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AMSTERDAM — During the years in which 102,000 Dutch Jews were murdered by the Nazis, a German-born Jewish
artist helped rescue hundreds of children from the clutches of genocide.

As an expert forger of identity papers, Alice Cohn worked with a Utrecht-based resistance group while in hiding.
Their production of so-called “wild papers,” including ID and ration cards, saved up to 350 Jewish children from the
Nazis. During the war’s nal year, Cohn’s handiwork helped prevent young Dutch men from being sent to Germany as
forced laborers.

How artist beat ‘foolproof’ Nazi
system to forge Dutch ID papers,

save 350 lives
Resistance work of Alice Cohn, expertly faking documents while in hiding, detailed in exhibit at National

Holocaust Museum in Amsterdam
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At the National Holocaust Museum in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, an exhibit on the creation of Nazi-era forgeries includes headshots of Dutch men and women as used
by the national population registry, December 2017. (Matt Lebovic/The Times of Israel)
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Cohn’s story and the saga of Dutch identity cards during World War II are currently on display at the National
Holocaust Museum in Amsterdam. The temporary exhibit opened in October, and is based on items from the personal
archive of Cohn, who died in 2000.

According to the museum, one motivation for highlighting Cohn’s efforts was to help correct the “prevailing, but
incorrect, image that Dutch Jews had a passive role during the war.” During the Holocaust, 102,000 Dutch Jews — the
majority of the community — were murdered at Nazi-built death camps and elsewhere in the Reich.

The ‘Punch and Judy’ puppet show created by Alice Cohn shortly after the end of World War II, on temporary display at the National Holocaust Museum of the Netherlands in
Amsterdam, December 2017 (Matt Lebovic/The Times of Israel)

Born in Breslau in 1914, Cohn studied cabinet-making until the Nazis came to power in 1933. When Jewish students
were banned from taking exams or submitting nal projects, she moved to Berlin for a year of school in graphic arts.
The situation for German Jews continued to deteriorate, so Cohn ed to the Netherlands in search of a secure future.

Settling in Amsterdam on a student visa, Cohn learned Dutch and received commissions to design cinema posters. On
the eve of the war, she was creating children’s toys. Unbeknownst to the new Dutch citizen, the Nazis were about to
catch up with her.

‘A powerful and lethal bureaucratic instrument’

Of all the countries occupied by Germany during World War II, the Netherlands had the most robust pre-war
population registry. The system’s success was attributed to Jacob Lentz, a Dutch of cial who created the so-called
“fool-proof” personal identity card. During the Nazi occupation, Lentz re ned his system to help authorities issue
new cards throughout the country.

In addition to a high-tech design and use of the bearer’s ngerprints, Dutch identity cards were backed up in a central
registry. This made it possible to con rm whether or not a suspicious-looking ID had been forged. At the exhibit on
Alice Cohn’s life, she is contrasted with the population-counting expert Lentz. While Cohn used her artistic skills to
help save lives, Lentz — conjuring “the banality of evil” — deployed his organizational skills to implement the Nazis’
agenda.
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At the National Holocaust Museum in the Netherlands, a temporary exhibit on the late Alice Cohn is introducing visitors to her resistance activities during the Nazi occupation
of the country, December 2017 (Matt Lebovic/The Times of Israel)

Beginning in 1941, all Dutch men and women were ordered to carry ID cards with them. For Jews, a large black “J,” for
Jew, was stamped on both sides of the card. By the summer of 1942, authorities began using the registry to arrest and
deport Jews from the Netherlands. Suddenly, the demand for altered or completely falsi ed identi cation exploded,
including the need to crack Lentz’s “hermetic” system.

Before she went into hiding, Cohn found a position with Amsterdam’s Jewish Council as a doctor’s assistant. With the
job providing her a nominal degree of freedom, she was able to smuggle a Jewish child — 3-year-old Lonnie Lesser —
out of a building where Jews were incarcerated prior to deportation. After seeing the child safely into hiding, Cohn
made her own way to a “safe” address in Utrecht, south of Amsterdam.

‘The Utrecht Children’s Committee’

During two years of hiding in an attic near Utrecht’s Wilhelmina Park, Cohn accomplished what had been deemed
impossible: She forged identity cards able to withstand scrutiny.

The tools she used — test cards, knives, a notebook to practice signatures in — are on display at the National
Holocaust Museum, along with head-shots and other artifacts used by the Dutch population registry.
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At the National Holocaust Museum in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, a temporary exhibit shows some of the Nazi-era forgeries that artist Alice Cohn worked on for the Dutch
resistance, December 2017 (Matt Lebovic/The Times of Israel)

According to the museum, Cohn and her group of co-resisters, called “The Utrecht Children’s Committee,” managed
to save 350 children from deportation and murder. The group also forged ration coupons needed by “underground”
people in hiding to obtain food. During the last year of the war, many new “wild papers” were needed to help young
Dutch men evade forced labor in Germany.

