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Can you see the animal running, always in the same way?

Alessandro Baricco, The Barbarians, trans. Stephen Sartarelli






In the first year of the new millennium, a book came into my hands from which I learned that for twenty years I had lived in the house of a former SS man. Not that I hadn’t received any signals; even the notary, the day I visited the house with him, had mentioned the previous occupants in passing, but at the time my thoughts were elsewhere. And maybe I repressed the knowledge, saturated as I had been for years with the harrowing poems of Paul Celan, the testimonies of Primo Levi, the countless books and documentaries that leave you speechless, the inability of a whole generation to describe the unthinkable. Now I saw my intimate memories invaded by a reality I could scarcely imagine, but could push away no longer. It was as if phantoms haunted the rooms I’d known so well; I had questions for them, but they walked straight through me. There was nothing I was so loath to do as write about the kind of person who now began wandering the corridors of my life like a ghost.

I recalled the day I noticed the house for the first time. It must have been in the late summer of 1979. I was walking through a dusty city park bordered by a row of old houses; through the gaps between the fence posts I glimpsed the back gardens. Winding through the rusty rails of one of these fences were the thick, near-black branches of a wisteria. A few late clusters of flowers hung low, sprinkled with dust, but their fragrance touched a deep place, taking me back to the overgrown garden of my childhood; curious, I stopped for a better look through the fence. What I saw was a small, neglected urban garden where a slender maple shot up among nondescript clutter; a coal shed with a little leftover firewood under a layer of black dust; some five metres further away, the broken window of a rundown annexe; and next to that a veranda with a high arched window offering a view of the interior, all the way to the other side. I stared straight through the dark, empty rooms. The front windows gleamed with vague light from afar.

A strange excitement ran through me; I walked out of the park and made a U-turn into a small, dark street in an old part of town. There I found it: a large townhouse with a pockmarked front, into which moisture had eaten its way over time. With its high windows and flaking front door, the building had known better days; it was obvious it had been vacant for some years. In one window hung a sign, FOR SALE, wrinkled from the damp. It began to drizzle as it can only drizzle in old cities; the copper flap of the letterbox gave a brief, gloomy rattle in a gust of wind.

The district is called Patershol, named after the narrow canal that gave access to the monastery in the Middle Ages, through which the paters, the monks, would bring in stocks of food and, as the story goes, smuggle whores inside. The area once belonged to the Counts of Flanders; this historic district is next to a twelfth-century fortress and was for centuries the home of the city’s leading dynasties and the haute bourgeoisie. With the rise of the proletariat in the nineteenth century, many stately buildings were replaced with working-class housing. Poverty set in, and over the years the district developed a bad reputation. The narrow alleyways and cul-de-sacs fell into decay until the student revolt of the late 1960s, when bohemian artists settled there. The house I was looking at was on the north-eastern edge of the district, in a side street called Drongenhof, not far from where the slow, dark Leie river – the Belgian section of the Lys – flows past the damp old houses.

*

The crucial decisions in my life have rarely been calculated. Time after time, I’ve found myself in a kind of dream state, as if an invisible hand is prodding me forward, or as if I’ve become the pure fool of legend, strolling forth to meet my fate like a headless chicken. I pulled a notepad out of my worn peacoat and jotted down the telephone number. The building was owned by a French-speaking family, the De Potters. That same day, I called Mr De Potter, a lawyer in the distinguished profession of civil-law notary, who represented the family and was also acting as the estate agent for the house. We planned my visit for two days later. The family were eager to get several buildings off their hands as soon as possible, before a planned revaluation that would increase their property taxes.

During my viewing of the house, I saw the mildew and damp, the stale water in the flooded cellar, and here and there a mouldering piece of furniture, but also the high stairwell, the beautiful brown and pink marble of the fireplace in the front room, the lustrous black Ardennes stone in the long corridor, fringed with grey-veined Carrara marble, the large upstairs rooms with their broad floorboards – the powerful pull of an unknown life.

We went from cellar to attic, an ascent that took more than two hours because Mr De Potter had to draw up a detailed report on the state of the building, in my presence and with my approval. In the attic, I saw a length of rope dangling from a dusty beam; a few tiles were missing from the high peaked roof. You could see the grey city sky; somewhere I heard the flapping of pigeons’ wings.

I have always had a weakness for the odour of damp and decay in old houses. As a child, born not long after the war, I must have walked hand in hand with my mother past houses damaged in bombings, so maybe to me the smell of wet stone and mildew is something like Proust’s famous madeleine. When you’re a child and still free of memory, even the stench of decay is a source of happiness.

I bought the property on impulse, for a sum that would not even buy me a mid-size car today. Since I was not wealthy, I borrowed the money interest-free from my father, promising to repay him in monthly instalments as soon as I could. In those days, many property buyers paid cash; I can still see my father’s spotless hands counting out his carefully saved banknotes onto the notary’s calfskin desk blotter.

