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PRAISE FOR AJAX, THE DUTCH, THE WAR


“His fresh-eyed survey has a familiar theme but never 
palls, crowded with a gallery of unlikely figures . . . 
whose stories weave through the book.” 
—Daily Telegraph


 



“I have only bought one soccer book recently and 
it’s an absolute belter . . . heartily recommended.” 
—The Times


 



“Gripping and brilliant.”—Glasgow Herald


 



“An intriguing social history, full of quirky anecdotes, 
written with winning geniality and the dash of a 
Brazilian forward . . . a beguiling book.” 
—Financial Times


 



“A fascinating tale, which Kuper describes 
particularly well.”—Spectator


 



“Kuper’s poignant and perceptive account again proves 
there can be more to soccer writing than fanzines 
and pale Hornby imitations.”—GQ


 



“A fascinating history, full of startling facts 
and sobering detail.”—Telegraph


 



“Kuper has fashioned a work which brilliantly juxtaposes 
the everyday life of soccer clubs with the awful fate 
suffered by so many of their Jewish players, officials, 
and supporters.”—Time Out


 



“An intriguing work.”—Independent








Simon Kuper was born in Uganda in 1969 and spent most 
of his childhood in Holland. His first book, Soccer Against the 
Enemy, won the William Hill Sports Book of the Year and 
went on to become an international best seller. He now 
writes for the Financial Times.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

Strictly speaking, the word “Holland” only refers to the two western provinces of the Netherlands. In this book I have often used it to mean the country as a whole. I have yet to meet a Dutch person who would be offended by this.
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ORANGE SOLDIERS

In the Dutch movie Soldier of Orange, the main character, Erik (played by Rutger Hauer), is canoodling with a Jewish woman in a garden one night when they are startled by the sound of airplanes. “Germans, going to England,” Erik reassures her, and they resume canoodling. Then the planes start firing their guns. It is the early morning of May 10, 1940, and the Germans are invading the Netherlands.

The unfamiliar sound of aircraft had awoken people all over the country. Few had expected the invasion because nothing much ever happened in the Netherlands. The Dutch had avoided the First World War, pretending not to notice when the German Army took a brief shortcut over their soil on its way into Flanders, and so had had no experience of war on their own land since Napoleon. So quiet was the Netherlands that after the Armistice in 1918 the Kaiser took gardening exile on a Dutch country estate. He was still there in 1940.

If the world’s fires ever made it to the Netherlands, it was at a pretty low heat. A man named Pieter Troelstra had tried to proclaim a Dutch socialist republic in November 1918, but nobody paid much attention, and he was chastised in Parliament. Thirteen years later, while Stalin was executing hundreds of thousands of “Trotskyists” in  the USSR, and street battles were raging in the Weimar Republic, the leading Dutch Trotskyist Henk Sneevliet was threatened by Stalinist thugs after a public meeting in Rotterdam. But he was escorted safely to the train station. Before World War II, that was about as hot as things got in Holland.

Waking in a Dutch hotel room on the night the Germans invaded in 1940 was a journalist named Ballantijn. He was traveling home from Rotterdam, where he had collected a Belgian visa to travel with Holland’s soccer team to play Luxembourg on May 15. Hearing the planes, he raced outside to find German soldiers everywhere (this story is told by the Dutch historian Chris van der Heijden). Ballantijn asked one of the soldiers if he could return to his house near the German border, where his wife would be worrying about him. The German let him go. And so Ballantijn found himself ploughing eastward past a stream of German vehicles busy invading his country. “Strangely,” he wrote later, “the drivers . . . gave all possible cooperation by making way for me.”

Much of the Netherlands experienced something of a velvet invasion. In one spot, German soldiers needing planks to build a bridge over the river (one of the hazards of invading Holland) were looking for a wood mill. “The local people,” recorded the author Anton Coolen, “argue among each other about whether the mill is still there, yes or no, and strain themselves to give the Germans the information they are asking for. . . . Some women have come out of their houses with trays of steaming coffee; they take these to the Germans, who fold up their maps and laugh.”

The Dutch Army put up a brief fight, but on May 14 Luftwaffe bombs demolished central Rotterdam, and the next day the Netherlands capitulated. The first years of occupation passed calmly for most Dutch people. The few thousand Germans stationed in the country behaved themselves most of the time. The Nazi terror affected only a couple of hundred thousand people in the Netherlands: Resistance fighters, gypsies, and Jews. About three-quarters of the latter were  murdered in the gas chambers; in all of Europe only Poland lost a larger proportion of its Jews.

