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			‘Who does not know that kings and rulers sprang from men who were criminals, who assumed, because of blind greed and intolerable presumption to make themselves masters of other men, their equals, by means of pride, violence, bad faith, murder, and almost every other kind of crime . . . ?’

			Pope Gregory VII upon excommunicating Emperor Henry VI

		

	
		
			

			Chapter I

			The last day of 1981. The champagne was on ice and ready. I had put it into the fridge that afternoon. Three bottles of Dom Pérignon. One each. I didn’t know yet whether we’d actually drink them all, but that wasn’t important. I’ve always been that way: better safe than sorry.

			Ideally, I would have added another bottle—for Jan Boellaard—but for the first time in fifteen years, he would not be with us on New Year’s Eve. He’d called me that afternoon from the USA to say that, unfortunately, we shouldn’t expect him. At ten minutes to midnight, just when we would traditionally be getting together, he would be sitting in an airplane bound for Holland. He had been in Florida with his wife and a couple of friends for a Christmas vacation in the sun.

			He hadn’t planned to be away for New Year’s Eve, but had miscalculated. When I’d spoken to him, he’d sounded really disappointed that he had to cancel seeing the New Year in with us. It was a big downer for me. In all the years we’d known each other, this had never occurred before and, this year, of all years, was probably the worst time it could have happened. I’d made no effort to hide my disappointment, and told Jan that he was going to be missing an important occasion—one where he was actually indispensable.

			From across the sea, Boellie, as we often called him, had reacted grouchily: ‘Yeah, Cor, but listen—you can rub as much salt in the wound as you like, but I simply cannot get there on time, however much you’d like me to. The flight will not leave any earlier. Or would you prefer me to hijack it?’ His voice had sounded testy.

			I had had to chuckle, and retorted: ‘I wouldn’t put it past you, if you had any idea what this was all about. Anyway, there’s nothing we can do, but tell me now whether I can count on your proxy vote for this evening.’

			This had immediately whetted Boellaard’s curiosity, I could feel it. He’d known that if we were going to be voting on New Year’s Eve, there was some serious business going down. ‘Of course, you know that. C’mon, Cor, give me a hint.’ He’d tried to probe for more.

			I’d told him it would be better if we didn’t discuss it over the phone and that he would have to wait until he was home to hear all about it. Jan had promised that he would buy a bottle of champagne on the plane and drink to our health and our futures at the stroke of midnight. At least he would be with us in spirit.

			I glanced at my watch in the light of the cars whizzing past me on the Amsterdam beltway: quarter to twelve. I pressed the gas pedal a little harder and the five-liter Mercedes Sport 450 I was driving kicked me in the butt. The needle on the speedometer jumped from 50 to 90 mph. It’s not marked ‘Sport’ for nothing. I didn’t need to worry about getting a speeding ticket at this time of night. There was practically nobody on the road, let alone the police. I realized I needed to shake a leg, or even I wouldn’t make it by midnight. So, pedal to the metal.

			Actually, it was the same every year. I had been visiting the family of my former girlfriend, Anneke van der Bijl. Although I told Anneke every year that I would have to leave before midnight, without fail she would turn on all her charm to try to convince me to stay until midnight. I could still hear her voice ringing in my ears, ‘Oh, Cor, don’t be such a party pooper. Please stay for a bit . . . just another fifteen minutes.’

			It was a sweet attempt, but she never managed to persuade me. And she knew she wouldn’t. It was really more of a parting ritual than a serious attempt. Ushering in the New Year with my cronies, and nobody else, was an unbreakable tradition, one that usually took place at a secret location—without women, without parents, without outsiders—just celebrating being together: Frans Meijer, Jan Boellaard, Willem Holleeder and I. When I say that New Year’s Eve was the most important day of the year for us, I’m not exaggerating. It was the time when we looked back on the past, and made plans for the future, sealing our close friendship for yet another year. That’s why it was such a shame that Boellie couldn’t be with us.

			Two skyrockets streaked up into the dark sky a few hundred yards in front of me. While I knew that it could not yet be midnight, I glanced involuntarily at my watch. I was nearly there. Just like last year, we were getting together in an apartment on Van Hall Street in Amsterdam’s Old West. It had been Boellaard’s pad before he’d moved to Zwanenburg. Sonja, Willem Holleeder’s younger sister, often stayed there after he moved out, and we frequently used it on this kind of occasion. It was semi-furnished and had a fridge, TV and telephone. It was a place where you could get away without going very far. The best was that it was also in the neighborhood where I’d grown up and where I felt at home, the Van Beuningen Street. A typical Amsterdam working-class area. Jan, Frans and Willem also came from there.

			The apartment was on the second floor of 99 Van Hallstraat. Below was a florist. attractively named ‘The Green Paradise.’ When the four of us spoke about the apartment we often said, ‘I’ll see you in a bit above The Paradise.’ As I drove up, I saw that, this year, I was the last to arrive at The Paradise. Willem’s red Saab Turbo was parked half on the sidewalk in front of the door and Frans’s bronze Mercedes stood opposite. The lights were already on on the second floor.

			I entered the building and quickly climbed the stairs. The door was open and Frans and Willem sat, or rather lay, lazily in armchairs waiting for me. ‘Ah, nice of you to join us,’ Frans tried to needle me. ‘We had almost written you off.’ I raised my hand in greeting to Willem and said to Frans with a wink, ‘How often do I have to tell you that the boss always comes late, but never too late?’ Willem had already put two bottles of champagne in an ice bucket, so I flopped down into the last available armchair. While we watched the final seconds of 1981 tick away on the television clock, we exchanged stories about how we had spent the evening. We had all had a good time, but we were clearly all happy to be together again.

