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PROLOGUE


The same dream came to him again last night. SS men continually attacking him, launching left- and right-hook punches, stamping on him with their boots. Normally, he would have defended himself with his famous double defence, but he was helpless. There were just too many.


He wakes from the nightmare, sweating, and thinking of Selli, Jopie and David.


It is the summer of 1975. Many times Dutch boxing champion Leendert Josua Sanders, hailing from Rotterdam’s Zandstraat district, is now sixty-seven years old. His sparse dark hair is streaked with grey and he has a belly. His hands are large and rough; his nose, despite tens of thousands of blows, is relatively unscathed. He takes pills and is rheumatic; he forgets his keys, dates, stories and words. His left arm bears his concentration camp number: 86764. He has become an American citizen; he had to.


On the table in his living room there are letters, cards, sheets of A4 and forms, so very many forms. For years now he has been engaged in the application process for an Extraordinary Pension, a provision introduced in 1952 for ‘persons invalided as a result of measures taken against them by the enemy in connection with resistance’. In his view and that of Dr Perloff, his American physician, Leen qualifies for this. He writes to an official that, following a trip to the Netherlands, he had gone to the pharmacy to buy ‘hundreds of Mogadon sleeping pills’. He brought these back to his home in Los Angeles, where he takes them daily. How else is he to get to sleep after what has happened to him? He is also ‘forever asking acquaintances travelling to Holland if they would bring me back some Mogadon’.


Had Leen Sanders been a resistance fighter both inside the concentration camp and outside it? Had he saved Dutch lives in Auschwitz because of boxing? Had he really been on the receiving end of violence from the SS? Is it true that he would howl and cry each night? The officials want names, dates and facts. They verify data and place question marks next to certain stories, and they talk about the difference between ‘humanity’ and ‘resistance’.


Leen collects additional witnesses and writes letters to former camp inmates and ex-boxers; he phones, he pleads, he begs. He flies to the Netherlands in search of evidence to support his case. He goes to a doctor who saved his life in 1944. At boxing matches, he catches up with old-timers from the fight game who helped him during his pre-war resistance. He visits an Auschwitz survivor who has become a psychologist, and he thinks increasingly often about things he would rather forget: the bombing of Rotterdam; his time as a prisoner of war; his escape; his fight for the Dutch title with Nazis in the front row; the identity documents that he stole; the betrayal and the arrest; the SS men who assaulted him; the miracle that occurred thanks to his ear; the All-weights Auschwitz Championship; the Death March and the Death Train. And always: Selli, Jopie and David.


What actually happened? How has Leen Sanders come to be the way he is? Although he has no desire to tell his story, he is compelled to do it all the same.





Part I


The boxers, the rabbi and the waffle baker






I.
_______


It is dark and the wind has picked up as Leendert Josua Sanders walks out of his parental home in Rotterdam’s Nieuwsteeg on 5 January 1925. He passes by the Notenboom storage depot, the De Groot roofing merchants and the warehouse for Droomer, the Jewish greengrocer. Houses lean askew, most of the roofs are missing tiles, rats crawl in and out of drains, and slum dwellings are declared by the council to be unfit for human habitation. A storm on New Year’s Eve has left debris lying in the street.


He walks past sailors’ taverns, cafés chantants, honkytonk piano joints and bordellos. Cripples and blind men stand outside lodgings. Men with barrel organs are asking for donations and pedlars carry suitcases containing yarn, soap, hairpins and razors. Jewish hawkers call out to the locals: ‘Have you any rags?’ Women are led by pimps to dosshouses.


After ten minutes he is standing outside the General Auction House on Goudschesingel, opposite the market. Some traders are dismantling their stalls, while others are carrying on for as long as they possibly can: ‘Have a taste, young sir. See how good it is!’


Boxing fans are queueing up in front of the ticket counter. Boys are selling umbrellas, bars of Kwatta chocolate, raincoats and the newspapers Voorwaarts, De Tribune and De Dageraad. A man is shouting out the cost of the programmes – five cents – while uniformed doormen tell the waiting throng that they must have their tickets at the ready, and anarchists are handing out pamphlets against the harbour barons. In the minds of liberals, the Auction Room is the meeting place for the lower classes; dockhands and barrowmen frequently call for strike action there. Party members praise Lenin with rasping smokers’ cries, and socialists from Rotterdam’s working-class neighbourhoods agitate against capitalist bloodsuckers. Everyone can better themselves in this society if only we change the System.


Leen is sixteen years old, has thick brown hair and speaks in the broad Rotterdam dialect with a Yiddish accent. He is 1.65 metres tall, weighs 58 kilograms and has skinny legs and a narrow waist. He employs a closed defence technique when fighting and views boxing in the traditional British way as ‘the noble art of self-defence’. He lives with his parents, five brothers, four sisters, his aunt Duifje and his uncle Joël at 10a Nieuwsteeg, where the walls are riddled with mould because of the leaking roof, the stairs are shot through with woodworm, and hardly any light filters through the small windows. His mother, Saartje, will often buy yesterday’s bread; when seriously strapped for cash, she goes to the pawnbroker to sell a few bits and pieces. The box beds are creeping with lice, fleas and bugs. The youngest children have corns on their feet and suffer from hunger oedema as well as the infectious eye disease trachoma.