On “Crazy Tuesday,” September 5, 1944, there were sightings of Allied troops near the southern town of Breda. Premature celebrations of the Liberation began across the Netherlands. But the Allied landings at Arnhem failed (“a bridge too far”), and the part of the country north of the great rivers was doomed to a final winter of war. The Hongerwinter, in which people were reduced to eating tulip bulbs and about twenty thousand starved to death, remains a live memory in many Dutch families. Only on May 5, 1945, did the Germans surrender. Allied soldiers—mostly Canadians—drove through the country throwing emaciated people cigarettes and chocolate.

My family moved to the Netherlands just over thirty years later, in 1976. This was a fluke. My parents, Jews from South Africa, had spent the previous fifteen years traversing Cambridge, the Kalahari Desert, southern California, Uganda (where I was born), Jamaica, Sweden, and north London. My father, an anthropologist, had been hoping for a job in Ethiopia when he was unexpectedly offered one at the ancient Dutch university of Leiden. I was nearly seven years old at the time and had never heard of the Netherlands.

We moved into what I now know to be a typical Dutch street. The tiny terraced houses were fronted by large windows, through which passers-by could peer to make sure nothing untoward was happening inside. On one of our first Dutch evenings, my brother and I ventured outside to meet the other children, who greeted us by singing what were probably the only English words they knew: “Crazy boys, crazy boys!” But over the next few evenings relations improved, and soon we were regulars in the street’s daily soccer match.

We integrated, more or less, learning Dutch and joining the local soccer club. But, without wishing to sound pathetic, we were never going to become entirely local. Our parents spoke Dutch with funny accents, and we were all too dark and too small to look Dutch. Nor were there many other Jews in Leiden, because they had almost all  been killed in the war. My family was not religious, but I remember visiting the Leiden synagogue, an eighteenth-century building that was always virtually empty.

While I was at school the Dutch were just beginning to rediscover World War II, and particularly their resistance to the Germans. This was a thrilling topic if you were a boy in Leiden. Soldier of Orange, made in 1977 by the director Paul Verhoeven and nominated for the foreign-film Oscar of 1979, was set in our town. Watching the film again recently, I realized how cardboard it often is. The heroes are two-dimensional, and the British characters almost all speak like members of the royal family. Yet it remains probably the most popular Dutch film ever made, and it helped shape the Dutch memory of the war.

The film was based on the autobiography of Erik Hazelhoff Roelfzema, nicknamed the “Soldier of Orange.” Born in 1917 into an upper-class Dutch family in Surabaya in the Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia), he had hitchhiked across the United States in the late 1930s and written Rendezvous in San Francisco, a book that would become a nonfiction best-seller in the Netherlands. Then he reverted to the classic path of posh Dutchmen, moving to Leiden, joining the student fraternity Minerva, and gently studying law. He was there when the Germans arrived.

The Leiden setting of Soldier of Orange was familiar to me. The city’s ancient and beautiful center of brick houses along canals had barely changed since the war—in fact, it had barely changed since Rembrandt was born there in 1606. The Leiden I knew was still dominated by braying Minerva members dressed like nineteenth-century bankers, cycling from café to café, and intermittently diving drunk into canals. (Paul Verhoeven, inevitably, had been a Minerva fraternity brother.) Soldier of Orange was shown at Minerva every year, and many of the members knew the film by heart. They were carrying on the student life that Hazelhoff Roelfzema had known until that night of May 10, 1940. A few of them even inhabited his old student digs above a café on the magnificent Rapenburg canal street.

The film describes the war’s effect on a group of Leiden students. One of the group, a Jew named Jan, is executed in the dunes while birds twitter and the wind howls. Another, the half-German Alex, joins the SS and is blown up on the Eastern Front while sitting on a toilet. A third, Robbie, initially operates a radio for the Resistance, but unbeknownst to his comrades is “turned” by the Germans. The Soldier of Orange himself, played by the extremely Aryan-looking Hauer, ends up fleeing with his friend Guus to England. There they meet Wilhelmina, the Dutch queen, in exile on London’s Eaton Square. She sends them back to Holland on a Resistance mission.

Guus shoots the traitor Robbie and is then caught and executed, but the Soldier of Orange survives to escort the Queen back to Holland for the Liberation. In the final scene, he toasts the Liberation in the Leiden student digs of a friend who has sat out the war secretly taking exams. But the general impression the film gives is that half of Leiden was in the Resistance.

Hazelhoff Roelfzema moved to Hawaii in 1973 and died there in 2007 at age ninety. Soldier of Orange catapulted Verhoeven and Hauer into Hollywood where Hauer would build a career mostly playing Russian and Nazi villains. For me it confirmed Leiden as the home of the mighty Dutch Resistance.