After liberation, Cohn learned that all of her relatives from Breslau had been murdered, including her parents. Like
other Jews among the Netherlands’ surviving remnant, she had to build a new life from scratch.

As fate had it, Cohn began obtaining fabrics from a Lichtenstein-based merchant named Rudolf Bermann. The
materials he provided helped her create, for instance, puppets with grimacing faces and vibrant costumes, some of
which are on display in the exhibit. What began as an exchange of fabrics blossomed into love, and, in 1947, Cohn left
the Netherlands to join Bermann as his wife in Lichtenstein.
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At the National Holocaust Museum in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, an exhibit on the creation of Nazi-era forgeries includes headshots of Dutch men and women as used by
the national population registry, December 2017. (Matt Lebovic/The Times of Israel)

Two months ago, some 17 years after Cohn died at age 85 in Lichtenstein, she was posthumously awarded the “Jewish
Rescuers’ Citation” for Jews who helped save fellow Jews during the Shoah. Cohn’s daughter and son, Evelyne
Bermann and Michael Bermann, were presented with the honor during the Amsterdam opening of the exhibit on
their mother’s life. So far, 171 women and men from eight countries have been honored by Jewish organization B’nai
B’rith in this capacity.

“There are many people who were able to escape deportation through fake identity cards,” said exhibit curator
Annemiek Gringold. “The people who had the skills and the courage to carry out this vital work remain largely
unknown until today.”

READ MORE:

· Jewish Times  · Holocaust  · Jews in the Netherlands  · resistance  · Nazis  · Dutch Jews  · Amsterdam  · children  · forgery  · Germany

· Poland  · toys  · artists  · Auschwitz-Birkenau  · Sobibor  · B'nai B'rith International  · Righteous Among the Nations  · population  · census

· deportation  · Shoah

    5K
shares

SPONSORED CONTENT

 

Recommended by

 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/jewish-times/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/holocaust/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/jews-in-the-netherlands/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/resistance/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/nazis/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/dutch-jews/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/amsterdam/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/children/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/forgery/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/germany/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/poland/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/toys/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/artists/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/auschwitz-birkenau/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/sobibor/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/bnai-brith-international/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/righteous-among-the-nations/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/population/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/census/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/deportation/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/topic/shoah/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.timesofisrael.com%2Fhow-artist-beat-foolproof-nazi-system-to-forge-dutch-id-papers-save-350-lives%2F
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=How+artist+beat+%E2%80%98foolproof%E2%80%99+Nazi+system+to+forge+Dutch+ID+papers%2C+save+350+lives&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.timesofisrael.com%2Fhow-artist-beat-foolproof-nazi-system-to-forge-dutch-id-papers-save-350-lives%2F&via=timesofisrael
mailto:?subject=The%20Times%20of%20Israel:%20How%20artist%20beat%20%E2%80%98foolproof%E2%80%99%20Nazi%20system%20to%20forge%20Dutch%20ID%20papers,%20save%20350%20lives&body=I%20found%20this%20on%20The%20Times%20of%20Israel%20and%20thought%20it%20might%20interest%20you:%20https%3A%2F%2Fwww.timesofisrael.com%2Fhow-artist-beat-foolproof-nazi-system-to-forge-dutch-id-papers-save-350-lives%2F
javascript:window.print();
https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en


1/10/2018 How artist beat 'foolproof' Nazi system to forge Dutch ID papers, save 350 lives | The Times of Israel

https://www.timesofisrael.com/how-artist-beat-foolproof-nazi-system-to-forge-dutch-id-papers-save-350-lives/ 6/6

SPONSORED STORIES FROM THE TIMES OF ISRAEL

Recommended by

Find Out What Really Causes Psoriatic Arthritis
Yahoo! Search

97% Of Christians Can't Name These Women Of
The Bible
Offbeat

57 Amish Facts That Will Stun You
Ice Pop

Best Arthritis Supplements
Yahoo Search

[Gallery] These Unbelievable Photos Captured
At The…
Ice Pop

Birmingham, Alabama: This Brilliant Company
Is…
EverQuote

15 Classic TV Show Mistakes That Producers Missed (Definition)

[Photos] This Is Why You Don't Mess With The US Navy (theBrofessional.net)

These Woodstock 1969 Photos Show Just How Crazy It Really Was…
(Lifestylogy)

One Thing All Liars Have in Common, Brace Yourself (TruthFinder)

The Best Bedsheets Money Can Buy. Period. (Brooklinen)

[Gallery] You'll Never Guess Who Raj's Wife Is In The Real World (Herald
Weekly)