*

The book was entitled Zoon van een »foute« Vlaming (Son of a ‘Bad’ Fleming). Everyone knew what fout (bad) meant in this context; he had sided with the German occupiers in the war. The first time I saw the austere cover, I was struck by the unconventional ‘German’ quotation marks. The author, Adriaan Verhulst, was a former history professor – in fact, I’d been one of his students myself. He’d earned a dazzling academic reputation, chaired the boards of cultural organisations and the public broadcasting company, written countless scholarly articles, and become well known for both his broad-mindedness and his strict, stubborn personality. Towards the end of his life, he published his difficult confession. When I came to his recollection of the house where he’d spent his childhood, and he mentioned that I was the current resident, I stared in disbelief at the book in my hands. I had just sold that house in the working-class district of Ghent. I decided to go and see Verhulst, but before we could arrange a meeting, he died. I ran up against riddles and silence.

Fine, I thought, then I won’t tell the story of an SS man; there are plenty of those already. I’ll tell the story of a house and the people who lived there. But even so, it took me years to piece together the story that follows. The few surviving eyewitnesses, who are very old now, recounted their memories to me in detail, as far as they were able. Later, after I had trawled through all my documents and notes, I understood that, oddly enough, the meticulous historian Adriaan Verhulst had never asked to view the records of his father’s trial. Nothing was stopping him from facing up to the truth, but he chose not to. If he’d decided otherwise, his portrait of his father might have been less forgiving.
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And that led me to put off asking questions.

Dante, Paradiso, Canto III
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On 10 July 1898, Adriaan’s father, Willem Verhulst, was born in Berchem, a stone’s throw from Antwerp, the city where after many wanderings he died in 1975 – barely four years before I bought the house in Ghent where he’d lived for decades.

In a peculiar autobiographical fragment entitled ‘Wil’s Childhood’, probably written in prison, he describes it as an omen that he almost came into the world on 11 July, when the Flemish commemorate the Battle of the Golden Spurs. In that clash, which took place in 1302 and has been elevated by nationalists into a foundational myth, a few Flemish militias – aided, please note, by French-speaking Walloon soldiers – defeated the army of the French king Philip IV on the Groeningekouter, a field near Kortrijk.

Willem grew up in a large family with nine children: four boys and five girls. He was the youngest and, from birth, his mother’s favourite. His father had a diamond-cutting business in Boomgaardstraat, between Berchem and the old Antwerp military hospital, not far from Koning Albertpark. Now, a century after Willem was born, it is an ordinary street with some fairly young trees where a few men, dressed in the Orthodox Jewish manner, are unloading a large lorry at the entrance to an underground warehouse. Not many houses have depots at the back; who knows, I think as I walk down the street, maybe this is the house where the diamond cutter once lived. I ask one of the men next to the lorry whether this is a warehouse for kosher food; the man asks me why I want to know. I could tell him I’m looking for the childhood home of an SS man, but decide it’s better to keep my mouth shut.

Boomgaardstraat means ‘Orchard Street’, and I pass a nursing home for the elderly whose name – Ten Gaarde, ‘In the Garden’ – harks back to that same Arcadian past. The old inn where Willem’s father often had one too many is still standing. A coachman is said to have lived in this neighbourhood; the smell of horse droppings must have lingered in the streets. I’ve seen an old etching of a romantic farmhouse here: pollard willows and snow, a thick thatched roof, fields – a scene from a bygone age. These days, a slow, never-ending procession of cars shuffles past, as drab as the souls in Dante’s hell.

In the annexe behind the house, Willem’s sister Caroline, known as Carlo, ran a ‘dance school for salon dancing’. On the table next to the gramophone, the shellac records lay waiting in their thin brown sleeves, each stamped with an image in blue ink. It was all very modern for those days. Sometimes all you could hear was the shuffle of feet across the sand-strewn pine of the floorboards, and the young woman’s rhythmic exhortations; towards the end of the lesson, after the music had played for the last time, the children fluttered in and ran back and forth between the couples in black.

One of them was young Willem.

It must have been on one such evening in spring that the four-year-old boy collapsed to the ground. He groaned, rolled his eyes, and made sharp gestures that turned into violent convulsions. He foamed at the mouth; his sisters screamed and called out to their mother, who ran over, saw the boy thrashing, tried to cushion his head, which was banging against the floor, and stuck a finger in his mouth so he wouldn’t bite off his tongue. The child was retching and hiccoughing; his eyes seemed to bulge out of their sockets. His mother, who knew about febrile convulsions, sent one of the girls to fetch a cloth soaked in cold water and kept the boy in her grip until his spasms subsided. He slowly returned to his senses, babbling and whimpering. His mother picked him up and carried him into the house, where she laid him on the sofa. He fell into a deep sleep; when he awoke, hours later, he was given warm milk and bread with plum jam. He tried to drink but spilled half the cup and started crying again. Half an hour later, he wanted to use the toilet but walked into the door frame. More crying, and then the words ‘I can’t see anymore.’ His mother ran over, examined him carefully, and saw that his eyes were staring into nothing. She murmured a quick prayer, helped him up onto the wooden board of the latrine in the back garden, and placed her hand on his leg as he relieved himself there. Everything will be fine, my sweet little Wimpie, she told him. Then she carried him to the sofa again, where he fell back to sleep until dusk. By then his father was home; he waved his hand in front of his son’s eyes when the boy woke up. One eye followed; the other did not. Maybe that other eye will recover by tomorrow, his father said. He can see out of his right eye, anyway.