Our town’s other great Resistance story featured a dour law professor named Rudolf Cleveringa. In the first winter of the occupation, Cleveringa’s former mentor, a brilliant professor named E. M. Meijers, received a standard stenciled letter informing him that as a Jew he was banned from teaching. On the morning of November 26, 1940, Cleveringa said farewell to his wife, and walked down the Rapenburg to the faculty building where Meijers had been scheduled to lecture. Cleveringa took his place.

The Great Auditorium was packed, and so the lecture was relayed by microphone to a second hall. Cleveringa’s talk was a eulogy to Meijers’s brilliance. Each time the audience tried to break into applause, he silenced it with a wave of his hand. The German dismissal  of Meijers was illegal, he said. However, he advised his listeners against committing “pointless follies” (this was undoubtedly said to strengthen his case before the Germans after his inevitable arrest). Instead, he urged them to “always keep in our thoughts and our hearts the image of the figure and the personality of whom we cannot cease to believe ought to be standing here and, if God wills it, will return here.”

There was silence, then a long ovation, and then a student began singing the national anthem. The audience took it up, many people in tears. Cleveringa handed the text of his speech to a colleague who had asked for it, and walked home.

That evening a student named Koch assembled some other students in his rooms, sat them down at typewriters, and made them type endless copies of Cleveringa’s speech. “There were chaps there,” Koch said later, “who could barely type. Many bottles of beer were pressed into use.” By five the next morning he had nearly fifty copies. He then assembled ten girl students, “to whom I gave tea,” and set them typing too. The copies were posted around the country, creating the impetus for the Dutch Resistance (or so the popular Leiden version had it). Leiden students went on strike, and in 1942 the Germans closed the university, which is why the Soldier of Orange’s friend had to take his exams in secret.

Cleveringa had been arrested two days after his speech. After eight months in jail he was released unhurt. He and Meijers both survived the war. Discussing Cleveringa in the mid-1980s with a friend of my mother’s, a local nurse, I asked her whether she knew if he were still alive. “He’s dead,” she said.

“Are you sure?” I asked peskily.

“He died in my arms,” she said.

Even forty years on, the war was still all around us. As a child in Leiden I played soccer and cricket with a gangling, friendly boy whose grandfather, proprietor of a cigar shop, was known to have run the local Resistance. A colleague of my father’s was the only survivor of a wartime raid by his Resistance group. Our Jewish next-door  neighbor’s father had lost his first family in the gas chambers. Everyone of the right age had a war story.

I got the sense that people had never forgiven the Germans, who, in those days before they began heading off to Spanish islands, still took their beach holidays in the chilly Dutch coastal villages a few miles from Leiden. The villagers hung signs in German in their front windows, saying “Room free with breakfast,” and people in Leiden mocked them. One of our neighbors said that if he met a German asking directions he still sent him the wrong way, just as people had done in the war. One reason the occupation remained such an obsession was that no other great event had hit the Netherlands in living memory. “If the world comes to an end, I want to move to Holland, because everything happens there twenty years later,” the German poet Heinrich Heine is supposed to have said (though no one can find the reference).

If Holland was a backwater of Europe, Leiden was a backwater of Holland. I remember spending many Sundays in the early 1980s looking out of my window (by now we had moved to a house on a main road) and marveling whenever a car drove past. On Heine’s analogy, everything in Leiden happened about forty years later. Albert Einstein, a visiting professor at the university for more than a decade, had once considered moving there permanently. But while he was in Leiden agonizing over the decision, an expat German baroness had told him, “If you move here, you’ll have a very pleasant life and no one will ever hear of you again.” So he never came.

Half the Dutch novels I had to read at school were about the war (many of the others were about the main character’s struggle to unshackle himself from the Calvinism of his parents, and a few combined both themes). Of course I read Anne Frank, who apart from everything else was a Jewish teenager of about my age living as a foreigner in the same country and writing better Dutch than most of the professional novelists. And in 1985, when I was fifteen, a flood of popular histories were published to mark the fortieth  anniversary of the Liberation. The general theme was of Dutch resistance to the Nazis.

At the time it was customary to use the words goed (“good”) or fout (“wrong”) to classify the behavior of almost everybody in the Netherlands in the war. Quite naturally, I came to believe that the vast majority of Dutch people had been goed. I can see now that this belief was an emotional necessity. My family did not belong in the Netherlands. I wanted to belong, and I also wanted my parents (who belonged less than I did) to feel they belonged, and so the thought that the Dutch had been good to the Jews was particularly attractive to me. (Once again, though, I do not want to imply a tortured childhood lived under the shadow of the war. It was not like that.)

