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Come of Age

BELGIUM, 1944

GERMANY, MAY 1945

Brussels was liberated by Chris and me on a Monday. I know this because I wrote it down in my pocket diary as we bumped across tramlines and cobbles in the jeep. I wasn’t driving; Chris, my RAF counterpart, was doing that. Bert Cobb, his batman-driver, was slumped anxiously in the back seat, distastefully ducking the bunches of garden flowers and reaching hands of the screaming, delirious population. It was Monday, the fourth of September.

Sunlight exploded like shell bursts through the dense leaves of the plane trees along the road. People were cheering, waving, singing, shouting, hugging each other. Arms and legs flailed as people scrambled wildly to try and get up on to, or into, the jeep, and Bert Cobb kept scowling and pushing them off. He said they were all bloody barmy, as barmy as the lot in Paris. They had no self-respect or control. Last month in Paris they’d been ‘right loony’.

On that day in Paris the Germans were still banging away. Bullets whined and zinged all about us like mad hornets, chipping the façades of buildings, shattering windows, clanging into the huge brass monuments to past wars. Brussels, it had to be said, was marginally less hysterical because the Germans had pulled out. Marginally. Everyone had gone crazy. If not quite barmy.

A woman in a light flowery summer dress, her hair piled high, suddenly grabbed Chris’s arm to pull him towards her. For a kiss, I suppose? The crowd around her cheered and Chris lost control of the jeep and we idled into a tree. We were only meandering along anyway, in the crush. People chucked more flowers and, for some reason (I suppose because it was September) apples and grapes at us. Bert Cobb threw them back. Furiously.

The woman was shouting above the noise. Had we seen her husband anywhere? He was ‘formally’ dressed for his office. He would have been very easy to see in a Lanvin suit. She had seen him climb on to a tank, but couldn’t get up on to it with him because of her high heels. He had a rosebud in his buttonhole. She directed us, in perfect English, towards a quieter side street. She was running beside the jeep so I just pulled her up next to me, and her hair spilled down. People still ran alongside, but it was not as dense a crowd as in the big square.

Chris muttered he’d murder for a cold beer, and was there a bar anywhere? She replied no, but there was a very good restaurant she knew off the avenue Louise which was very chic. Chris didn’t mind about the chic part, did it have beer? Bert Cobb sat hunched indifferently, his .303 across his knees. He didn’t care about the beer, being ‘TT’. The restaurant was extremely chic: lace curtains, crystal, white cloths, little pink lamps, polished wood, deep carpet. People sat murmuring quietly at the tables or else along the walls on crimson plush banquettes. They hardly looked up at us; when they did it was under lowered lids, then the eyes slid away and they went on murmuring to each other. We were dusty, untidy, unshaven, booted. Chris and I carried the Un-expired-Portion-of-the-Daily-Ration: two tins of bully-beef, four slabs of cookhouse bread wrapped in the Daily Mirror. Bert Cobb had exactly the same, but stayed outside to ‘mind the jeep and keep an eye on things’. He had Rose’s lime juice in his water bottle. Against scurvy. So we didn’t argue with him.

The maître d’hôtel came silently towards us, smiling smoothly, eyebrows raised in polite enquiry. The woman, who now looked pretty dishevelled, demanded a table in a clear, cool voice, and a ‘bottle of Krug and three glasses’. She made it obvious that she was used to ordering things and knew her way about perfectly well. I remember that her lost husband wore a suit by Lanvin. She wasn’t the kind of person you messed around with and the maître d’hôtel didn’t. We moved to a table at the back. A huge, aged woman with rouged cheeks and feathers raised her glass to us as we passed, gently inclined her head. Pearls gleamed. Everyone was very calm, polite, well bred, discreet. No fussing or staring. You would never know we’d just won this part of the war that morning.

I put our tins on the table with the bulky package of bread, and when the champagne arrived the woman, who had introduced herself as Madame Alexandre Malfait and told us that her husband was ‘in steel’, gave the tins to the maître and told him to deal with them. He accepted them with well-concealed distaste but as if they were tins of beluga. We toasted each other. We toasted Belgium. The Allies. Churchill, Eisenhower and The End of the War by Christmas. I don’t really know why it is, but all the wars, it seems, are supposed to be ‘over by Christmas’. They never have been. Of course we couldn’t possibly tell her that we were actually on our way north to Arnhem in Holland, where a gigantic operation was about to take place which would quite certainly mean that the war would be over by Christmas. No doubt about it. So Chris and I, with a secret smile to each other, made the toast feel private and, somehow, real. We drank to Arnhem.

Instead I asked her if she knew a little town called Courtelle, it was near Louvain? My recent ancestors all came from there and my father had suggested that, when the time came, I should go and ‘liberate’ it, which seemed quite a pleasing idea to me.

Madame Malfait got tremendously excited to think that I was ‘really, au fond, one of us!’ and threw her arms round my neck, which made some of the clients at last raise their eyelids and then look away. She said that I simply must go and ‘liberate’ them all, as soon as it was possible, but that, as far as she knew, Liege and Louvain were still occupied. At that point the maître d’hôtel arrived bearing, himself, a huge silver platter to present for our inspection. Then everyone turned round in their seats to watch.