Leen’s ambition is to become a pro boxer. A trainer has told him that this sport gives young Jews the chance ‘to break out of always living in the shadows and instead bask in the sunlight’. Leen and his brother Bram would rather read boxing magazines than the Torah; they scrutinize the matches fought by Georges Carpentier and Jack Dempsey – the best boxers in the world – when they’re screened at Bram Tuschinski’s cinema in Hoogstraat, Rotterdam’s busiest thoroughfare. Their idol is the Jewish American boxer Benny Leonard, born Benjamin Leiner in the Jewish ghetto of New York’s East Side. Benny began boxing as protection against Jew-haters, had a Star of David sewn onto his shorts and became world champion. A Jewish journalist wrote: ‘Seeing him climb into the ring with the six-pointed Jewish star on his boxing shorts felt like revenge for all the bloodied noses, split lips and taunting laughter at pale, puny, skinny Jewish boys.’


The great hall at the Auction House has sold out. The smell is one of sweat, eau de cologne, smoke and massage oil. Chairs have been crammed together; spectators are reading either the programme or the local newspapers. Over the weekend Feyenoord has played against Haarlem on a rain-sodden pitch: 0–0. The evening edition of De Maasbode reports on the Maas having burst its banks, that stock-market prices have risen again, and there’s plenty of work at the port; nightlife is flourishing. A few days earlier, the Italian leader Mussolini sang the praises of fascism. The weather forecast concludes with the message ‘Be on your guard.’


Leen is making his amateur debut this evening. His eighteen-year-old cousin, Meijer, is boxing at the same event; both of them are members of the National Boxing Club, doing their training in a café cellar. Meijer lives a few doors along from Leen in Nieuwsteeg, where he and his eight brothers and sisters all sleep in the same cramped room.


The main lighting is switched off; the glimmer of a lightbulb flickers beneath low beams. Visibility is poor, thanks to cigars from overseas, pipe tobacco, Van Nelle shag and Chief Whip cigarettes. Exboxers boast about long-forgotten matches: ‘Two left jabs to the chin, a fast one to the belly on top of that and, quick as you like, straight on the floor.’ Policemen stand in place facing the public; boxing fans often carry knives and knuckledusters. Sailors sit alongside flower street-traders, pub landlords, socialists, pavement singers, counterfeiters, journeyman painters, hot-water salesmen, bargemen, dockhands, barrowmen, porters and eel sellers. Almost everyone is wearing a cap; jackets and waistcoats hang open, chest hair spilling out from open-necked shirts stained with patches of sweat; faces are grimy with the dust and soot of ten-plus hours of toil in factories or the docks. They are called ‘men of the people’, prone to utterances such as ‘God-awful!’ and ‘Get stuffed!’, their tall stories concluding with ‘you can just imagine’. If there are any empty spots in the front row, they clamber their way down to sit as close to the ringside as possible, overturning chairs as they go, shoving aside crowd controllers and any like-minded spectators. A liberal journalist describes these flat-capped men as ‘common people from the slums and alleyways, from basements and garrets, louts, loudmouths, numbskulls, scoundrels’. A fellow reporter comes up with the inventive expression ‘bloody-nosed proletariat’; in Amsterdam and virtually all other Dutch towns and cities it is forbidden to organize boxing matches, so why then is the same not true in Rotterdam? For the flat caps in the Auction House the violence is what they love most about boxing, and any member of the anti-boxing brigade above their social class is simply called out as a ‘ban-crazed maniac’.


*


Leen warms up next to the ring, where, as he would say later, ‘a great many of the seats were taken by friends and acquaintances who didn’t want to miss out on my first public performance.’ Jazz and swing emanates from a loudspeaker while orders are placed at the bar for beer and whisky; a shot of Dutch gin costs five cents.


The promoter, Theo Huizenaar, climbs through the ropes wearing a white suit, boater, waistcoat, dress shirt, trousers and tie. He has applied a dollop of pomade to comb back his dark hair. During the Great War, Theo was given boxing lessons by a Flemish refugee and set up his own club. After the Treaty of Versailles, he organized his first tournament at the Auction House; fist fighting became popular in Rotterdam and – now, in 1925 – Theo Huizenaar is the most important boxing promoter in the Netherlands.


Leen appears in a bathrobe, a white towel draped around his shoulders. His opponent, Van Oers from Crooswijk, is much bigger than him. Van Lent, the announcer, is holding a megaphone and calls out to the crowd: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, our referee for this evening is Schulp.’ Leen’s brother Bram is his ‘second’ – his ringside assistant – and he sets down a spittoon and a bucket of water in the corner. A small bag contains collodion, smelling salts, ammonia, iodine and plasters. The boxing-ring doctor checks the boxers’ pupils; a previous bout had ended in a knockout and serious brain injury.


Sanders and Van Oers briefly tap gloves. Schulp calls: ‘Seconds out! Round one! Box!’ Leen fights more offensively than usual: feinting right, left hook, jab to the right, a hit straight to the chin. A dull thud sounds as Van Oers falls to the canvas. Blood seeps into the planking. An adjudicator strikes the gong: the end of round one. Stools are placed in the ring and Leen sits down, breathing in and out. Bram waves a towel about and thrusts a wet sponge in Leen’s face. Blobs of phlegm, blood and snot swirl in a bucket.


‘Seconds out! Round two. Box!’