Most of my generation, educated by the same films and books and war stories, reached the same conclusion about Dutch goodness. In my first book, Soccer Against the Enemy, I described the explosion of these feelings when Holland beat West Germany 2–1 in the semi-final of the European Championships of 1988. Millions of Dutch people went on to the streets that night to celebrate. Though a Tuesday, it was the largest public gathering since the Liberation. “When Holland scores I dance through the room,” revealed Professor Lou de Jong, the historian who had spent the previous forty years writing the official history of the Netherlands in World War II in umpteen volumes. “Of course it has to do with the war. Strange that people deny that.”

The general Dutch sentiment was best expressed in a book that appeared a few months later called Holland–Germany: Soccer Poetry. I quote a few representative extracts:

Ever since I can remember 
And before that 
The Germans wanted to be world champions


—A. J. HEERMA VAN VOS

 




Dumb generalizations about a people 
Or a nation, I despise. 
A sense of proportion is very 
Dear to me.


 




Sweet revenge, I thought, does not exist 
Or lasts only briefly 
And then there was that unbelievably beautiful 
Tuesday evening in Hamburg.


—HANS BOSKAMP

 



 




Those who fell 
Rose cheering from their graves.


—JULES DEELDER, IN A POEM TITLED “6-21-88”





(In Soccer Against the Enemy I also discussed the poems in the collection that were attributed to soccer players [“Jan Wouters” effort is the most sophisticated: blank verse with enjambements . . . ” etc.], but when I later met the editor of the collection and said how good some of the players’ poems were, he replied, “Thank you. I wrote them.”)

The point is that the general Dutch feeling was that we were goed and the Germans were fout, and that our soccer victory proved it. For the next few years soccer matches between Holland and Germany remained ferocious affairs. Then, gradually, the feeling waned.

In part this was because in the 1990s the Dutch were starting to accept that they had not been so goed in the war after all. An Amsterdam historian named Hans Blom had been arguing since the late 1970s that the terms goed and fout were too simplistic to encapsulate the years of occupation. Most Dutch people, he said, had never made great moral choices. They had just gone on with their lives (like the student in the film taking his exams), and late in the war, when the occupation became more brutal, their main preoccupation had been “the question of how to incur as little damage as possible.” They  “retreated into a small familiar circle,” going to the cinema, for instance, rather than engaging with the war.

Blom’s view was very much a minority one and only became at all widely known in the early 1980s. But gradually more histories came to be written about the other side of the Dutch war: the worst survival rate among Jews outside Poland, the betrayal of Anne Frank, the second-largest Nazi movement in Europe outside Germany.

This is not to say the Dutch were actively anti-Semitic. They had welcomed Jews across the centuries, never showing the slightest impulse to kill them. A Dutch Jewish survivor of the Holocaust once told me that whatever else one says about the Dutch, one must always remember that it was the Germans who invaded Holland and deported the Jews, and not the Dutch who deported them from Germany. The Dutch could never have conceived of the Holocaust. (In Holland, if you really want to punish people you review their social-security benefits.)

I left Leiden for London in 1986, when I was sixteen. I visited Holland often in the years that followed, but didn’t live there again until the winter of 1999, when I moved to Amsterdam to write a short book about Dutch soccer in World War II.

Although I was press-ganged into it by a friend and editor named Henk Spaan, I had various motives. Partly, I just wanted to live in Holland again and see what it was like, whether it was different from the country I remembered. I particularly wanted to get to know Amsterdam, a lovely city. (Whenever foreigners tell me it is “tacky,” I want to say, “Try leaving the red-light district.”)

At the time, Ajax Amsterdam, Holland’s biggest soccer club and probably the country’s most popular institution after the royal family, was approaching its centenary. I was curious about the rumor (hotly denied by Ajax) that the club had been “Jewish” until the war. I had also heard fascinating snippets of other wartime soccer stories.

More than that, I have always thought that soccer is a good way into the daily life of a country. This is particularly true in the Netherlands, where joining a soccer club is almost as fundamental a rite of  male life as anything to do with girls. Most nations are described by their inhabitants as “soccer mad,” but for much of the latter part of the twentieth century the country with the highest proportion of registered soccer players was the Netherlands. Those great Holland teams of 1974, 1978, 1988, and 1998 (and even the violent thugs of 2010) were the product of a culture.

A book about soccer and World War II would go to the heart of Holland. Soccer was a place where the Holocaust met daily life. What had happened in Dutch soccer clubs during the war would be a microcosm of what happened in the country. It might even produce wider truths about the war in the rest of occupied Western Europe. So I moved across and spent a winter lodging with various old school friends who had escaped Leiden for Amsterdam.