But the other eye did not recover. In the months that followed, the boy walked into everything; his head was constantly covered with bumps and scratches, and his knees were often grazed. When he hurried, he fell down the stairs; he misjudged distances and tripped over kerbs and doorsteps; he walked into a large crate of potatoes with a protruding nail, which tore open the flesh of his left thigh. Neighbour children teased him by walking a step or two ahead and trying to confuse him, while chanting in chorus, ‘Here comes little Willem, his blind eye will kill him.’

‘In any case,’ he would later write with brazen irony, ‘what I should have seen, I did not see; but I also saw many things I’d have been better off not seeing, and pretending I hadn’t seen a thing was often useful in later life, a habit that was difficult to break.’
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Willem is sitting under the glass canopy behind the house, playing with garnet pebbles and knucklebones. Inside, one of his sisters is playing the piano, the same ditty over and over again. He hears his father singing, Je crois en toi, Maître de la nature / Semant partout la vie et la fécondité, a hymn to the Lord’s creative power and the fruitfulness of the earth still well known in France as ‘The Peasant’s Creed’. His father makes a mockery of the lines paying homage to the Divine, systematically changing ‘God’ to ‘Beast’: ‘Almighty Beast, who made Creation …’ The music booms through the house until his mother calls out, Enough of that! The diamond cutter, a devout Darwinist, wants to protect his children from what he calls the ‘madness of religion’. He quotes Voltaire from memory and calls priests ‘blackshirts’ and ‘coal porters’.

Willem has panic attacks when his mother is not around, and won’t go to sleep until he has checked underneath his bed. He doesn’t want to sit on the board in the outhouse anymore; the foul-smelling black hole fills him with terror. Shadows cast by candlelight make him tremble, and creaky doors send a shudder through him. When lightning flashes, he creeps into a corner, certain a demon is coming for his second eye. His sisters pamper him; sometimes one of them will let him join her in bed – about which he writes, ‘From then on, women comforted me, even though I was very shy – though some women strenuously deny that.’

He becomes a little scamp, although with a sweet nature. At least once a week he is sent to bed without dinner. ‘So I would slink off to bed as soon as I’d misbehaved to avoid worse punishment.’ Until the age of six he wears a dress, as is customary in those days for reasons of hygiene, and he plays with dolls. He later recalls tearing them open in search of their internal organs. He also keeps trying to ‘fix their eyes’, so the living room is strewn with eyeless, abandoned dolls.

Even in old age, he could still remember in detail how his mother came into his bedroom one day with two doctors. He even had a perfect recollection of their names: Dr Van Rechtesteen and Dr Bayence. He must have been about six years old.

Van Rechtesteen mutters all sorts of incomprehensible things to Willem’s mother and then looks around the room. She points at the bedside table. The doctor takes one of Willem’s picture books and tears off the thick front cover. Don’t, Willem protests, it’s my favourite book. The doctor, making shushing sounds, comes towards him, rolls the hard cover into a funnel, holds it over Willem’s eye and pours a liquid through it. Willem loses consciousness.

When he awakes, he is lying in bed blindfolded, with thick bandages around his head that smell like disinfectant. He feels a piercing pain throughout his skull and then, groping, finds his mother’s hand. He tries to tear off the bandages; his mother has to calm the panicking child. The doctor forbids them to remove the bandages by any means; the stain on the cloth, a vague rust colour, almost makes his mother gag. She keeps watch by his bed for weeks, helping him with his bedpan, washing and dressing him, talking to him and reading him stories. He is given food in liquid form and remains in bed, blind, for more than two months. Whenever one of his sisters takes over for an hour or two, he reaches for his mother’s hand and, finding her gone, throws a desperate tantrum until she returns.

When the doctor removes the bandages, the treated eye is still shrouded in a thin haze of milky fluid. He uses a small pair of tweezers to remove a few scabs, while the boy whimpers. Then he covers the eye with a smaller bandage and gives Little Wim a pair of dark glasses. Tranquille, mon gars, the doctor says soothingly, settle down, everything will be fine. Willem’s good eye gradually adjusts to the light. The next day, the doctor returns, removes the bandages, places one hand over Willem’s good eye, and asks, What am I holding? The child had seen the bunch of grapes on the table next to the doctor’s hand: A bunch of grapes, he cries. Too bad – the doctor is holding a pair of scissors. The one eye is still blind, he tells Wim’s mother. We’ll have to start from scratch. The child panics; not again, he screeches, not again. He kicks, swings his head back and forth, refuses to calm down. His mother takes him onto her lap, it’s all right, she says, hush now.

There will be no second operation; mothers walk a tightrope between perseverance and pity.

*

A year later comes his first day of school; the boy is timid and wanders aimlessly around the building, going through the wrong door into the office of the caretaker, who promptly whacks him on the head. Blood runs out of his ear, he flees the school, a gendarme finds him and brings him back. An hour later, he is seated at his desk, snivelling and pressing a wad of cotton to his ear.