As the fight resumes, Van Oers manages to score a few hits to Leen’s ear. In the next break, the ringside doctor lifts up the rope and pricks open the resulting bump with a needle. Some blood drips from it; Leen hopes there will be no swelling afterwards, otherwise he will end up with a cauliflower ear.


The tempo increases in the third round and the flat caps stand on their chairs, shadowboxing. Even the policemen have now turned around to face the ring and watch. Ex-pros commend Leen’s agility, tactical skill, sportsmanship and discipline. Van Oers tires, and has to clinch on to Leen with both hands to catch his breath. Schulp calls out ‘Break!’, and after three minutes, ‘Time!’


Leen wins by a sizeable number of points, and Meijer defeats his goy opponent in the next bout. In Leen’s view this is ‘a proper celebration for all of us’. The Jewish cousins set off for the dressing room. Their torsos glisten with sweat and massage oil, their faces are flushed and swollen, their lips crusted with scabs; they scrape off the blood and knit eyebrows back together with staples. A journalist observes how noses are ‘reduced to raw pieces of flesh’.






II.
_______


The railway cuts right through the city. It is always busy around Maas Station: traffic jams, hubbub, trams, lorries driving to the port of Rotterdam, anti-revolutionaries travelling to meeting rooms in the city centre, stockbrokers walking in haste to Beursplein. Every inhabitant of Rotterdam seems to own a bicycle, and every man thinks he is cycling champion Piet Moeskops. Traffic policemen stand at the busiest junctions, and in the evenings they sport white jackets to remain visible. A commentator describes this hustle and bustle as ‘the nervous agitation of the times’.


It is half past seven on the Saturday morning of 12 June 1926. Leen passes through the great glass door to the station. He’s holding a suitcase in his hand because, for the first time, he is travelling abroad – to Düsseldorf in the Weimar Republic. Two days earlier he was celebrating his eighteenth birthday at his parents’ house in Nieuwsteeg, and he is the reigning champion in the featherweight and lightweight divisions. The train to Amsterdam is departing from Platform 1. According to the notice on the window, there is NO SMOKING for men and women in the first- and second-class waiting rooms. Hawkers are selling coffee for passengers to drink en route, and Saturday editions of the Rotterdamsch Nieuwsblad hang on view in a kiosk: the Wall Street Stock Exchange ‘once again showed steady progress with lively trading’, while shares in General Motors ‘went up by a further 2%’.


It is 17°C and raining. A band is playing the Wilhelmus, the Dutch national anthem. The chairman of the Dutch Boxing Federation wishes the boxers and their coaches every success ‘in beautiful Düsseldorf’. Mr Mulder is travelling with them as referee, while promoter and manager Theo Huizenaar is to supervise the boxers as a second. Fathers get handshakes, sweethearts a kiss, while friends and acquaintances call out advice from the platform: ‘A clean left hook to those little German chins! Always works a treat!’


A porter hauls luggage into the luggage van, where the boxers’ bags burst at the seams with bandages, nightwear, toiletries, mouthguards, ointment, camphor injections and chloroform. The stoker shovels coal into the firebox, steam billows from the boiler, and the train’s wheels start to turn.


Leen is sitting in a carriage with three other boxers from Rotterdam. The teak seating is painted green; the ashtrays, only just emptied, are already nearly full again. Bep van Klaveren from Crooswijk is a year older than Leen.


Bep has straight, black hair and he boxes for Schilperoord School in Crooswijk. He usually calls men ‘lads’; his opponents will be beaten ‘to a pulp’ or into a ‘brain tumour’. Bep does not eat meat, which is seen as peculiar by the other boxers. His father is known to South Holland’s underworld as Haagse Jan, and from what Bep says he is ‘a very nasty piece of work’: he once fought off seven policemen, smashing them all to smithereens. Leen and Bep represent the future of Dutch boxing, so it went without saying that they would be selected to visit Düsseldorf for this prestigious amateur boxing tournament, a dual challenge between western Germany and the Netherlands.


The train runs past Arnhem, Duiven and Zevenaar to North Rhine-Westphalia, where the Rhineland spreads out before them in a flat expanse of green. Belgian and French occupiers have left the region only recently and, seven years after the Treaty of Versailles, the Weimar Republic is at last to become a member of the League of Nations. During the Great War, Bep would sometimes go and stand on the Maas Bridge, from where he could hear the roar of cannon fire.


Customs officers board the train at the border town of Emmerich. They are amicable and polite – ‘Do you have anything to declare? Coffee, tobacco, alcohol?’ – and suitcases and travel bags are marked with chalk. ‘Enjoy the rest of your journey, gentlemen. All the best in Düsseldorf.’ Before the war it was much more difficult to cross the German border; since 1925, peace and feelings of fellowship have reigned in Western Europe.


The train passes through Oberhausen and Duisburg. Containers line the tracks, men are loading freight trains to the brim with coal and factory workers are lugging panels and pushing wheelbarrows. After more than four hours’ travelling, the boxers and their coaches alight at the Hauptbahnhof in Düsseldorf. Herr Farber, chairman of the German Boxing Federation, bids them warm welcome. In Herr Farber’s view, the peoples of Europe need to be brought closer together, and boxing can contribute towards that end.