Even before beginning my research I had grasped that the Dutch had not been as goed in the war as I had once thought. In 1999 this realization was dawning on practically the whole country. The newspapers (many of them former Resistance news sheets) were full of official reports revealing how the Dutch had used the deportations to steal Jewish property. The Groene Amsterdammer magazine discovered that in the late 1960s civil servants at the Finance Ministry had held a sort of bring-and-buy at which jewels, gold, and silver belonging to dead Jews were sold. One former civil servant recalled, “My colleagues showed each other what they had bought. Someone came up to me with beautiful earrings. She was happy as I don’t know what.” I had long since ceased to be a starry-eyed schoolboy, but when I began researching the book I was still shocked by what I found. This was not the country I had imagined it to be.

My book (Ajax, de Joden, Nederland, or Ajax, the Jews, the Netherlands ) appeared in Dutch in March 2000, in the week of Ajax’s centenary. It told lots of stories about soccer in the war that I hope were new. The book’s argument, however, was not. It read like a J’accuse against the Dutch nation. Soon after the book appeared, a Dutch friend told me she had found it ridiculously naïve, as everyone already  knew that the country had not been goed in the war. I had wasted my time restating a case made by many people before me, she said. (The Dutch tend to be frank.)

She was exaggerating, but she had a point. All historians of the war in the Netherlands know that Dutch collaboration was at least as significant as Dutch resistance. This is not a country that hushes up its past. None of the reviews of my book objected to my criticism of the nation, and nor did anyone I meet rebuke me for spilling the family secrets. Only my old school friends became a bit irritated at being told every day how gray and cowardly their country had been.

Yet the Dutch seemed to know they had been gray and cowardly without wanting to think about it. There was a highbrow debate about the war full of breast-beating and remorse, and simultaneously a public sense that “we” had been goed regardless. Many people still consumed the war as a Resistance tale, like Soldier of Orange. Even at the Dutch Institute for War Documentation in Amsterdam, I found six and a half shelves of books on “Dutch Resistance” and just half a shelf on “Dutch Collaboration.”

A year after finishing the book, driving through California with an English photographer, I told him about my discovery that Holland had not been goed in the war.

“Doesn’t surprise me at all,” he said.

“Why not?”

“It’s always that way. All countries have myths about having been good, and they always turn out to be lies. I’m not shocked.”

“It’s probably more shocking if you grew up with the myth,” I countered.

“Yeah, probably.”

Meanwhile, I had decided that I wanted to rewrite my book. I had written the Dutch version too quickly (just under four months from start to finish including all the research; is this a record?) and wanted to expand and deepen the material. I wanted to write a book that did more than just accuse the Dutch of having been fout. I also  wanted to reach foreign readers, because the myth of a tolerant country that was goed in the war is today believed most strongly outside the Netherlands.

Beyond Holland, I wanted to examine soccer in the war in other European countries: it astonished me that even while Stalingrad and Auschwitz were taking place, the ball had rolled on. World War II instantly takes on a different aspect when you know, for instance, that on June 22, 1941, the day the Germans invaded the Soviet Union, the decisive act of the entire conflict, ninety thousand spectators watched the German league final in Berlin. What were they thinking of? It recalled Kafka’s famous diary entry for August 2, 1914: “Germany has declared war on Russia. Swimming in the afternoon.”

And I wanted to go back to the years before the Second World War. The 1930s, root of all evil, had been a fascinating decade in soccer. There were the Nazis with their knack for propaganda, Mussolini’s Italy winning two World Cups and the Berlin Olympics, and England still regarded as the untouchable masters. This was the epoch when the game became a political item.

I spent weeks in the excellent Football Association library, reading the minutes of old FA meetings, once running into England’s then manager Sven Goran Eriksson at the front door (he said, “Hello”). I took trains from Paris to Munich to the Swiss lake resort of Lugano to meet a man who had played for Germany until 1942 and on the way back stopped in Strasbourg, France, to meet a man who had refused to do so. I read books and magazines from all over Europe (often with the help of a friend), and have tried to piece everything together to produce a sort of alternative history of World War II.
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A SUNDAY BEFORE THE WAR

I wrote much of this book in the old Jewish Quarter of Amsterdam, sitting in a friend’s art gallery amid stacks of Andy Warhol lithographs. The gallery hadn’t always been a gallery. It was once the Dutch Communist Party’s headquarters, and before that it had been a hospital for the Portuguese Jews of Amsterdam. Their symbol, a stone pelican, still marks the building’s front door, but in 1943 the hospital’s patients were deported to the death camps.