I loved chestnut trees in blossom, he writes in the exercise book, the twirling helicopters that fell from the maples in the autumn, and hissing street lights in the mist; I stole fat yellow pears from the orchard and hid my spoils behind the rabbit hutch.

At the age of ten he got into his first fights at his Antwerp school. It was strictly segregated into two sections, one with a mixture of Dutch and French for the Flemish children and another that was completely Francophone. Even the playground had a dividing line to keep the rowdies on either side away from each other. The Flemish children were objects of contempt, he writes, taunted and jeered at by the bourgeois boys and called all sorts of filthy names in French. We, the sons of the common people, struck back; I could not put up with that kind of humiliation. I have always felt compassion, he adds, for the road workers, the tram conductors and the coachmen. When I ran away from school and stole sweets, I would share them with working men. With indulgent irony, he writes that ‘Little Man Wil’, as he calls his younger self, never reached the age of reason, ‘whether because of his holy simplicity of spirit, or the foolishness that you could read all over his impish little face’.
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The diamond cutter has taken to drink. He is wasting away in the gloom of his workshop, but Wim’s mother is an enterprising woman. For a long while now, she has been buying small plots of land in the city and selling them at a profit, and the small fortune she has amassed is out of her husband’s reach. She uses it to have a large house built on a property with room both for a diamond-cutting workshop and for Carlo’s dance school – a house with at least ninety-two rooms, Willem wrote a half-century later. He probably meant twenty-nine, but who’s counting, and oh, the size of that gym and that dance studio. At the evening lessons, little Wil is allowed to help the bourgeois girls practise their dance steps. He is a real charmer: a boy with a black eyepatch twirling around the studio with the grace of a ballerina, now and then winning everyone’s heart by stumbling, recovering, and continuing to dance.

The fighting at school becomes dramatic, each clash more violent than the last. Now and then, a boy hides a broken bottle or a stick behind his back. Often one of them is so badly hurt he has to be carried off by male nurses. Willem fails algebra, because his grasp of French – the language of instruction – is too weak. He becomes moody and cocky, standing up in class to demand that they be taught in Dutch. Flanders the Lion, he shouts, before charging like a bull at the well-dressed boy who was making fun of him. The school threatens to expel him. His reports get worse and worse; he tosses them into the gutter, steals a blank report from the main office and fills it in with high marks himself, until his father, suspicious of the chicken scrawl Wil blames on ‘the new teacher’, discovers the deception. Wil receives a beating that will remain fresh in his memory decades later.

He runs away from school and roams around for a few days, wandering the orchard with a nail on a stick for reaching the low-hanging fruit. He stands at the gates of the girls’ school with a bunch of wildflowers, but a nun grabs him by the ear and drags him down the street until he cries. He tries to look up the girls’ dresses: ‘They said that it could blind you, that it was as dangerous as lightning …’ In his old age, he will think back with a sigh on Mariëtte and Tilly and Eveline, who speak French and wear lace knickers, glimpsed with his one good eye.

In the winter he goes with his father at six-thirty in the morning to light the stoves in the workshop and the dance studio. The workmen need coffee, then he has to shine all the dancing shoes. Sometimes, if a dancer is a bit of a clothes horse, he substitutes rabbit droppings for the shoe polish. He enjoys playing tricks on people. I looked like a model boy, he writes, I could act as if butter wouldn’t melt in my mouth, I had a terrific childhood.

*

Then comes the real lightning bolt. He is thirteen years old when, to everyone’s shock, his mother dies. The circumstances are unclear; Willem breaks off his narrative of his childhood with the news of her premature death, without going into detail. ‘I wander wistfully among the graves in the cemetery, in search of my life’ – that’s more or less his closing sentence.

It is thanks to one of his children that I, so many decades later, get my hands on a copy of this peculiar memoir. The front cover of the exercise book is illustrated with a picture of an athlete; above that, in both of Belgium’s national languages, is the slogan ‘Behave like a true sportsman’.

My eyes keep wandering to the runner’s shadow, which looks like a boxer.

At the bottom, ironically enough, is the company name, ‘Cahiers de Belgique’.
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He wants to be a farmer, or a gardener, something like that – he’s not sure why those occupations in particular – as long as he doesn’t have to be a diamond cutter with a scratchy throat. His world-weary father sends him to the School of Gardening and Agriculture in Melle, near Ghent. At the time, precious little teaching or learning is going on there. The war is in full swing; in German-occupied Belgium, it is the period of the Von Bissing University.

Moritz Ferdinand Freiherr von Bissing, the general who governed occupied Belgium and an admirer of Rilke and Goethe, founded a Dutch-language university in Ghent in 1916, in complete disregard of Belgian law. This new institution, the Flemish Academy, opened a rift in the academic world. Flamenpolitik, the German policy of supporting the Flemish Movement, was seen as a provocation by the Patriot camp, whose priorities were national unity and the primacy of French. But the flamingants, supporters of the Flemish Movement, saw the new institution as a response to their legitimate demand for a university in their own language. There were demonstrations in the Ghent city centre; some Flemish professors participated because they refused to collaborate with the occupiers. They carried French signs with slogans demanding their own Dutch-language academy: ‘L’université de Gand français!’ Most of them resigned from the Flemish Academy and were replaced by ideologues. The situation could hardly have been any more divisive.

