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      I must have been eight years old when my grandmother taught me how to pick white asparagus. She walked ahead of me in the tentative dawn light. The asparagus mounds were at the far end of the garden, just in front of the rectangular patch of grass on which she bleached her washing. The mounds were thirty centimetres high, almost a metre wide and they stretched in rows across the width of the garden. From above, they would have looked like sandy waves rolling in. I could have jumped across one of these undulations, except that to do so would have been sacrilege, the horror of crashing into one of these perfect shapes unimaginable.

      “Do you see these tiny cracks?” asked my grandmother.

      I nodded.

      “That’s where the asparagus is coming up. You put your hand in, like so,” she said, plunging her hand vertically through the soil above one of the hairline cracks. “See the asparagus?”

      I nodded eagerly, looking at a fat, soft white spear exposed to sunlight for the first time.

      “You grab it at its base, see, give it a twist to make it snap and then you pull it up, like this, without disturbing the soil any further.”

      She used the metal trowel with the worn wooden handle to smooth over the dirt again. There was no telling that something brutal had just happened here.

      

      I spent every school holiday at my grandparents' place in Bonheiden, south of Antwerp. Their rambling property was full of mystery and wonder. There were rabbits and pigeons to feed, contorted branches of a walnut tree to climb. Sheds that smelled of oil and dust, brimming with the treasure of a pauper king: nails and bicycle parts, rusty tools, wood offcuts and coils of rope. All salvaged from the tip. In between his forays, Jeang, my grandfather, would sit at the kitchen table, rolling a cigarette, drinking coffee from a chrome thermos flask and looking at the blackbirds in the aviary. I never understood why anyone would want to capture blackbirds. I was too accepting of how the world presented itself in those days, so I never asked.

      The song of the blackbirds seemed tinged with sadness and that mood also pervaded my grandparents’ house. Over the weekend, the shadows briefly receded for the exuberance of large family gatherings. Uncles, aunts and cousins piled in. Laughter, gargantuan meat platters and freshly baked bread. Perched on a table corner, the small black and white television set annotated the seasons: road cycling, soccer matches, winter sports. Come Monday, melancholy dappled the fruit bowl, the unread books, the framed photographs of Jeang and Julienne’s eldest son, the uncle whom I had never met – his Spitfire had crashed into a forest near Brussels.

      My grandfather was born in 1898 and registered as Jean-Baptist though no one ever called him that. It was too long, too formal, too French, so they called him Jeang. It sounded twangy and brusque, almost like "Djung." My mum had told me from an early age that Jeang had fought in World War I. He had been shot, gassed in the trenches, and had almost drowned; but he was one of the lucky ones: he had survived.

      I was fascinated by all things military in those days. I had toy soldiers – cowboys and indians who fought each other in the attic from behind clothes peg barricades. Unhindered by historical rigour or basic aesthetics, I ordered plastic green American GIs to take back the castle from elaborately painted mediaeval knights. All my disparate bands of warriors had in common was the little rectangle under their feet and a knack for coming back from the dead. Alliances were made and broken, empires lost. So of course I was going to quiz my grandfather about his wartime exploits.

      He seemed frustratingly evasive in those early years. He had a story of how he had been ordered to peel potatoes and had ended up in trouble for taking off too much potato with the peel. That story was no good, I reckoned, because there wasn’t any fighting in it. There was the story of how his regiment was marching along the fields. His mates had been bayoneting sugar beets which, flicking their rifle forward, they launched at the company ahead of them. When Jeang had a go, his bayonet broke, but the beet hit a soldier right in the neck, which caused great hilarity. The sergeant, who had caught him in the act, had the cost of a bayonet deducted from Jeang’s pay. It meant four months without tobacco. This story was much better because it was a bit naughty and it had weapons in it. His third story was about how his job was to take coffee to the soldiers in the trenches in big canteens slung over his shoulder while shells were falling all over the place. This story was good because I could imagine those big guns firing and because I liked the word “canteen.” It also gave me a new respect for the coffee he was now drinking so freely. The fourth story was about how he had slipped off the duckboards after the plains around the river Yser had been inundated. He went under twice, dragged down by the weight of his backpack. As his life flashed before his eyes, he saw Saint Peter at the gates of heaven, he said. When he came to the surface a third time, a hand pulled him up by the collar of his soaked greatcoat. He always rounded off this story by saying: “Saint Peter is my friend.” This story always made him thirsty, and he would send me to the cellar to fetch him a bottle of Pale Ale, as if he wanted to rinse away the taste of muddy water.