The gallery stands on the elegant little Henri Polaklaan, a street named after the Jewish trade-union leader who was regarded by Amsterdam’s Jews as a species of Moses. Across the street from the gallery is the headquarters of Polak’s Bond, his union: a people’s palace with famous murals that his diamond cutters built, even though their trade was perennially in recession and they, like actresses waiting tables in Manhattan restaurants, were always “resting.” Polak had these uneducated men reading Dickens and Zola from the Bond’s library.

The Henri Polaklaan is in the lovely, leafy Plantage neighborhood, which used to be the posh end of the Jewish Quarter. The poorer end, around the mammoth Portuguese synagogue, was where the Jewish rag merchants, banana sellers, and diamond cutters lived. On the day  in 1940 that the Germans invaded, most of the eighty thousand Jews in Amsterdam inhabited the Quarter, or Jodenbuurt.

I once saw about thirty seconds of a film of the Quarter: people in rags selling rags to each other, a sort of cold Calcutta. This was Amsterdam’s poorest and busiest neighborhood. Whole families lived in single rooms. Their internal feuds, and fights with the neighbors, would sometimes occupy the local police station for decades; but on the other hand there were hardly any drunks.

“In the poverty of the decayed Quarter,” wrote its greatest memoirist, Meyer Sluyser, after the war, “they dreamed in detail of the unheard-of riches they would divide among their relatives, if only the orphans who drew the lottery numbers from the drum would ensure they won the hundred thousand guilders. . . . There is only one fairy tale: you do nothing and are rewarded with as much as possible.”

On Friday evenings the Jewish vendors would turn their carts upside-down, sing socialist and Jewish psalms, and then, if they had enough money, go home for Friday-night chicken soup. On Saturday the streets were littered with chicken bones tossed out of windows. It was back to work on Sundays, when gentile shoppers from all over town thronged the Jewish market on the Quarter’s Waterloo Square. Rembrandt, a resident of the Quarter, had shopped at one of its predecessors; the market that stands on the square today, selling junk to tourists, is its heir.

Dutch gentiles seldom gave the Jews any trouble. Many Christians lived in the Quarter themselves. There was some country-club racism (a few posh establishments like the rowing club De Hoop barred Jews as members), and every now and then a newspaper or a politician would have a dig at the “Israelites,” but mostly the Jews felt at home in the Netherlands. They were tolerated. “At present [our] people live peacefully in Amsterdam,” Rabbi Uziel wrote as early as 1616. Many of the families he had known were still there in 1940 when the German soldiers marched in.

The Germans turned the Quarter into a ghetto sealed with barbed wire. Jews were taken from their homes in alphabetical order, then collected and registered in the Hollandsche Schouwburg theater, which stands on the street that runs behind my friend’s gallery. Almost every adult who entered the theater ended up dead in Poland, but some of their children survived. When a tram stopped outside the theater, blocking its entrance from sight, students would smuggle kids out of the building in rucksacks, boxes, potato sacks.

These children—one of whom became mayor of Amsterdam; another, legendary masseur of Ajax—would be hidden in a crèche on the other side of the road. Later they were moved to safe houses. Some of them passed through the room in which I worked.

So little does Amsterdam change that the trams stopping in front of the theater today bear the same numbers and run the same routes as they did sixty years ago. Writing this book in Amsterdam, I often felt as if I were living in a ghost town. Most of the buildings of the Quarter are still standing, and some of the old Jewish shop names, like Apotheek de Castro, are preserved on façades. The Portuguese synagogue from which the philosopher Spinoza was expelled by his orthodox co-religionists is still there, but other things have changed since World War II. The slums that surrounded the synagogue have made way for two-lane roads, which in this city of the bicycle have the feel of vast highways. Nearby, on the rubble of Jewish homes, stands the new City Opera. But the main thing that has changed in the Jewish Quarter is that the Jews are gone. Three-quarters of them were killed by Hitler. No other community of people in Western Europe suffered as much destruction in the twentieth century. The Quarter, with its Jewish monuments and virtually unused synagogue, is now a sort of open-air museum with through traffic.

That we know so much about the people who lived here—how they spoke, shopped, had fun—is thanks mainly to the innumerable memoirs of the survivors. That so many have been written is because of Jewish tradition: what happens to you when you die is vague and  uncertain, there may not be a heaven or hell, and so the dead live on only in the memory of the living. Hence the dozens of memorial books, of which the most important is called, simply, the Memorboek. But in its 862 pages there is barely a word on soccer.

Before the war the Quarter supported five little Jewish soccer clubs, neighborhood teams, but most of the Quarter’s inhabitants only dreamed of playing. Sometimes a pair of soccer boots all the way from England would hang outside the large Melhado store. Then passing kids would murmur, “If I’m ever allowed to play soccer. . . .”The game was expensive, and on Sundays many boys in the Quarter had to work in their fathers’ market stalls.

