
1/4

Speech by Ernst Hirsch Ballin,
chairman of the Supervisory Board

Your Majesty,
Madam Mayor,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

A visit to the Anne Frank House can never be a reassuring experience. I felt 
that too when Otto Frank showed my father and myself around this house –  
I was about nine years old – shortly before it was opened as a museum, but 
I could not yet articulate that feeling. What has always remained with me is 
an image of that first visit: the hinged bookcase that concealed the entrance 
to the rear section of Otto Frank’s business premises – the ‘secret annex’ 
– the same image that you will soon see before you in the catalogue of the 
renewed museum. What ingenuity to place a bookcase filled with files there, 
and what fear behind that door among eight people who desperately hoped 
they would not be discovered, not be betrayed.

In her diary entry of 11 April 1944 Anne wrote of the fear that gripped her 
after a burglary in the front part of the house, which prompted the police 
to arrive. A few sentences from the diary: “Footsteps on the stairs, then a 
rattling at the bookcase. This moment is indescribable. ‘Now we’re done 
for’, I said, and I had visions of all fifteen of us being dragged away by the 
Gestapo that very night.” […] “I was preparing myself for the return of the 
police. We’d tell them we were in hiding; if they were good people we’d 
be safe, and if they were Nazi sympathisers, we could try to bribe them!” 
Anne’s father was worried that her diary would be found, and for that reason 
one of the others wanted to burn it. “This and the police rattling on the 
bookcase were the moments when I was most afraid”, she wrote. “Oh, not 
my diary; if my diary goes, I go too!”

In 1970 Otto Frank wrote in a book that he gave to me “that it is not enough 
to think of Anne with admiration and sympathy, but that her diary must also 
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be a rallying cry to contribute to the realisation of the ideals and ideas that are 
expressed in it.” That is precisely what the museum aims to invite its countless 
visitors – from all over the world, from many countries, religions and cultures – 
to do. The history that is displayed in the renewed spaces in front of and next to 
the secret annex does not begin with the moment in the summer of 1942 when 
the Frank family were forced into hiding here, but in 1933. Photographs and 
documents show how fragile liberty and justice can be if hatred, intimidation 
and terrifying violence gain the upper hand. In 1933, within just a few months, 
the Nazis’ seizure of power had endangered the futures of the Frank family and 
all other Jewish and dissident Germans. In 1940, again within just a few months, 
the occupied Netherlands had likewise become an unsafe place for refugees 
and Jewish citizens. The moveable bookcase was not a wall or a fortification, 
but it was the last defence that was left to the family; after they had fled to the 
Netherlands in 1933, after their fruitless attempts to flee overseas, after Anne’s 
elder sister Margot was called up to report to the occupying forces. The silence 
in the cramped secret annex, the blackouts on the windows, the concealment 
of the stairway; these were all that was left to them. But young as she was, in 
her turbulent soul Anne was able to make connections with the world of which 
she dreamed. “Peter”, she wrote on the 16th of March 1944, aged just fourteen, 
“has his own room, where he can work, dream think and sleep. I’m constantly 
being chased from one corner to another. I’m never alone in the room I share 
with Mister Dussel, though I long to be so much. That’s another reason I take 
refuge in the attic. When I’m there, or with you [her diary], I can be myself, at 
least for a little while. Still, I don’t want to whinge. On the contrary, I want to be 
brave!” And on D-day, the 6th of June 1944, less than two months before the 
secret annex was ransacked, she wrote: “where there’s hope, there’s life. It fills 
us with fresh courage and makes us strong again”.

It is only in a mirror that a visitor can catch a glimpse of the inaccessible 
attic that was Anne’s ultimate place of refuge, and of the view from the 
window. Unease about the fragility of justice and liberty, about the violence 
that – abruptly or stealthily – can take a society in its grip, can only be 
answered with courageous idealism. To attain this we must manage to find 
our own attic room in our minds.