The tins of bully-beef had been sliced as thin as cigarette cards, decorated all about with transparent rings of tomato and gherkin and little puffs of parsley. It looked extremely pretty, and Madame Malfait asked that it should be carried to the other clients, because it must be the first bully-beef they’d ever seen in this restaurant, certainly since the war. So it was carried from table to table, presented with a little flourish, and everyone murmured and clucked; heads were bobbing and glasses raised, because, as Madame said, even though this was a very famous black-market restaurant, this must be the first liberated, unrationed, un-black-market meat they had ever seen.

So we invited everyone: Chris got up and made a little speech in French to take some as a symbol of liberation day, although I don’t think anyone really knew much about that. So they all did, and there were cries of ‘Vive Churchill!’ and ‘Vive les allies!’ and ‘Vive Fray Bentos!’, and the room had suddenly become very jolly. We were so fed up with the U-E-P-O-T-D-R that we let them have it all and stayed happily with the wine. Madame Malfait kept the chunks of cookhouse bread in the Daily Mirror, and we were all a bit tiddly when we got bowed out because she had ordered another bottle of Krug and we hadn’t had any breakfast.

Bert looked pretty fed up and complained it was obvious who the driver would have to be: ‘Old muggins’. And wasn’t it a blessing that he’d stayed with the jeep? Otherwise we’d all have been pissed as farts and someone could easily have made off with everything. ‘Legless!’ he grumbled. ‘In the middle of a total war.’ Madame Malfait hugged us all and cried a bit, and said she simply had to go and find her husband somehow, and waving the packet of bread above her head she pushed into the still-laughing crowds.

‘Not a bad swap,’ said Chris. ‘Two Krug for two tins of bully.’ Had I got my map ready to drive out of the city? Could I read the map references and so on, and get to the flying-strip which was our next rendezvous? That’s all it was, just a map reference. Six figures on the paper, in a totally blank area, all white. It had to be blank because the airstrip had to be bulldozed and got ready, so the terrain had to be board flat. And it was.

It was raining by the time we got there. Well, it would be, wouldn’t it? It seems to rain all the time in Belgium. Anyway, we got there. The earth was all torn and ripped up by the tyres and tank tracks and the huge field near Saint-Thomas-le Grand was a sea of mud, sloshy and puddled, and had a flapping mess tent, latrines and cookhouse tent. We set up our tents in a far corner and Ernie Ball, my batman-driver, had got the office-truck safely settled and camouflaged. That evening, sitting in a damp cluster in the truck with a half-bottle of Geneva Gin, some sodden biscuits and two tins of looted sardines, we heard that Louvain was liberated. Then pretty soon all Belgium was free, our airstrip had started to function and we were preparing for the battle of Arnhem.

But there was a bit of a lull, owing to the weather, so I decided that we might go up to Courtelle to see if there were any ancestors hanging about. I rather liked the idea of swanning up to the family château and liberating them all. Fearfully romantic. Chris said that he was game, and Bert Cobb said that he bloody had to come so he could drive when we got pissed and legless, what with all the celebrations and that, and whatever I may think, there was a War On Still, and our services (as photographic interpreters, 39 Wing, Royal Canadian Air Force) were essential, so he’d come and keep an eye on us.

Well we got to Courtelle and it was really just a long, straight road running through turnip fields and as flat as a breadboard. The long street bore my family name on blue enamel signs, so we’d obviously come to the right place. It was lined on either side with red-brick, high-gabled villas, with fretwork balconies and neat lace curtains. There were neat little gardens with neat little gnomes in them, and neat everything. Very tidy and silent. There was no one much about. Chris thought that they were all probably stunned with relief now that the Germans had gone. Then we reached a big square with more gables and civic buildings with towers and turrets, lots of cobbles, and a few shops, very silent looking, and beyond the square the spire of a high church.

And that was really that. No one cheered, no one was about, a man wobbled past on a bicycle and didn’t even bother to look at us. I said to Chris that perhaps he thought we were Germans and that the war was still on. Chris said that was pretty damn silly because we had a Union Jack stuck on the windscreen, not a swastika or the SS sign, and anyway we were in khaki and RAF blue and not field grey, and then we saw a scowling woman standing with folded arms in a shop doorway sheltering from the rain, with a small child clinging to her skirts, and bedraggled bunch of flags dripping above her head. So they did know about the Liberation. I called out to her politely and asked her for directions to ‘the chateau’ and she stared with eyes wide with sudden terror and swiftly dragged the child with her into the shop and shut the door.