Leen, Bep and the others are driven in the direction of the Rhine. Tents and buildings are spread out across a site encompassing 400,000 square metres. A month ago, it was here that the Weimar Republic opened its greatest exposition, GeSoLei (short for Healthcare, Social Welfare and Physical Exercise). Germany’s birth rate has declined sharply; millions of men never returned from the war, and the nation’s bodies and spirits have been weakened by malnutrition and mass unemployment. The exposition’s motive was to signal the start of a German renaissance.


The boxers and their coaches explore the site aboard a miniature train. A white pavilion is housing an exhibition called ‘Jewish Hygiene’, an important subject in the Weimar Republic; misunderstandings about this have persisted for centuries, including in Düsseldorf. Jews are seen by German nationals as ‘strangers with strange customs’ that ‘threaten Germans’ public health’. Germany must create a ‘body of people’ composed of inhabitants sharing common descent; Jews and other ‘foreigners’ do not fit that mould, and at the exhibition, rabbis from Düsseldorf aim to dispel centuries of prejudice against them.


Leen, Bep and the others enter a different hall, its walls clad with drawings and information panels explaining the development of sport in Germany since the Middle Ages. Boxing features prominently, and is the most popular of German sports activities: the best boxers enjoy the same status as painters, generals, architects or novelists. One theatre critic calls boxing ‘the perfect substitute for military service’; another wagers that German youth knows more about the American champion Jack Dempsey or the French boxing legend Georges Carpentier than it does about Hindenburg, Schiller or Goethe. In cafés, schools and workplaces, almost all the talk is about ‘uppercuts, clinches and kidney punches’.


The Dutch delegation walks down a tree-lined avenue to reach the exposition’s main entrance. Young Germans are arriving on JAP motorcycles; petit bourgeois gentlemen are driving Opel cars. An orchestra is playing songs by Duke Ellington, Sam Wooding and Irving Berlin. ‘Two-Step?’ ‘Gerne!’ (A pleasure!). Chorus girls with bobbed hair are dancing the Charleston or Black Bottom on the stage, and at the end of each number the crowd yells out ‘Encore!’ People are ordering German wheat beer and lighting up a quick Salem, Final, Nil, Eckstein, Camel or Lucky Strike. In Germany, you are not allowed to smoke during boxing matches.


The dual boxing tournament between western Germany and the Netherlands is being held in the largest building in the exposition grounds, the Planetarium. A local journalist describes the structure as ‘a masterpiece of modern German architecture’, and according to one Dutch visitor it is as ‘grand and impressive as the Pantheon’. The guests enter the Planetarium by the main entrance, and their blood levels are then evaluated in a sports laboratory, while a doctor checks their blood pressure and heart rate. The main hall is roofed with a dome. When the curator presses a button, the roof elevates by four metres to reveal a gallery with room for eight hundred spectators. A light installation projects the constellations on to the ceiling.


Omnibuses and taxis halt in front of the Planetarium. Paper boys are selling the Düsseldorfer Stadt-Anzeiger and the Düsseldorfer Nachrichten, which contain previews of the tournament – Germany is favoured to win, and the German boxers are hailed as the K.O.-Truppen aus Köln (Cologne Knockout Squad).


The doorman tears tickets. Former frontline soldiers are allowed entry at a discount. Men in hats whisper ‘Zigaretten’ to passers-by, but a few in the know twig that they are also selling cocaine. Black-market ticket vendors mutter: ‘Wollense Karten? Zwei prima Ringsitze’ (Want tickets? Two terrific ringside seats). Inspectors tell spectators who have just arrived that queue jumping will not be tolerated: ‘keine Vordrängelei!’ The Schutzpolizei (constabulary), known as ‘Schupos’ and carrying revolvers and truncheons, stand at the entrance to keep order. Since the fall of the German Empire, gangs of thugs, leaning to the left and right in politics, have been engaged in fighting each other on the streets, in cafés and at boxing matches.


The Planetarium is a sell-out and is hosting three thousand spectators. Former army chiefs are seated on a raised dais alongside leading industrialists and officials, as well as members of the nobility and judiciary. Laughing and flirting with their customers, waitresses in traditional dress traipse around with jugs of strong, dark lager and wheat beer. Men hawk and spit, the legacy of pneumonia caught in the trenches.


The chairman of the Boxing Federation lifts up the ropes at a quarter to eight. Herr Farber reaffirms the good relationship that has grown between Germany and the Netherlands since the war, and says that boxing brings about Völkerversöhnung (reconciliation between peoples) as well as being essential as a combat sport. Young Germans can cultivate their Kampfgeist (fighting spirit) in the ring and thus, through boxing, become strong patriots. There is no other sport as capable of reinvigorating the totalen Mensch (complete human being), and boxers are the very essence of the ‘New Germans’.


A band plays both national anthems: the Wilhelmus and Das Lied der Deutschen. Germans hand bouquets to the Dutch and vice versa, while spectators clap and cheer as if Carpentier and Dempsey themselves were about to fight for the world title. A lady sings the first few lines from the exposition hymn:




O Germany, your body smarting still from its wounds.


War and hunger have consumed your strength.


And yet, my people, you must, you must recover.


Your fate can be overcome only by those who fight!