In those days, the Antwerp diamond cutter’s son is playing truant and wandering the streets of Ghent. He visits student clubs sympathetic to the flamingants and joins the notorious Groeninger Guard, a fast-growing activist group. Their charismatic leader is August Borms, who addresses the organisation on 11 February 1917. Even at this early date, the Guard’s objectives are to create an official division between Flanders and Wallonia and to ‘drive out the fransquillons’, the French-speaking elite in Flanders. Borms is an inspiring speaker: ‘We demand that the power in our hands now be exercised to remove elements that are undesirable on Flemish territory and therefore, in general mental and moral terms, can be nothing but unwholesome … Away with all the fransquillons! … Send anyone who still objects across the border! … Away with all who oppose us!’

Willem is one of the crowd of overexcited young men roaring and chanting along. He sits in pubs until late at night and chases girls, hot for the dreaded lightning under their skirts.

[image: ]
One spring day, Willem is taking the tram as he often does. The Germans carry out frequent, aggressive sweeps; the mood is tense, and everyone is nervous. Willem gets up and goes to the open rear balcony for a smoke. In the buttonhole of his jacket, he is wearing an emblem then popular in the Flemish Movement: a Belgian cockade with a Flemish lion in the middle. An elderly gentleman notices the cockade, flies into a rage, tears it off Willem’s jacket and cries, Maintenant c’est fini tout cela! Enough of all that now! The bourgeois man’s aggression sets off something deep inside the carefree boy. Before his eyes he sees the fights in primary school, he hears the humiliating French-language insults echo through his head, and for a moment he comes close to losing all control. He is on the verge of punching the man but, just in time, unclenches his young fists and jumps recklessly off the moving tram, landing on the stony street and twisting his ankle.

Later, he will often describe this as the moment he begins to loathe the Belgian state. Around the same time, he learns that his elder brother Edward has died at the front, but that seems far away to him. Willem himself has been declared unfit for military service because of that blind eye. What could those French-speaking officers on the Yser do with a Flemish cyclops like me, he whispers into a girl’s ear with a soft chuckle.

*

By this time he is a lanky young man, almost six feet tall, with long black hair. In the one blurry photo that has survived, he looks more like a Neil Young born before his time than an early twentieth-century Flemish activist. The patch he wears over one eye gives him an air of mystery that appeals to girls with intellectual ambitions and intimidates his friends a little. When he enters a pub, everyone looks up. He becomes fascinated with films; in a small cinema, he watches a decomposing print of Alfred Machin’s anti-war classic Maudite soit la guerre. A week later, he sees a German propaganda film about the noble duty to wage war and comes out confused; the much-discussed film about the Battle of the Somme is not yet being shown in Ghent, but he hears stories about it. He has no more than a vague notion of what is going on at that moment in the trenches of Flanders and northern France; not much gets through to him. He is pelted from all sides with contradictory opinions; he hears someone call the newspapers ‘the lying press’. Well then, no more papers, he decides; there’s plenty of wisdom to be gleaned on the streets.

The Allies are mired as deep in the blood-soaked clay as the occupying forces; the catastrophe of Passchendaele is unfolding. In late August, the name Langemark keeps coming up again and again in conversation. Why Langemark, what happened in Langemark in 1914, where is that, Langemark, is it near Kortemark? he asks with a laugh. You shouldn’t drink so much, a girlfriend says, putting her arm round his shoulders. When he meets other students, he is reserved and often timid at first, but once he gets going, he tangles himself up in muddled theories and bangs his fist on the table. He sees a newspaper article about the October Revolution; everyone is talking about Mensheviks and Bolsheviks. He hears about plans, said to have been made back in 1912, to found a ‘purely Flemish Party’, the Vlaams Blok or Flemish Bloc. The Western world is collapsing, he hears someone say, a university student wearing a funny cap. Edmond Vandermeulen is a middle-class youth who joins Willem for a couple of nights of carousing, a man he’ll run into again later, though he has no way of knowing that. By dawn, Willem is shouting Flemish nationalist slogans after his departing friend. Then he finds himself a dark corner in the last grubby wartime pub, which is serving gin made from rotten potato peel and fodder beets, wicked stuff that gives him a splitting headache for days.

His teachers at the agricultural school see little of him; he prefers to wander the city, debating the Flemish struggle until deep into the night with his companions from the Groeninger Guard. When he has a hangover, he sometimes sits in the botanical garden and daydreams. The controversy surrounding the Dutch-language university leads to a steep drop in enrolment at the agricultural school as well. Teachers fail to show up, class times become irregular. His motivation suffers; he goes on wandering the city at night, uncertain what to do with himself. He finds work in a café for a couple of weeks. I’m a friend of August Borms, he boasts. That helps when you’re looking for a job.