Chris wondered if I had got the right town. The locals weren’t exactly friendly. Then it dawned on me that they were probably all Flemish and didn’t speak French. I didn’t speak Flemish. Chris asked why the hell hadn’t I thought of that before we started out? We were all soaking wet and cold, now he’d probably get flu just before the Big Day. Meaning the drop on Arnhem. He reversed angrily, nearly making Bert Cobb fall out of the jeep. We shot into a narrow, walled lane which was too twisty to turn in and too dangerous to reverse in safely, so he drove towards a cluster of old barns just as an aged man came hobbling out of a doorway with a sack over his shoulders, wooden clogs on his feet and a battered brown uniform cap with ‘Palace Hotel’ in faded gold lettering on the rim.

We stopped beside him and I risked French, because I reckoned that if he worked in an hotel somewhere he probably understood French; which he did, because in reply to my question, ‘Where is the chateau?’, he shrugged and asked which one. Château de Bois Moulin or Château Belair? I said I was looking for the Van den Bogaerdes, and told him why. He shook his head and asked whose son I was.

‘I am the grandson of Aimé Van den Bogaerde. He was born here, I believe?’

For a tiny moment there was a flicker of light in the oyster-dead eyes. Slowly he removed his gold-braided cap, took my hand in his writhen one and raised it to his lips. He said that he had been my grandfather’s groom, as a boy. He replaced his cap, shook his head and murmured something inaudible.

Chris said for Christ’s sake, let’s stop whinnying on. He’d get pneumonia. But the old man said that Bois Moulin was the place and it was right ahead, beyond the farm. Across the barnyard I saw the high-pitched slate roof, the high, pink-brick walls with white dressings, the tall, shuttered windows. It looked forlorn and closed up in the fine rain. Rooks cawed in the great trees all around it. It stood on a slight hillock, and down below it lay a long, dark lake, spanned by a white iron bridge, a graceful arc. There were some ducks sadly bobbing about, and the paths along the lake were overgrown and sere with weeds and dead leaves and fallen boughs. There was no sign of life anywhere. The old man in the Palace Hotel cap watched us curiously and then said that there was no one at the house. They were in Brussels. Chris muttered very sarcastically, ‘Just leave your card, why not?’

The old man shrugged, and asked if I was part of the family. And I said again that I was, and he just said everyone was away, they would not welcome intruders.

‘Bugger that for a lark!’ said Chris, spinning the jeep round and we raced off, as fast as we could, through the farmyard, and that was how I ‘liberated’ my ancestral château.

I felt tremendously cheated, but no one had seemed very interested. Perhaps their war had been particularly harsh. We drove on in the gathering dusk and steely rain back to the airstrip which was the map reference in the middle of acres of beet fields. There were no sorties being flown that week because of low cloud, I hadn’t found my ‘relations’, Chris was shivering, and thought he might easily have a temperature. And that was that.

Somehow I had had a lyrical, theatrical vision of it all being very different indeed. I had imagined (in those drifting moments just before sleep) that we would have been received with enthralled rapture by a flag-bedecked town, that all the dignitaries would have hastened to welcome us: the mayor, the mayor’s wife even, my long-lost family—I didn’t know how many, but masses of them—the priests, and perhaps even the bishop or someone tremendously grand, with a crozier and pointed hat, acres of lace and flowing vestments. We’d have been taken in a procession (I was certain it would have been a formal procession) all the way to the great church with the high spire where all my relatives would have been laid to rest (after all, they ran the town). Then after a solemn mass, with censers and altar boys flying about, we’d be led down into the huge tombs under the altar: arches and pillars and flaming torches, and under the most enormous and elaborate tomb, perhaps with my great-great-great-great-grandparents, lying side by side in stone, with ruffs, clasped hands, and their pointed feet lying on little stone dogs, would be marvellous family treasure! Then the bishop, or maybe the senior member of the family, would give a signal to four strong townsmen, I would be brought respectfully to the side of the tomb as the great stone lid was jemmied open, so that I could pay my respects to the dusty relics of my ancestors and their fortunes. But instead of dusty relics from the Middle Ages, all there would be in the tomb, would be the entire contents of all the town’s wine cellars, hidden during the German Occupation! Bottles and bottles of Krug, Lafite, Château-Yquem and so on (I was, at that time, a bit hazy about my wines, and these were the ones which most loudly beckoned). My ‘imagining’ continued with a tremendous kind of bacchanalia under the soaring arches in the flickering light


















































Author’s Note

I’m beginning to forget.

Which seems a very good reason to bring this seven volume ego trip to an end.

After the first effort, A Postillion Struck by Lightning, I never remotely thought that I’d write another book. Neither did anyone else. But fate, or whatever one chooses to call it, deemed otherwise, and I sprinted away with delight.

But now the time has come to call a halt; as far as autobiographical work is concerned. Enough is enough. It is not at all easy. I keep reminding myself that each book has to be integral, a book to read separately, alone and entire. To that end I have dealt here with some familiar (to some readers) situations but have gone into deeper detail where, before, I feared to disturb the past too much. For obvious reasons I have changed names and even place names when I felt it essential.

So, as always, to my editor, Fanny Blake, who has tried to control my excesses, and to Mrs Sally Betts, who has set them down with perfect clarity, my profound gratitude and thanks.

D.v.d.B.
London
26 June 1995
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