Leen, wearing a white shirt and orange shorts, is boxing in the third bout, and his opponent from Cologne is Franz Dübbers, ranked number two in Europe in his weight division. The victor will receive a plaque and a handshake from Herr Farber. Dübbers’ blue eyes peer out from above his squashed boxer’s nose; he combs back sparse blond hair over his scalp. He is fighting in a green-and-white boxing outfit and his shorts sport an eagle, the symbol of the Weimar Republic. Theo Huizenaar massages Leen’s neck, hands him a water flask and whispers some final tactics in his ear. The referee calls out: ‘Ring frei, kampf!’ A boxing warden sounds a gong and the spectators start to yell: ‘Franz! Franz! Gib ihm Saures!’ (Give him the works!) ‘Hoch Dübbers!’ ‘Bravo Sanders!’


People are eating sauerkraut with bratwurst and are ordering still more wheat beer, schnapps and mulled wine; there’s toasting, shouting and singing: ‘Wir saufen wie die Schweine!’ (We swill it down like pigs!) Yes, it might all change in an instant, but right now wages are still going up every year, the Rhineland is no longer under occupation, the Kaiser is living in the Netherlands, and democracy seems to be winning out over conservatism.






III.
_______


The double-decker tram is passing over Blackfriars Bridge to the other, less salubrious half of London. It is cold, dark and windy as the Sanders brothers pass industrial sheds, warehouses, flats, storage depots and a statue of Queen Victoria. Men drink tankards of Guinness outside a pub called The Blackfriar; war veterans walk on crutches to the Salvation Army shelter. The tram halts at the corner of Union Street next to an octagonal building known as ‘the Fistic Temple by the Thames’. The sign on its domed roof reads: THE RING: BOXING ALL THE YEAR ROUND. A few months earlier, this is where British film director Alfred Hitchcock had shot his thrilling boxing-themed production The Ring.


The night before, Leen and Bram had departed Rotterdam from the quayside near the De Boompjes thoroughfare. Sailors of all nationalities walked up gangplanks to board their ships; anchor chains were freed; engine mechanisms ground and squealed back to life; captains advertised their imminent departures with steam whistles and ship’s horns. The number of berths at the port had been further expanded; more boats needed to be built to handle all the work. The commissioners of the shipping companies wanted a capital increase, and stock-exchange prices for shipping companies were continuing to rise.


The Sanders brothers boarded the steamship Batavier IV and sailed past Schiehaven, Parkhaven, Sint Jobshaven, Parkkade, Vlaardingen and Maassluis. At Hook of Holland the waves were bigger and Leen spent some time slumped over the railings. The Batavier arrived in Gravesend at eight in the morning, where customs officers came aboard the vessel, asking questions and peering into suitcases. Several weeks had already passed since the profession in Leen’s passport had been updated to ‘Professional Boxer’.


It is Thursday 25 November 1926, and this evening Leen will be making his official professional debut. He weighs in at 60 kilograms; his brother, Abraham Joshua ‘Bram’ Sanders, is four years his senior, seven centimetres shorter and ten kilograms or so heavier. He has been boxing since 1924 under the name ‘Battling Sanders’. A journalist writes that ‘he cuts a somewhat unusual figure for a prize fighter, and it seems to us that a spot of running, wearing a couple of woollen pullovers on top of each other, might not only help reduce the excess weight, but also benefit this Battling Dutchman’s boxing skills’. Leen would later confide that his brother was ‘actually too fat and not as good as me’.


Bram and Leen cross the street to 196 Blackfriars Road, the address of the Fistic Temple. Titled gentlemen are being driven to the door in limousines and two doormen in gold-braided uniforms stand at the entrance. A Dutch correspondent declares that this lends The Ring ‘a certain status’ – a status that it does not merit. The programme booklet promises ‘an evening you’ll remember more than your wedding day’. Posters proclaim:




THE RING – BOXING’S PREMIER ARENA


UNDER THE DIRECTION OF MRS DICK BURGE


25 NOVEMBER 1926


IMPORTANT 6-ROUND CONTESTS


EDDIE PINN (MARY LEBONE) V BATTLING SANDERS (ROTTERDAM)


TOM WILSON (BLACKFRIARS) V LEN SANDERS (ROTTERDAM)





The Ring is nearly sold out and the stench of stale beer and dried blood is in the air. Five matches are scheduled for this evening’s programme, but the main fight is to be between Great Britain’s Len Johnson and his French challenger, Prunier. The programme describes Johnson as the ‘Coalblack Lancashire Middleweight’; his father is African. According to the boxing reporter for the Daily Telegraph, ‘darkie Johnson’ versus Prunier is ‘the big bout of the week’. Bram and Leen knock on an office door with a nameplate that reads: Mrs B. Burge.


At the time, Bella Burge is the sole female promoter in European professional boxing, nicknamed ‘Madame Boxing’ and ‘Bella of Blackfriars’. Her late husband, Dick, had been the previous owner of The Ring. In 1918 he caught pneumonia while trying to rescue Londoners after a German air raid; on his deathbed he had asked Bella whether she wanted to carry on his work at The Ring – and she had promised to do so. Since then, Bella of Blackfriars has been in charge of negotiating fees with boxers and managers, as well as ensuring that unruly boxing fans are ejected from The Ring.