From some meeting hall, he steals a signed photograph of his hero. I later found this photo, torn and yellowed, the frame and glass broken, when I cleared out the house in Drongenhof, but it didn’t catch my attention then, and I threw it into the skip parked in front of the door, with the rest of the rubbish.
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When his father finds out that his son has been frittering away his time, he contacts the horticultural school in Vilvoorde. He tells Willem he has to leave Ghent and register at this new institution; in the middle of the war, he must abandon his city of Flemish heroes and start again in a northern suburb of Brussels. He finds a room above a bakery just outside the town centre. Vilvoorde is still a rural place in those days; a horse-drawn tram runs to the school. The Advanced Institute for Horticulture is still there today. You can see it from the train on the way from Brussels to Antwerp, a large brick building with white limestone lintels and a large grassy field like that of an English public school. Willem is happy there, without the pressure of all those nights of carousing with his friends in Ghent.

His new lodgings entitle him to a quarter-loaf of bread every morning from the bakery, a considerable perk in those times of poverty and rationing. Whenever he comes downstairs from his attic room and leaves through the side door, he sees the baker’s wife at the counter. He is drawn to her; he joins the hungry people in the soup queue and regularly brings her a portion of the thin, unappetising stuff, which she gratefully accepts. He makes her laugh, he chats her up, and one day he asks her out, stroking her inner arm and saying, See you tonight?

Elsa Meissner – a sensible woman tired of her uneventful life, with a husband who leaves their bed every night to work and then sleeps until late afternoon every day – is overwhelmed. To her own amazement, she creeps up to Willem’s attic room that night. Intimate scenes, suppressed sighs and hasty fumbling in his third-floor garret, while below in the cellar, the baker is kneading dough eked out with poor-quality potato starch. Elsa is thirty, Willem not quite twenty. She is of German Jewish descent, tall and thin, with dark red hair and freckled arms. In bed, she tells Willem she’s cold; he throws his arms around her and says, Aw, you have goosebumps, playing the clown because he can’t resist the melancholy note in her laugh. Towards morning, she creeps back down to her marital bedroom, flushed and giddy, and slips into her own bed just before her husband comes up from the cellar, exhausted. It is twilight, the steps creak, the baker lies beside his wife and snores. She waves away Willem, who stands smiling and naked in the doorway: You’re out of your mind, go back to your room.

The romance proves to be more than a brief escapade; their nocturnal lovemaking becomes less intense but slower, deeper. They cling to each other for hours, with occasional gasps as if surfacing for air. While she lies in his arms, his voice is a soft rumble in her ear, telling her of his political ideals, describing his secret meetings in Brussels. He has made friends with the future collaborator and Flemish nationalist leader Hendrik Elias, now barely sixteen years old, through the local chapter of the Groeninger Guard, and no longer makes much of an effort to hide his Greater Germanic sympathies. When Germany capitulates and the Belgian state starts tracking down collaborators to put them on trial, he is an object of suspicion, because he went around boasting about being a personal acquaintance of August Borms and a radical activist and declaring that Belgium was headed for collapse. What do you have to flee from? Elsa says with a laugh. Your own big mouth? He confesses that for some time he’s been the secretary of the Flemish Propaganda Office in Vilvoorde and he fears arrest. Elsa stares up at the ceiling, stunned.

*

The rumours swell that activists are being arrested and put on trial. The poet Wies Moens is accused of collaboration and sedition. The net is closing. We have to run for it, Willem says, we have to go to the Netherlands; I don’t want to be picked up by the bloody Belgicists. He is nervous and irritable, determined not to fall into their hands. Elsa sees him standing there, takes a deep breath, and says, I’ll come with you. Leaving her baker behind at his kneading board, she steps out into the deserted street with her lover. Several hundred metres further on, a few travelling companions are waiting for them. There she goes – an adulterous Jewish woman on a romantic escape with a group of jittery flamingants. They have to cross the border as soon as they can; in the Netherlands, they will be safe.

They cycle to Antwerp, a group of twelve young people, and spend the night on the floor of his sister Carlo’s dance school. Another of his sisters, a committed suffragette who is sympathetic to the Flemish Movement, gives them food for their journey and some extra clothes. She says to Elsa in German, I hope that being with you will calm my brother down a little, please try to wear him out. Elsa’s only reply is a wistful smile. At first light they ride off, pedalling against the north wind, crossing the border near the Kalmthout woods and collapsing on the roadside in relief just past the boundary marker. Willem is overjoyed; he dances and cries out Belgicist buggers! The others worry about what will become of them.

*

It’s not clear how or why, but they wind up in The Hague.

Willem’s time in Ghent has turned him into a cinephile; he can talk for hours about films, directors, and the opportunities cinema provides for propaganda that could liberate his people from the yoke of their Francophone oppressors. Expressionism! he cries. Jakob van Hoddis! he shouts. The flood waters are rising! The hats will fly off pointy bourgeois heads! The railway trains will tumble from the bridges!

The drunkards of The Hague split their sides laughing at this likeable clown.