      Then one day Jeang showed me a bullet. The one that went right through his shoulder. It lay there peacefully in the hollow of his calloused hand. Dark brown, with a cylindrical base tapering into a point. I was allowed to hold it. I felt its weight on my palm, a heaviness in my heart. This was all it took, then, a little lump of metal, the difference between life and death. I asked Jeang when he was shot but he had already sunk into one of his silences.

      

      In the early seventies, when I was at uni, I would often walk to Bonheiden to spend a couple of days with my grandparents. It was a four–hour hike, my backpack stuffed with books I had to read for overdue essays or impending exams. I always worked well at their place as there were no distractions. Ensconced in the upstairs bedroom, I would swot and scribble for hours on end, coming down only for meals. After dinner we would sit in the lounge room and watch television, in the dark. “You don’t need the lights on to watch television,” Jeang decreed, with the frugality of people who had experienced shortage and want. On the small screen in that gloomy room we saw shadows move in a faraway jungle. Helicopter gunships strafing suspected Vietcong positions. “Fight–ing con–ti–nues in Viet–nam,” said Jeang, who had taken to reading subtitles out loud. His sight and his hearing had deteriorated, though Julienne used to joke that his hearing was selective rather than poor.

      I had changed too. I had outgrown my toy soldiers. In a doctor's waiting room I read an article about the war in Vietnam. The American army had developed a new type of bomb, which contained plastic needles that did not show up on X–rays and were therefore almost impossible to remove from the body by surgery. The article mentioned, almost in passing, that doctors had helped develop this needle bomb. I felt nauseous that scientists and surgeons were using their skill and ingenuity for such an evil purpose. I read more about the Vietnam War. We had grown up with a mental image of the Americans as heroes. They defeated the Kaiser in 1918 and Hitler in 1945, liberating Belgium on both occasions. They were the good guys, and you wanted them on your side. But now it was the Americans carpet-bombing villages across South-East Asia. Dropping napalm. Spraying Agent Orange. Massacring civilians at My Lai.

      Something shifted. I was less interested in Jeang's stories, which I had heard so often. They had become darker over the years. He spoke about being in mud and blood up to his knees in the trenches. He touched upon the randomness of survival: he had seen a shell land right between the feet of a soldier sitting on a chair, peeling potatoes. It buried itself in the squelching mud but did not explode. “That man went white as a sheet,” said Jeang.

      His personal story had also emerged in a more coherent way. Jeang's father, a publican, had been shot and killed when the German army invaded Belgium in 1914. Jeang himself took a bullet through the shoulder but managed to flee. He collapsed in an asparagus field, where a farmer's wife found him and took him to the doctor's house. Jeang fled to Holland, which had remained neutral, and made his way by ship to Hull, in England, where he rocked up to enlist in the Belgian army in exile. He pretended to be seventeen. The recruitment officer looked at him strangely, Jeang said, but he got in all the same. They gave him a uniform and shipped him back across the Channel. His regiment received basic military training in France and was sent to the front near Ypres. He saw battle near Passchendaele and was caught in a mustard gas attack, which blinded him for three weeks and permanently damaged his lungs. Years later, aged 45, he would retire on a disability pension.

      I understood now why, in 1940, Jeang and Julienne had decided to pack their five young children and some belongings onto a handcart in a vain attempt to outrun Hitler's Blitzkrieg. Jeang had tried to sit out the invasion in 1914, only to see his father murdered before his eyes. So when the Germans marched again, he took his family and fled, only to be overtaken by the Wehrmacht panzers and to find the house looted upon his return.

      Other aspects of his story left me bewildered: why didn't the German soldiers who shot Jeang go looking for him, and what was a farmer's wife doing in an asparagus field in the middle of a murderous assault? But I did not ask him these questions. Much as I loved Jeang, with the smugness of a headstrong youth I felt it was slightly distasteful that he had volunteered to fight, and that certain topics were best left unaddressed.

      

      My pacifism deepened. While Belgium was not directly involved in any wars, it had conscription in place. This meant that I would be called up for military service as soon as I had completed my university studies. As I saw it, serving in the Belgian army, through its membership of NATO and the US alliance, would make me complicit in the war that was still being waged in Vietnam. I embarked upon the lengthy application process for conscientious objector status, a legal option that allowed me to do two years of approved community work instead of serving for one year under arms.

      It was with some trepidation that I decided to tell Jeang, the grizzled volunteer infantryman, that I was making a choice that was diametrically opposed to his. He heard me out, corralling some spilt tobacco on the chequered plastic tablecloth.

      “You know, that's fine,” he said after a long silence, “I wouldn't do it anymore either, signing up.” A mixture of relief and surprise welled up in me.

      He glanced at the blackbirds. “It's always the little guy who pays,” he continued. “And what for? The big bosses sit there, smoking their fat cigars, and send you
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