Spectators wearing drab jackets take the stairs to the gallery: traders or barrowmen from the fish market at Billingsgate and stevedores or dockworkers from Southwark or East Smithfield. They are drinking ale, gin and whisky, and smoking Wills’ Gold Flakes, Churchman’s Tenners, Herbert Tareyton’s London or Craven A cigarettes. The men in the gallery are referred to as the ‘betting boys’ because of how much they gamble. If the match is lacklustre, they either choose a favourite and then over-enthusiastically encourage them, or turn their backs on the bout and sing hits by Al Jolson or Gene Austin at the top of their lungs. The French are always called ‘froggies’, while cautious boxers are labelled ‘sissies’ or ‘Charley Howards’ to rhyme with ‘cowards’ in Cockney rhyming slang. Jews are often serenaded with cries of ‘Abie! Abie! Abie, my boy, what’re you gonna do now?’ An impoverished Broadway star has the sole task of shouting out ‘Quiet please!’ whenever the betting boys start to get too rowdy.


Ladies wearing rouge and lipstick pose with cigarette holders held aloft. Because of the cold they are wearing dresses that cover the legs, but in spring, summer and early autumn they swap these for shockingly short skirts. Almost all of them bob their hair, read novels by Scott Fitzgerald, dance until long into the evening at nightclubs in the West End, kiss fellows they barely know and, at regular intervals, go off to ‘powder their noses’ – quite literally so, in fact, with a little line of coke. These are the so-called ‘bright young things’ who are made to feel welcome by Bella of Blackfriars at The Ring.


Earls and lords sit only a few metres distant from the ringside, hence their designation as ‘ringsiders’. They wear black top hats, cloaks, tailcoats and bow ties and beneath their seats are boxes of Corona cigars. They read the Daily Mirror, the Daily News or The Times: the coal miners’ dispute seems to be in the past; production is already on the up again. According to the Foreign Secretary, Sir Austen Chamberlain, Britain’s great enemy, Germany, is complying reasonably with the terms of disarmament imposed upon it after the Treaty of Versailles.


The in-house band plays ‘God Save the King’ and ‘Rule, Britannia!’. Pickpockets collide against spectators while policemen chase after them, just like in the Mack Sennett films. Disabled veterans slide crutches under their seats; chaperones tell blind soldiers what’s happening in the boxing hall. Vendors in white jackets carrying trays pass among the spectators crying ‘Chocolate! Chocolate!’ and ‘Fine apples, fine apples!’ In the United States, the sale of liquor has been prohibited for seven years, but at The Ring there are seven bars open for business and serving customers.


The Ring is also known as ‘The Smoke’. Smog-like clouds of smoke billow beneath the domed ceiling, and one Dutch attendee is seated next to a man ‘puffing away on his pipe as if fearful the tobacco merchants weren’t already coining it in’ – according to him, others hold ‘a glowing brief for the fragrance of Virginia tobacco’. Neon signs proclaim that Player’s Navy Cut makes millions of smokers happy throughout the world.


The betting boys descend the stairs and press coins into the hands of Birmingham gangsters who are running a sideline as bookies. During a previous visit to The Ring they’d set the press table on fire: notebooks were reduced to ash with weighty analyses of talented British boxers never to be read, and the firemen were only just able to prevent the domed ceiling from going up in flames.


The Master of Ceremonies climbs into the ring. He is wearing a black smoking jacket with a bow tie and dark, striped trousers. His trembling hands betray all the marks of old age, his head sports a lacklustre tuft of white hair and below his nose there is a walrus moustache with patchy nicotine stains in yellow ochre. His name is George Harris, a fact known to all; the spectators and boxers call him ‘Old George’. His role is to announce the bouts in The Ring and, according to a Dutch journalist, ‘he knows how to control or call to order the often boisterous crowd’.


A fierce, bright light shines on Old George as he raises the megaphone to his lips to announce that the galleries are brimming with ‘petty thieves and men of more ambitious crimes’, so valuables are best left in the cloakroom. It is just before eight o’clock when he declares the evening’s boxing tournament open, loudly drawling: ‘Lay-dees an’ . . . ah . . . gentle-men . . . a six-round contest!’ The wooden swing doors to the hall push open. Leen stands in the corridor dressed in his bathrobe, his ears assailed by the roaring, the pounding, the singing and the swearing. The reporter for the magazine Boxing, the world’s leading boxing publication, describes the noise as ‘that great swelling expectancy’. Leen climbs through the ropes into the ring and sits down on a stool, where there’s a bowl filled with sawdust and a receptacle to hawk up in.


Old George informs the crowd that the referee will be Moss Deyong, and the betting boys jeer at him. At a previous match, Moss had let the wrong boxer win, whereupon they had stolen a cabby’s cash box and pelted Mossy’s bald pate with sharpened coins. Old George cries out: ‘They are . . . ah . . . both ready!!! On my right . . . Len Sanderrrrs from Rotterdam! Featherweight champion of Holland! On my left . . . Tom Wilson from Blackfriars! May the best man win!’ The MC lifts the ropes while Moss lights up a cigarette and climbs into his referee’s high chair outside the ring. Nichols, the venerable timekeeper, takes his place behind a table and also lights up. Moss addresses Leen and Tom’s seconds: ‘Gentlemen, seconds out! Time!’ and Nichols strikes the gong with a muffled hammer.


Leen and Tom cautiously approach each other; they jab, duck, clinch together and counterpunch. There are no doctors on hand – a sponge or injection is all that’s needed to patch up a boxer, and in an emergency Moss has plasters to stick on to busted noses, eyebrows or lips. The spectators yell: ‘Sock ’im in, Dutchie!’, ‘Move in, Tom!’ and ‘Ow, come on Len!’