All Dutch soccer was amateur until 1954, but even before the war Ajax was one of the clubs at the top of the tree. Its ground lay just a couple of miles east of the Jewish Quarter, but few inhabitants of the Quarter could imagine actually playing for Ajax. To do that you needed a soccer suitcase and clothes, which had to be washed every Sunday evening because you couldn’t represent Ajax in muddy shorts. All that was unaffordable. The few Jews who were Ajax members before the war were wealthier people from merchant families rather like Anne Frank’s, people who lived outside the Quarter in the richer neighborhoods of Amsterdam-South. But many people in the Quarter supported Ajax, whether they could get to the ground on Sundays or not.

Ajax usually denies any connection with Amsterdam’s pre-war Jews. The club’s historian Evert Vermeer told Het Parool newspaper in 1999, “The supporters of Ajax’s opponents used to arrive at Weesperpoort Station, where there were a lot of Jewish street vendors. So they would say, ‘We’re going to the Jews.’ But the club itself didn’t have a Jewish culture at all before World War II.”

If there were any institutions in Amsterdam that didn’t have a Jewish culture before the war, they were the NSB (the Dutch Nazi Party) and the churches. The rest did. “Amsterdam is the city of the Jews and the cyclists,” wrote the Prague journalist Egon Erwin Kisch  shortly before the war. And the big soccer club nearest the Jewish Quarter was Ajax. Vermeer writes as if the Jews on one of those pre-war Sundays had stared dumbstruck at the gentile fans, thinking, “These Christians must be crazy,” as if soccer were a goy pastime like eating the body of Christ or riding horses.

When Ajax men do concede the club had Jewish fans, they always give the same explanation. As Wim Schoevaart, the clubs nonagenarian archivist, told me, “Jew people like something good, and so they enjoyed going to Ajax.” Joop Stoffelen, a former Ajax player who seemed ashamed of the club’s Jewish links yet served soccer journalists as an unofficial historian of the Jewish Quarter, once said, “Whenever people called Ajax ‘a Jew club,’ I had my answer ready. I’d say, ‘Do you know why Ajax has so much support among the Jews? Because they know what’s good and tasty.’” Even Bennie Muller, Ajax’s half-Jewish captain of the 1960s, told me, “Jews are people who like entertainment. They went to the theater, to the casino, gambled, and soccer was entertainment, too.”

The moment you hear the explanation, you want to reject it. Do only Jews like what’s good and tasty? Do gentiles prefer the bad and unappetizing? But when you reflect on the joyless Calvinism of the pre-war Netherlands, you see they might have a point.

Whenever Ajax denies its Jewish links, or tries to apologize for them, it is denying people who have been murdered. It is important to reconstruct a random Sunday in the Jewish Quarter before the war.

To find the few Jewish fans who remember those Sundays, you either have to fly to Israel or cycle south from Amsterdam’s Museum Square. Riding out of town along the Beethovenstraat, you pass the neighborhoods where the remnants of Jewish Amsterdam live: here and there a menorah on a windowsill, a shop with a Jewish name, or a passer-by with olive skin and curly black hair. Not many, of course.

In a flat around the corner from the Hilton Hotel where John and Yoko held their bed-in for peace, eighty-seven-year-old Hans Reiss leads me to his office. There is a computer and videotapes (one  of them of Ajax) and a Harvard University pennant that turns out to be more than a souvenir. Reiss has done well for a Jew from the wrong generation: born in 1912 in the Sint Antoniebreestraat, the street where Rembrandt went bankrupt in 1656 and Reiss’s father later ran one of the many Jewish drapery stores. Reiss began going to Ajax with his father in 1921, when he was nine years old.

On Sunday mornings before the war, pretty girls would stand outside the Jewish textile shops to lure in the gentile customers. The wares were laid out on the street as if in an oriental bazaar. Reiss says, “Sundays were top days. So my father wanted to leave the shop as late as possible. He knew exactly when the tram came. My father had been going to Ajax since he was a boy. Soccer lovers. Passive, though. That generation didn’t play, itself. The ground was unimaginably far away. All the way outside town. But there was an excellent connection to the Jewish Quarter.”

At quarter past one in the afternoon, Reiss and his father and dozens of other people would cram into a little tram that trundled to the Weesperplein Square. Anyone wanting to cover that distance today would walk or cycle, but in the 1920s it felt like a long way: you were going to the very edge of the Quarter, and in those days people were not fit.

Reiss says, “On the Weesperplein there was a little steam tram called ‘the Murderer from ’t Gooi,’ and it went to Ajax. It left every half-hour. So at the Weesperplein people would always storm it. They would be sticking out on all sides. Extremely dangerous. Almost all those people were Jews.” At half-past one, Reiss and his father would fight their way on board.