Otto Frank wanted to transform the house into a place of dialogue for 
young people from all corners of the world. The form that this task has 
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taken has changed over the years, but the mission remains the same. 
The renewal of the museum surrounding the secret annex offers the best 
possible facilities for this. The Supervisory Board is grateful for the hard 
work and commitment of the executive board, employees, architects and 
contractors in this challenging renewal project, which was begun during 
the chairmanship of Wim Kok, who we also remember here with gratitude 
and respect. As a member of our board and together with the other board 
members of our two auxiliary foundations, Niek Ketting has made a crucial, 
always thoughtful contribution.

Anne wanted to have the diary with her if the time should come when she 
could leave the secret annex in freedom. Her dedication to her diary had 
become her primary task in life, despite the fearful uncertainty of whether she 
would be able to complete it. The visitor of today, after the tour of the secret 
annex, enters the room where the real diary can be seen. It strikes everyone 
how silent the visitors are there; it is as if they do not want to drown out the 
words of the diary. And that is how it should be. We do not overburden the 
visitors with admonitions. We merely leave it to the fact that Anne kept ideals 
of shared humanity alive in the perilous, oppressive living conditions of the 
secret annex. It was her conviction that human relations must not be defined 
by the ways in which others segregate them into groups, but only by their 
own dispositions, their shared humanity. A few weeks before her deportation, 
on the 15th of July 1944, Anne wrote: “I see the world being slowly 
transformed into a wilderness, I hear the approaching thunder that, one day, 
will destroy us too, I feel the suffering of millions. And yet, when I look up at 
the sky, I somehow feel that everything will change for the better, that this 
cruelty too will end, that peace and tranquillity will return once more.”

I would now like to take our thoughts back to the bookcase, the doorway 
that separated life and death; that one piece of furniture that the visitors 
pass by before they enter the rooms that were emptied by the occupying 
forces and by profiteers. Otto wanted them to remain empty. And that is 
how it is now: empty of the people who took refuge there, empty of their 
possessions, but now filled with visitors and their thoughts and feelings. 
When you pass by the bookcase with its files you enter a space that for two 
years was detached from the violence and persecution; a dark space in 
which there was suffering, even though the inconceivable worst was yet to 



4/4

come, where people studied, quarrelled and loved, survived and kept hope 
alive. Behind that door was a hiding place, not only for people who wanted 
to survive, but also for ideals that give life its force.

What I realise more and more is what it means to enter through that door 
into a space that one would only wish to leave if there was liberty outside, 
and respect for every human being. During fearful times, on the 11th of April 
1944, Anne wrote: “We Jews […] must be brave and strong, bear discomfort 
without complaint, do whatever is in our power and trust in God. One day 
this terrible war will be over. The time will come when we’ll be people again 
and not just Jews!”

That was not to be granted to Anne, nor to her family or the other people 
in hiding, and neither to millions of other Jewish children, women and men. 
A visit to the secret annex can never be reassuring, but it can give us the 
courage to fulfil our own purposes in life. The rooms the visitor enters on 
leaving the secret annex invite them to reflect on these. The secret annex 
holds a mirror up to us, a mirror of the freedom that lives in people’s hearts, 
of thoughts and longings that will not allow themselves to be shut away. In a 
mirror the visitor to the secret annex sees what Anne could see through the 
attic window; a glimpse of freedom in the sky, with the sound of a clock tower 
that continues to announce each fresh hour as long as people live together.

That mirror here above us offers us a glimpse of Anne’s ultimate refuge, the 
attic. This museum, this house, holds up a mirror to us all. On which side 
of the door are my head, my heart and my soul? Where do I stand when 
people are oppressed and threatened? How much hope do I keep alive if it 
becomes normal to look the other way?

*

The bookcase that formed a doorway, the map of the advancing liberation that 
did not come quickly enough, the window on the outside world reflected in a 
mirror, the diary, the meeting rooms: that is the Anne Frank House in the 21st 
century. A museum with a story, which besides the countless international 
visitors will hopefully also now welcome even more Dutch visitors. Your 
Majesty, we are grateful to you that you will be among the first of them.


