie joins the organised resistance in early 1942. In May 1942 Jews are ordered to wear the yellow star, and Casper wishes to wear one in solidarity. Deportations begin in July.
1943 - The Hiding Place
People begin living in hiding in the Beje. The first permanent guest, Hans Poley, arrives in May. The hiding place is built in the spring or early summer. Nollie is arrested for hiding a Jewish woman, and later released.
1944 - The Raid
On 28 February the Beje is raided, and two to three dozen people are arrested. Six people in the hiding place are not found. They are freed on 1 March. Casper dies in The Hague on 9 March. Mary van Itallie, one of the six, is re-arrested within days, and dies at Auschwitz on 1 May.
1944 - Scheveningen and Vught
Corrie is held in solitary confinement at Scheveningen, and learns of her father’s death. On 6 June Corrie and Betsie are moved to the camp at Vught. In early September they are transported to Ravensbrück, arriving around 8 September. Kik ten Boom is arrested in August.
1944 - Ravensbrück
The sisters live in Barracks 28. Corrie’s prisoner number is 66730. Betsie dies on 16 December, aged fifty-nine. Corrie is released, according to Dutch sources, on 28 December.
1945 - Home and Liberation
Corrie returns to Haarlem in January, during the Hunger Winter. The Netherlands is liberated on 5 May. Kik dies at Bergen-Belsen in the spring. Corrie’s first book is published in June. On 19 June she writes to the man believed to have betrayed the family, forgiving him. She opens a home for people recovering from the war in Bloemendaal.
1946 - America
Corrie spends about ten months in the United States and Canada, beginning thirty years of travel. Willem dies on 13 December.
1947 - Munich
According to Corrie’s later account, she meets a former Ravensbrück guard in a church in Munich and forgives him.
1949-1960 - Darmstadt
Corrie opens a home in a former camp at Darmstadt, Germany, for refugees and displaced people.
1953 - Amazing Love
Corrie publishes Amazing Love, including her account of preaching to former women guards. Nollie dies on 22 October.
1962 - Knighted
Queen Juliana makes Corrie a knight of the Order of Orange-Nassau.
1967-1968 - Yad Vashem
Yad Vashem recognises Corrie as Righteous Among the Nations on 12 December 1967. A tree is planted in Jerusalem on 28 February 1968, the anniversary of the raid.
1971 - The Hiding Place
The Hiding Place, written with John and Elizabeth Sherrill, is published.
1974 - Tramp for the Lord
Tramp for the Lord is published.
1975 - The Film
World Wide Pictures releases the film of The Hiding Place. Corrie’s prison letters are published.
1977 - California
Corrie settles in Placentia, California.
1978-1980 - Strokes
A stroke on 23 August 1978 takes most of her speech. After a severe stroke in October 1980 she is bedridden.
1983 - Death
Corrie ten Boom dies at home in Placentia on 15 April, her ninety-first birthday. She is buried at Fairhaven Memorial Park, Santa Ana.
1988 - The Museum
The Beje opens as the Corrie ten Boom House museum on 15 April.
2007 - Casper and Betsie
Yad Vashem recognises Casper and Betsie ten Boom as Righteous Among the Nations on 22 July.
Appendix D: Notes on Sources and Method
“it seemed good to me also, having traced the course of all things accurately from the first, to write unto thee in order … that thou mightest know the certainty concerning the things wherein thou wast instructed.”
— Luke 1:3-4, ASV

This appendix explains where the story told in this book comes from, how the sources were weighed, and which popular claims have been corrected. It is written for readers who want to check the story for themselves, and for anyone who will retell it.
Corrie’s Own Books
Corrie ten Boom told her story in many books, all of which remain in copyright. This biography has not reproduced them. It tells her life in its own words and quotes her only in brief phrases. Readers who want to hear her voice should read her books directly.
Her earliest account is Gevangene en toch … Herinneringen uit Scheveningen, Vught en Ravensbrück, published in Amsterdam in June 1945, a month after liberation. An English translation, A Prisoner and Yet, was published in London by the Christian Literature Crusade in 1947, with a foreword by Norman Grubb. It was written within months of her release, and it is the closest record we have to the events in her own words. It includes a facsimile of her discharge certificate from Ravensbrück.
Her later books include Amazing Love (1953), The Hiding Place (1971, written with John and Elizabeth Sherrill), Tramp for the Lord (1974), Corrie ten Boom’s Prison Letters (1975), and In My Father’s House (1976). The Hiding Place is the fullest and best-known account, and the basis of the 1975 film.