He’s a smooth-talker, good at winning people over. He also has initiative and a nose for opportunity. He meets a man who ran a small wartime cinema and gains permission to select and screen one film a week there, with an introductory talk for the few filmgoers who turn up. He gives lectures on Belgium, because the Dutch don’t know the first thing about it. You had a non-aggression pact with Emperor Wilhelm from 1908 onwards, he snarls, while we bled and suffered because of our French bourgeoisie – you left us in the lurch. He quotes the opening lines of The Spanish Brabanter, a canonical play by the Dutch Golden Age poet Bredero, as evidence that Antwerp is superior to Amsterdam. The sceptical filmgoers shake their heads; afterwards, some of them press a few guilders into the hands of the ‘sweet Flemish boy’. He makes sure he always has just enough money for him and Elsa to get by. He teaches her to smoke and drink; they sometimes dance in working-class pubs until late at night. She loves the smell of his sweat and laughs in his arms, and in bed she begs him for more. You’ve finally made a woman of me, she says, standing at the window of their rented back room in the twilight, and he says, Before I knew you, I wasn’t even a man. They are infatuated with each other.

When asked whether he’s glad his country was liberated, he replies, Flanders is still far from liberated, just you wait. His southern accent seems to thicken as he says, Our time will come. His friends in The Hague don’t know what to think, and he quarrels with Elsa, who tells him he should learn to keep his mouth shut.

Sometime in 1919, he meets Richard De Cneudt, a Flemish activist and poet in exile who lives in Rotterdam and gives regular lectures. During the war years, De Cneudt was an energetic advocate of Dutch-language education in Flanders, fighting within the Brussels school system for the correct application of language laws and gradually becoming more radical after he realised that the authorities in the Belgian capital showed arrogant disregard for the legislation. He became a supporter – a champion, even – of the Flamenpolitik of the German occupiers and a member of the Council of Flanders, an organisation that strove towards a unilateral declaration of independence from Belgium. He crossed over to the wrong side of the law, and was convicted of collaboration after the war. He escaped to the Netherlands, where he became a first-rate French teacher. The defender of Flemish culture and the young zealot soon become good friends. They talk to each other about films and books.

Oh, I almost forgot: Richard De Cneudt’s poems. My God. While clearing out the house in Drongenhof, I threw them into that same skip in front of the house. At least fifteen copies. Yes, they’d been damaged by the leaky skylight, they were worn and ripped and full of stains. His style was sometimes sentimental, sometimes jingoistic. But all the same, it was poetry.


You flutter gracefully through my house

The way a dream-sound softly soughs,

a May-time whisper,

and meanwhile, in my shy, scared fashion,

pining away with tender passion,

breathless, I listen …



[image: ]
*

An acquaintance of Elsa puts them in touch with a Protestant group: idealists trying to find housing for the many Belgian refugees, often without much insight into why they fled. Everyone seems to be talking about a pacifist and Christian idealist named Kees Boeke, who has recently returned from England; his convictions are shared by Willem and Elsa’s new friends, who introduce them to the pastor Hilbrandt Boschma, the author of countless brochures in the series Light and Love.

One topic that Boschma discusses with the young Belgian is the link between the Christian message and idealistic communism. Willem, who has not forgotten his father’s mockery of religion in any form, is at first thrown into even greater confusion; one day, out of the blue, he announces that he intends to become a Protestant. He has heard about Frederik van Eeden’s utopian commune, Walden, and wonders if it still exists, and if he could become a gardener there. This leads to a series of open-hearted conversations with Kees Boeke. As the two men meet more and more frequently, Boeke becomes intrigued with the young Fleming. Meanwhile, to the distress of his new friends, Willem goes on thundering about ‘blowing up Belgium – death to all fransquillons!’ One evening, when the conversation grows heated, he protests that his ideology is really Christian-anarcho-communist, but that he also intends to remain a republican and a Flemish nationalist. This cocktail sets off new debates among the members of the Light and Love group.

And yes, the photograph below was also lying in the cluttered attic when I bought the house. It shows Kees Boeke’s baker, who delivered door to door, with the young Princess Beatrix, later Queen of the Netherlands, seated on the back of his scooter. Taken in 1946 or thereabouts, it’s even signed by Boeke.

It may have been sent by post in the late 1940s.

‘For my faraway Flemish friend.’

He had no way of knowing that by then Willem was behind bars.

[image: ]
*

A few months later, Willem proposes to Elsa. They have only a few guests at the ceremony, which takes place before her first marriage is officially dissolved. Not long afterwards – it must have been some time in 1922 – Elsa develops severe cramps and a fever. She is told to stay in bed. When the pain grows worse, Willem, who is watching over her, sends for the doctor. Elsa’s symptoms are vague but troubling; he can tell that much from the doctor’s pensive silence as he examines her. Sometimes she has a brief recovery but then returns to bed and remains there for days. The costs of her medical care send Willem in search of additional income. A few members of Light and Love take in Elsa and care for her. Willem cycles far and wide in the hope of finding work. Sometimes he is gone for days; when he returns, he finds his wife much thinner and bedridden.