In the second round, Leen launches attacks from his hermetic double defence, surprising Tom with uppercuts that the journalist writing for Boxing refers to as ‘snappy’. Tom is having to back out and is saved by the bell. His eyebrow is torn, blood is streaming from his nose and he’s seeing double. His speech is as slurred as if he’d just polished off a bottle of Dewar’s whisky. A second gives him smelling salts and liniment and Moss applies plasters to the worst of the wounds.


Nichols sounds the gong for the third round. The betting boys bellow out: ‘Finish ’im, Len!’ and Leen sallies with a left and a right hook; Tom goes down again. ‘Count ’im out! Count ’im out!’ Moss counts down, but Tom does not get up in time. His seconds lug him to his stool and Leen punches the air with his fists. To show their appreciation for a good show, the betting boys shower the ring with pennies and shillings – loose change called ‘nobbins’ in the local slang.


Leen freshens up under a cold shower and sweeps away any talc and dirt from the floor; Bella insists on changing rooms being left clean. His eyebrows are cut and some blood drips from his nose. His right ear is red and swollen: a cauliflower ear.






IV.
_______


Dawn is breaking and the waffle baker is trailing through De Dijk with his barrow. British sailors are calling out ‘good morning’, lorries full of vegetables are heading to the market next to Goudschesingel, and stockbrokers are walking to the stock exchange. The number 10 tram is already almost full, its passengers search their pockets for loose change for their tickets and conductors inspect the coins with a torch to check their authenticity. Policemen with truncheons are on patrol until early in the morning. According to them, women should be especially wary of ‘seafarers’ because, having been long at sea, they’re not beyond groping under skirts and gowns or inside fur coats. The first cafés are opening their doors and filter coffee is percolating through machines; a cup will set you back ten cents. Trams come by De Dijk every ten minutes as cyclists mount the Maas Bridge to enter the city. At no. 21, literary works by local writers are being carried into Bolle’s antiquarian bookshop. J.J. van der Vorst’s shop window bears the legend ENGLISH BOOTMAKER. At nos 23–25, labourers smoke roll-ups in front of the Van Nelle factory building where they manufacture and package rolling tobacco, cigarettes, tea and roasted coffee.


Leen’s father, Josua Jacob Sanders, opens the door to his waffle bakery at no. 54. A lightbulb hangs from the ceiling and an oil lamp illuminates a large copper mixing bowl. The counter has a cash register with a hand crank with an accounts book alongside. Indigent Rotterdammers can pay on tick; Josua takes a dip pen and writes down the sum owed in a notebook. It’s going to be another busy day at the shop: tourists and day visitors from across the Netherlands always spend a while walking around De Dijk, and a butter waffle is as much a part of the Rotterdam experience as a visit to Museum Boijmans, a mariner’s pub or one of those ladies, all lipstick and cleavage, in some red-lit backroom.


Josua brushes down the pavement. Indoors, his son Bram sweeps the floor clean of flour. He has lost ten of his last twelve bouts and has not actually won any. Battling Sanders has decided to throw in the professional boxing towel and work with his father instead. One of his colleagues is his brother Meijer, two years his senior, and Leen also tries to help out in between training sessions and tournaments.


Their father dons his long white apron, puts dough into a mould and sticks waffles together with dollops of caramel syrup. Signs in the shop window announce that galettes cost ten cents each and stroopwafels (caramel waffles) six cents, or fifteen cents for four mini-waffles. They are finely chequered, crisp, light, exquisitely flavoured and hygienically prepared. White lettering across the window proclaims the nature of the business:




J.J. SANDERS & SONS


FRESHLY BAKED EVERY DAY


BUTTER AND CARAMEL WAFFLES


BRUSSELS GALETTES


BISCUITS AND PASTRIES





A reviewer writes: ‘The way Mr J. Sanders makes his butter waffles, caramel waffles and galettes has customers coming back time and again, and that’s just the ticket!’


Leen’s father is fifty-three years old. His brown hair is starting to lose its colour and his bristling moustache is flecked greyish-white. His military service card describes him as having a low forehead, grey eyes and a rounded chin. An official has judged his nose to be ‘large’, but his arms and legs are not, and thanks to his short stature he has not had to enlist.


The small kitchen used by J.J. Sanders & Sons is home to sieves, lemons, baker’s moulds, whisks, egg beaters, waffle irons, greaseproof bowls, metal grills, weighing scales, a cutting machine and a piping bag. The smell is one of vanilla, cinnamon, burned butter and syrup. Ships are coming into Leuvehaven to dock and the air fills with cries in a multitude of languages. Migrant workers Randolfi and Sabatini are playing Italian songs on the organ or banjo, but their two beautiful daughters make a far more lasting impression as they pass the cap around. Cafés and honkytonk joints are playing 78s by Gene Austin, Duke Ellington and Paul Whiteman. Goys are buying chops and ribs from Bergers the pork butcher at no. 133. Against an illuminated sign, black lettering announces: ALCAZAR DANCE PALACE, and later that day, a ‘jazz band’ will be bringing ‘ultramodern American dance music’ to people’s ears. Their great competitor, Mr Gelderblom, is advertising an alternative venue: DANCE AND HAVE FUN AT THE COSMOPOLIET.