The Comparison Between 1945 and 1971
A central method of this book has been to compare the 1945 account with The Hiding Place, written twenty-six years later.
Already in 1945: the underground household, with Eusie singing too loudly and the evening classes; the hiding place and the drills with a stopwatch and cream puffs; the raid on 28 February 1944, the slaps, and the plaque reading “Jesus is Victor”; Casper’s words about giving his life for “God’s ancient people” and his motto “the best is yet to come”; Psalm 91 read on the police-station mattress; solitary confinement, the ants, and the kindly interrogating officer; the Vught embroidery image; the angels at the Ravensbrück processing building; the vitamin bottle; the sisters’ plans for a home; Betsie’s death; the week in the hospital barracks and the girl Oelie; the journey home; and the house in the woods.
First appearing later: the fleas that kept the guards out of the barracks; the man who came to the shop on the morning of the raid asking for money; the description of the release as a clerical error, and the claim that all women her age were gassed a week later; the message that the “watches” in her cupboard were safe; Betsie’s saying that there is no pit so deep that God’s love is not deeper still, where the 1945 book has a related saying in Corrie’s own mouth; the framing of the sisters’ plans as Betsie’s visions; and the encounter with the former guard in Munich. That encounter is not in Amazing Love (1953) either, which tells instead of preaching to former women guards in an internment camp.
These later details may be true memories that Corrie did not include in 1945, or they may have taken shape over years of retelling. This book has usually told them, while saying where they first appear.
Independent Records
The following sources, independent of Corrie’s books, have been used:
The Oorlogsgravenstichting (Dutch war-graves foundation): person records for Casper ten Boom and Christiaan (Kik) ten Boom, and its page for the memorial at the Corrie ten Boom House, including the text of the memorial plaque.
The Joods Monument (Jewish memorial register of the Netherlands): the record of Margaretha Jacqueline (Mary) van Itallie, re-arrested in 1944 and murdered at Auschwitz-Birkenau on 1 May 1944.
Yad Vashem: the rescuer file on the ten Boom family, and the dates of recognition, 1967 for Corrie and 2007 for Casper and Betsie.
The Nationaal Monument Oranjehotel: the record of Corrie’s imprisonment at Scheveningen.
The Digitaal Vrouwenlexicon van Nederland (Huygens Institute): a scholarly short biography.
The Corrie ten Boom House museum in Haarlem: its chronology, drawn from family papers.
The Holocaust Encyclopedia of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, and regional Dutch histories of the house.
Hans Poley, Return to the Hiding Place (1993), the memoir of one of the young men hidden in the house, based on his wartime diaries.
Corrections to the Popular Story
Birthplace. Corrie was born in Amsterdam, not Haarlem.
Watchmaker’s qualification. The year is given variously as 1921, 1922, and 1924. This book follows the museum and the Dutch lexicon in giving 1924, and no certificate is known.
Numbers arrested. The sources give twenty-one, more than thirty, and thirty-five. This book says two to three dozen.
The six in the hiding place. Not all survived the war. Mary van Itallie was re-arrested within days and murdered at Auschwitz. Meijer Mossel (Eusie) survived. The Yad Vashem file’s statement that the Jews remained hidden for the rest of the war is not correct.
The informer. His name is given as Jan Vogel in the later books and as H. van Vogel by a Dutch local historian. The claim that he was executed is not supported by the list of Dutch postwar executions. His fate is unknown without the court records.
The “800 saved.” This is the museum’s estimate for the whole network of which the family was part, not a count of people hidden in the Beje.
The release. No document confirms a clerical error. The 1945 account suggests the sisters expected a fixed term. The Ravensbrück gas chamber began operating in late January 1945, about a month after Corrie’s release, not a week after.
Darmstadt. Popular accounts call the Darmstadt home a former concentration camp. The sources do not make clear what kind of camp it was.
The anti-rapture letter. A letter widely attributed to Corrie, said to date from 1974, has not been verified and should not be quoted as hers.
Questions Still Open
Several questions could be settled by further research. Dutch newspapers of 1945 to 1950, searchable on the national newspaper archive, and the postwar court records held at the Nationaal Archief might settle the informer’s identity and fate. The fate of all six people in the hiding place is still to be established. Other open questions include the exact nature of the Darmstadt camp, the date of Corrie’s return visit to Ravensbrück, and the real name of the architect “Mr. Smit.”
Scripture
All Scripture quotations are from the American Standard Version of 1901, in the public domain, checked against its published text.
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