“Amazing that you still remember it after seventy years,” I remark.

“It was my youth, wasn’t it? I lived in the middle of it all. Until 1931. The tram would puff along for a while, and then stop because the locomotive’s water reservoir had to be refilled. And that tram often caused accidents, and so it was popularly known as ‘the Murderer.’ But there won’t be many mouths left that can still tell you that.”

At five to two Reiss and his father would join a cluster of Jews in the little covered stand of Ajax’s “Wooden Stadium.” On those Sunday afternoons in the 1920s Ajax would generally kick off with ten gentiles and a Jewish outside-right from New York. “Eddy Hamel,” Reiss remembers. “Tall boy, black hair combed back. Not a product of the Jewish Quarter. He was what you might call an idol. Eddy Hamel, I can still see him before me. Quick, and he had a very good cross. Something like David Beckham now. Ach, it was all different then. The speed of Eddy Hamel is a snail’s pace now.”

After the match Reiss and his father would return to the Quarter by “Murderer.” From beneath his Harvard pennant he says, “And you’d think we could then go home eh? But no. In the Old High Street there was a cigar shop, Swaap. On Sundays he had a big board hanging outside with all the soccer fixtures written in chalk. We’d be there at half-past four. The first results only began coming in from five o’clock. Every time a result came in, Mr. Swaap would walk outside with his piece of chalk and write it on the board. The place was black with people. If you went into the shop to buy a cigar you’d hear the result before the others, because Swaap was a good businessman.

“In the evenings, the first and only Sunday soccer paper would appear, the Cetem. ‘Read the Cetem!’ the vendor would shout, I can still hear him say it. ‘Read the Cetem!’ People would fight for the papers. There was a short report of each match. When you had the paper you took it home and the whole family would read it.”

I remark that for at least some of its life the Cetem also printed regular news.

“That’s possible,” says Reiss, “but we were very narrow-minded.”

As the Cetem was produced on Sunday, day of the Christian Sabbath, it was written, printed, and sold mainly by Jews. In the evening the vendors would stream out of the Quarter into the rest of the city. “Read the Cetem! All results!” Since the Dutch world for “results” is the same as the word for “rashes,” “Get the Cetem!” became a popular curse.

Five issues of the Cetem—or bits of those issues, anyway—survive in a box in Amsterdam’s city archive. Together the remnants tell the story of “the only newspaper on Sunday evening.” Founded by Simon Weyl in 1923, it really did have all the results, as well as some rather perfunctory match reports: a Feyenoord–Ajax match on January 20, 1924, is covered in just 138 words, in which only one of the four goal scorers is named. Is this what people fought over?

That edition also includes a news report from Berlin: “20 Jan. (Own tel.) Stresemann yesterday received representatives of the foreign press. On this occasion he answered them concerning Poincaré’s latest speech.” At issue was a row between Germany and France and Belgium about reparation payments for the Great War.

The entire Cetem of November 25, 1928, survives. The front page has news (“The Fall of Stresemann”) and inside there is a lot of sport. Holland has beaten Switzerland 4–1, and the Cetem publishes a picture of the Swiss team in their suits. Yesterday we snapped the Swiss Eleven on their arrival at Amsterdam’s Central Station, announces the caption. And then the fantastically redundant addition: Above you will see the result.

But the Cetem was more than just results. On March 17, 1929, the newspaper reveals:
FOR THE WOMAN:

The Ideal Man 
Of whom the real woman 
Is in awe 
Need not be an 
Adonis.





No Cetems remain from the 1930s, but the very last issue of the newspaper, dated March 19, 1944, is in the box at the city archive. The Cetem has shrunk to tabloid size; Simon Weyl is no longer on the  front page, nor is Stresemann. The main story is datelined “from the headquarters of the Führer,” and headlined “Soviets Thrown Back in Various Places.” There was still sports news (Amsterdam–Rotterdam 3–3), but they weren’t fighting over it in the Jewish Quarter any more.

The paper continued as the Zondagavondblad (Sunday Evening Newspaper) and seems to have disappeared in 1950, by which time almost all the original journalists and vendors and many of the readers were dead. Reiss was lucky. The boy from the Jewish Quarter had left for Harvard on a scholarship in January 1939. He had known Europe was in danger since Jewish refugees from Germany had begun moving into Amsterdam-South telling terrible stories. Reiss studied economics at Harvard, enlisted in the U.S. Army, and returned to Amsterdam after the war to take over his murdered brother’s firm. Some Jews still went to Ajax after 1945, but no longer on the Murderer from the Quarter.
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