Deothor Stein, the neighbour at no. 56, has straight, black hair and is short, squat and thickset. Over the years, his nose has taken on an increasingly bizarre appearance thanks to a series of uppercuts, jabs, hooks and counterpunches. Deothor became the Dutch welterweight boxing champion under the name Theo Kourimsky and opened a pub on De Dijk. Deothor’s wife, Petronella, works behind the bar; she’s nine years older than him and for a long time she worked as a prostitute. People call her Nel the Liar, and she is every bit as fond of gin as her clientele.


Devoutly Jewish customers of J.J. Sanders & Sons like to complain about assimilation, blaming it on sport and all the dancing events on De Dijk: Jews train and shower with goys, and at Cosmopoliet and Alcazar they flirt with Christian girls. Many mixed marriages are taking place, including in Rotterdam, and according to a pamphleteer from the Nieuw Israëlietisch Weekblad, fewer and fewer ‘children of Israel’ will be left as a result.


No blame can be laid at Josua Sanders’ door: he has ten children and is raising his sons and daughters as devoutly as possible. His own youth was difficult, but through his belief in God he has continued to hope for a better future. Until he was ten, Josua lived in Schavensteeg, the poorest and most dangerous place in Rotterdam’s Zandstraat neighbourhood. At first, his father, Jakob, made a poor living from rolling cigars, but he went on to become a waffle baker. His products were high quality but the returns were disappointing, and Jakob and his family had to move house many times. When the landlord raised the rent by a few guilders yet again, they’d lug their household goods on to a couple of barrows off to the next slum dwelling – usually at night, out of shame.


In 1900, at the age of twenty-eight, Josua had married a Jewish maidservant from Rotterdam called Saartje, seven years his junior. For the wedding Josua wore a tall black hat and black suit, Saartje a white dress with a veil, her long brown hair covered by a wig. Men sat below in the main auditorium while the women sat in the balcony, behind a curtain. The marriage had to be officially sanctioned at Rotterdam’s City Hall in Hoogstraat, where the marriage certificate was read aloud by a goy official. Saartje’s mother, Rozetta, and Josua’s Amsterdammer mother, Sipora, a seamstress by profession, were obliged to confess that they had not learned to write, and signed their names with a cross.


The couple’s first son, Jakob, was born in 1902. Josua and Saartje then lived in Zandstraat, the most notorious street in Rotterdam, where cafés stood alongside dance halls, cramped properties, lodging houses, bordellos and illegal distilleries. The comedian Louis Davids grew up in Zandstraat, where he sang his first ditties, and Abraham Tuschinski, a Polish refugee Jew, started up his first cinema there. On Saturdays and Sundays, tourists, as well as men seeking prostitutes, would loiter about in the Sanders’ street, and Jews with barrows would ply their trade in a mixture of Yiddish and the Rotterdam dialect. Behind closed shutters, some places would be hosting illicit dog fights and cockfights. Policemen were called dofgajes (thug-thumpers), kaasjagers (named after the city’s chief of bicycle-mounted police) or blauwpijpers (cocksuckers-in-blue). Pimps were toffe jongens (diamond geezers) or gozers (geezers), while a knipje (snare) or rendezvous-huis was a brothel, and prostitutes were meissies (girlies), lichte vrouwen (loose women), gevallen vrouwen (fallen women) or vrouwen met zwakke hielen (women with weak heels). Men of rank from respectable neighbourhoods would be set down from their coach and horses in front of the ‘rendezvous houses’, and seafarers’ favourite ports of call were the Walhalla Dance Hall or the Nielsen Dance Hall. After imbibing far too much Dutch gin, they would be led off by a prostitute-thief to some dosshouse where they would be robbed by a ‘diamond geezer’. Hardly any of the Zandstraat neighbourhood’s residents trusted the police; a pickpocket or petty thief would sometimes run into the slums and alleyways surrounding Zandstraat with plain-clothes police in hot pursuit because a place to hide out was assured from any of the houses in the district.


Abraham ‘Bram’ Sanders was born in 1904, Meijer in 1906 and Leen on 11 June 1908. A midwife visited 17 Zandstraat at one o’clock that afternoon to assist Saartje. Afterwards, she went to the municipal registry to report ‘a child of the male sex that is to be named: Leendert Josua’.


For the first two years of his life Leen lived in Zandstraat, but he grew up in Peperstraat. Local residents referred to the street ironically as the ‘Rue du Poivre’ and less ironically as ‘a peppery area’. Belze Marie and Auntie Bet ran after-hours businesses there and stolen goods were sold under the counter at most of the shops; Mr Brisban’s lodgings housed drunkards, counterfeiters, the unemployed, prostitutes, vagrants and bank robbers.


Saartje gave birth to four daughters in swift succession: Sipora, Rozette, Henriette and Sientje, and Joël and Mozes were born right after the Great War. Josua did not have enough money to maintain all these children, so his sons had to leave school at a young age in order to work. Leen was thirteen when his father started training him as a waffle baker. How much sugar does a gaufrette need? How do you make a galette, and what exactly is that? Syrup is runnier than caramel and makes waffles especially sticky as a result; egg whites have to be ‘beaten into snowy peaks’; to make thirty butter waffles you need: 300g butter, 250g icing sugar, three eggs, two teaspoons of vanilla essence, 300g Hungarian flour, a tablespoon of milk and a pinch of ammonia. Good syrup drips down the chin when you take a bite from a waffle, which is precisely how it should be.
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