We have no idea how, step by small step, he ended up so far from The Hague, but at some point he must have met a family from Oud-Zevenaar, near Arnhem, in the east of the Netherlands. It’s quite possible the flamboyant Boschma referred Willem to a fellow pastor: Adriaan Johannes Wartena.
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1925. A new name crops up in conversation: that of the man who tried to overthrow the Weimar Republic from a beer hall in Munich in the putsch of November 1923. His militias wear armbands with an insignia from the Hindu religion. They salute by extending their arms. Someone claims this was the custom of the ancient Roman guards. Nonsense, someone else replies, it’s all made up, nothing but theatrics, and poor theatrics at that. Their public appearances are steeped in raw violence and intimidation; at the same time, there is something exciting about it all, something new and unprecedented. Expressionism in word and act! The floodwaters are rising! The weathervanes are squeaking in the wind!

The new leader’s speeches are often only half-comprehensible through the hysterical rise and fall of his voice. An electric energy surges through the loudspeakers in the yellowish glow of the radios. The loudmouth was sentenced to five years in prison for his failed coup, but was a free man again after less than nine months in prison. His detention did not diminish his restless energy. Quite the opposite: he dictated a book to a fellow prisoner on what he calls ‘his struggle’.

Now he’s resumed his screeching, as loud as ever. This fast-rising political whirlwind provokes fear and fascination: contradictory reports, sensational headlines and blaring newspaper vendors; bar fights and scuffles on the steps of theatres. Pastor Boschma tries to reassure the group, telling them it will all blow over. But politics seeps into personal life, and even the most intimate conversations become tangled up with the daily news. No one is safe from the general feeling that everything is interconnected. Not much later, the first windows are smashed in Germany; the old Hindu symbol is everywhere; fistfights turn into round-ups, quarrels into organised violence; a new order emerges. Society splits into two camps, for and against, and betrayals within families threaten to tear them apart. In the quiet village of Oud-Zevenaar, the Wartenas have quickly made up a bed for their new arrival, the invalid married to Wim, that nice young man from Belgium who has such stirring conversations with the pastor about life and religion. Wim has gone to The Hague to fetch Elsa. He doesn’t have the money for the train, so he borrows a horse and cart from the pastor’s in-laws in Arnhem. The return journey, through the woods and fields of the Dutch heartland, leaves Elsa utterly exhausted. They spend the night in a small inn in Zeist, where Elsa lies awake half the night moaning in pain. The next day, Willem decides to take a detour through the forest near Woudenberg so that he can show his ailing wife the famous pyramid there, a monument to the Battle of Austerlitz. Look, Elsa! Napoleon! Heroic courage and Moravian nights! But she has grown so weak that she does not listen and barely opens her eyes.
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*

Adriaan Wartena, aged fifty-two, has been a pastor in Zevenaar for more than twenty years. Three years ago, he and his wife Maria ten Bosch celebrated their silver anniversary. The two of them are caring for Elsa with the help of a young woman from the neighbourhood. A doctor diagnoses her with cervical cancer. Looking after her is anything but an easy task; the vaginal bleeding and internal inflammation are appalling, and the cancer appears to have spread. Elsa is in unbearable pain, has lost control of her bladder, eats almost nothing, and sometimes loses consciousness for hours on end. She receives injections of novocaine and iodine, which relieve the pain for a couple of hours and allow her to sleep. At night, the rest of the household can hear her moaning in the front room; Willem usually sits at her bedside until almost morning.

During the day, he works as a gardener for the Von Gimborns, who own an ink factory in Zevenaar – a job arranged for him by Wartena. He rakes leaves, trims trees and bushes, neatens the borders, chops and saws wood, and earns next to nothing. He rents a small, damp room near the Catholic church, barely large enough for a chair and a camp bed. Elsa remains in the pastor’s house. Her daily care has now been entrusted to a young neighbour, Miss Harmina, the daughter of a gentleman farmer who has served as an elder of the local Protestant congregation. When Willem comes by after supper, he sometimes finds Miss Harmina still at his wife’s bedside, praying. Good evening, Harmina, he says, staring at the floor, and she says, May God be with you, your wife is dying. He sits beside her; she recites Psalm 23, her own version.


E’en though I pass through darkest death,

fear’s clutches cannot hold me,

for Thou art ever by my side,

Thy presence will enfold me.



She reaches out with one hand to smooth the crumpled sheets just as Willem is doing the same, cautiously, trying not to wake the sleeping woman. Their hands touch. Hers, smoothing in the opposite direction, slides over his unexpectedly; startled, they pull away, but for an instant he feels his mother’s hand again, from those months when he lay blind in bed with nothing but her touch. For one bone-chilling minute he can’t see a thing; he feels his way back into his seat, but his vision will not return, he gasps for air. What’s wrong, the young woman asks, and he says something incomprehensible in that strange dialect of his, he tugs at the patch in front of his blind eye, his hand shakes, the young woman springs to her feet.

Willem, for God’s sake, what’s wrong?

I can’t see a thing.

He gropes for her hand.

The woman lays her hand on his.

He slowly settles down. Already, vague outlines are re-emerging, as if he is returning from the underworld and has to adjust to the dim light in the front
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