Jesus Was Not A Palestinian, Or Even An Arab

Bye Bye Ayatollah, Iranians have spoken

What a liberal rabbi learned at the Trump Hanukkah party

NYC mayor to 33,800 Jewish and Muslim students: Free lunch, but not…

Israel is turning into a Ma�a State

A Pyrrhic Victory for the Palestinian Authority

https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://apiservices.krxd.net/click_tracker/track?kx_event_uid=K2HIXnb2&kx_catname=&kx_sub-cat=&kx_typetag=psoriaticarthritiscauses&clk=https://apiservices.krxd.net/click_tracker/track?kxconfid=qygrk9qlk&kxadvertiserid=Search-GINSU&kxcampaignid=GINSU&kxadid=&kxsiteid=Outbrain&kxplacementid=Ginsu_NA_&kxcreativeid=&clk=https://search.yahoo.com/yhs/search?hspart=yahoo&hsimp=yhs-g32&p=psoriatic+arthritis+causes&type=psoriaticarthritiscauses&origUrl=true
http://stars.topix.com/quiz/18028?utm_campaign=18028&utm_source=outbrain&utm_medium=$section_id$&origUrl=true
http://www.icepop.com/unusual-amish-facts/?utm_source=ouins&utm_campaign=00231e8d820041dc133016a7a0fa93eb2e&utm_term=$publisher_name$_$section_name$_$section_id$&utm_content=newnext&utm_medium=Le_OS_IP_US_D_Amish_v6_0312&utm_request=$req_id$&origUrl=true
https://apiservices.krxd.net/click_tracker/track?kx_event_uid=K2HIXnb2&kx_catname=Health&kx_sub-cat=Medicine&kx_typetag=bestsupplementarthritis2&clk=https://apiservices.krxd.net/click_tracker/track?kxconfid=qygrk9qlk&kxadvertiserid=Search-GINSU&kxcampaignid=GINSU&kxadid=&kxsiteid=Outbrain&kxplacementid=Ginsu_NA_Health&kxcreativeid=&clk=https://search.yahoo.com/yhs/search?hspart=yahoo&hsimp=yhs-g2&p=best+supplement+arthritis&type=bestsupplementarthritis2&origUrl=true
http://www.icepop.com/bizarre-hilarious-things-spotted-airport?utm_source=ouins&utm_campaign=0041bdf3ab03f64d6d7a2e5dbe4bc24038&utm_term=$publisher_name$_$section_name$_$section_id$&utm_content=newnext&utm_medium=Le_OS_IP_US_D_AirportPhotos_v6_1212&utm_request=$req_id$&origUrl=true
https://article.everquote.com/?h1=startup&h2=brilliant_company&auuid=4f54440c-0606-4428-8a77-a750b23a3677&tid=925&subid=205656&dt=dup&creativeid=0013611d775cf0964e2dce1a66025c565e&utm_medium=$origsrcid$&s1=%24%7Bcity%7D%24%2C+%24%7Bregion%7D%24%3A+This+Brilliant+Company+Is+Disrupting+a+%24200+Bill&promotedlink=0013611d775cf0964e2dce1a66025c565e&source=$origsrcname$&site=$origpubname$&origUrl=true
http://def.sptrkr.com/ebf7b46c?utm_source=Outbrain&utm_medium=$publisher_name$&utm_campaign=DEF_US_D_Outbrain_46146_&utm_content=00c18e04ee8aa5727f124347ab849c73e6&utm_term=$section_id$_$section_name$&origUrl=true
http://www.thebrofessional.net/get-a-load-of-the-u-s-navys-newest-nuclear-submarine/?utm_source=outbrain&utm_medium=LAZ_thebrofessional.net-Desktop-US-Sub-A8&utm_term=$section_name$&origUrl=true
http://lifestylogy.com/woodstock-1969-vintage-photos-you-never-saw/?utm_source=outbrain&utm_campaign=obwoodstock1a1918&utm_medium=outbrain&origUrl=true
http://tracking.truthfinder.com/?a=163&oc=27&c=303&dip=&s1=desktop&s2=cheatBrandSafe&article=cheaters&origUrl=true
https://www.brooklinen.com/pages/business-insider-outbrain?utm_campaign=bi-best-purchases-ever_pr_desktop_brand-safe_news_1128&utm_source=outbrain&utm_medium=native&utm_content=00bfea142e383e88169598383bf65690c2&utm_term=$section_name$&origUrl=true
http://www.heraldweekly.com/the-real-life-relationships-of-the-big-bang-theory-cast/?utm_medium=outbrain&utm_source=187&utm_campaign=0401093-2HK2VG_&utm_term=$origpubname$_$origsrcname$_$section_id$&utm_content=The+Real-Life+Relationships+of+The+Big+Bang+Theory+Cast&origUrl=true
http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/?p=584586&origUrl=true
http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/bye-bye-ayatollah-iranians-have-spoken/?origUrl=true
http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/what-a-liberal-rabbi-learned-at-the-trump-hanukkah-party/?origUrl=true
http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/mayor-to-33800-jewish-and-muslim-students-free-lunch-but-not-for-you/?origUrl=true
http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/israel-is-turning-into-a-mafia-state/?origUrl=true
http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/a-pyrrhic-victory-for-the-palestinian-authority/?origUrl=true