			As the clock began to strike and the fireworks crackled outside, we stood and raised our champagne flutes, which Willem had filled, and toasted the New Year. ‘To 1982 . . . and to Boellie, who is now really close to paradise,’ I joked, referring to his flight. The clinking of the crystal glasses rang through the room. We all took deep draughts of the champagne and then raised our glasses once again to a Happy New Year.

			The informal part of the evening was over and the official part was about to begin. The important work, so to speak. For years, it had been our habit each to make a short speech after the stroke of midnight, in which we enthusiastically expressed our hopes, plans and expectations for the New Year, and in which we also recounted the past year’s highs and lows. I had once read that the Mafia had a similar tradition and we liked to emulate them. The order of the speeches was never predetermined, but the looks of anticipation on Willem and Frans’s faces said that I should take the first bite. It worked out well. I had much to say this year and had given a great deal of thought to tonight’s short speech. The matters I wanted to raise were anything but trivial. Rather, they could influence our entire future. Not only the freshly dawned 1982, but also the years to follow. A Speech with a capital S.

			I have never been much of an orator, but I didn’t have to be with Frans, Willem and Boellie. They didn’t care about the structure or the delivery of the speech. We had known each other for so long that we understood each other’s every syllable and glance. I began abruptly, still standing—as was fitting—around the table where the ice bucket stood.

			‘Listen, guys,’ I began, ‘I want to discuss something with you tonight; I have a proposition that is far-reaching. It involves business, but has nothing to do with the business that we have been doing up to now.’

			I paused for a moment and looked at Willem and Frans just to assure myself that I had their attention. I did. I continued: ‘Look, over the last few years, the four of us have done some good business and sometimes earned decent money. We drive smart cars, carry thick wallets, go on nice vacations and can always buy a round in the bar. On the surface, nothing is wrong. But, and I don’t know how you two feel about it, if I think hard about it—which is something I have been doing a lot lately—I feel we have been picking up scraps. What is the real situation? We have a few streets of real estate. That sounds fine, but is it really? No, not really, because all the real estate is mortgaged to the hilt. The banks are being difficult, and the taxman is annoying. The market is collapsing and interest rates are high. The houses need maintenance and the tenants call with complaints every day. Some of the houses in one street have squatters and it’s an entire street of misery. Pathetic. In a while we’ll be spending more than we collect in rent. I don’t have to tell you what will happen then. Am I right, or am I right?’

			Willem and Frans made no argument and nodded in agreement. I wasn’t saying anything new. We had been over all of this before. They had nothing to add. They saw what I was saying as a preamble to something else, and they were right.

			‘The wood workshop isn’t worth anything anymore,’ I continued. ‘We keep pumping money into it, but we hardly have any work that makes anything—the business is nearing its end. Even the construction business has gone bankrupt. In short, I am asking myself what we are doing. Things are not going to go well, unless we are prepared to give everything up in the not-too-distant future. Our cars will be gone, our horses will be off the courses and our boats out of the water. Plus we’ll probably be drawing a modest salary of a few thousand Guilders1 a month, instead of the well-lined pockets we have now. Everything gone! Is that what we want? Can we allow that? Well, I’ll tell you straight out, I would rather die. I believe that the time has come for us to take an important decision—a shot at all or nothing—to hatch a plan that will solve all our problems in one go. Permanently. And I mean per-ma-nent-ly.’

			I took a sip of my champagne to let my final words sink in. The silence was deafening. The others looked at me tensely.

			‘Okay, what is going on in my mind? In the past, we have often spoken about a kidnapping. We’ve weighed up the pros and cons. We have made plans, and even spent a few months preparing to carry one out. Operation Rolls-Royce . . . remember? There were many reasons why it came to nothing and we returned to normal work, real estate, the wood workshop. But I’ve never really given up the idea, and I am still convinced that we can do it, and succeed. We were well on our way with Operation Rolls-Royce. That’s why I suggest that we stop talking about it and do something. We need to work hard to plan and execute a kidnapping. We’ll have it made after one job. And, guys, I think it should happen this year.’

			Frans Meijer looked at me intently for a moment. A faint smile played across his face. He turned his head slowly as if he was still absorbing what I had said. We sometimes called him ‘the Professor’ due to his absent-minded manner. Willem Holleeder nodded at me, almost imperceptibly. What I had said was not exactly a surprise to him. Over the past few weeks I had often talked to him about crimes while we were in the car, and kidnapping in particular. We had philosophized about our first attempt, the one we called Operation Rolls-Royce. We’d spoken about the risks and difficulties involved with the kidnapping, and why nothing had come of it back then, even though we had invested substantial time and effort in it. Now he realized that those conversations had not been not so casual, at least not to me.

			That was the great thing about our friendship—the unconditional trust we had in each other. No one ever had to mention that something was a secret or should not leave the room. I always laugh when people say that they want to tell you something, but that you may absolutely not repeat it to anyone else. That proves that the conversation is not between friends, because friends don’t need to say things like that. In the same way Frans and Willem did not have to ask me on that New Year’s Eve whether I was serious or joking. You know that about your friends without putting it into words.

			I raised my glass and looked at the others. ‘Agreed?’ I asked. Frans and Willem immediately brought their glasses to mine. ‘Agreed!’ they said, almost in unison. That was all that was needed. The proposition was made.

			Willem and Frans didn’t make their speeches that evening. We were occupied with the plan I had put on the table, and that dominated the rest of our meeting. The plan for the New Year: a kidnapping. All three of us were a little wound up by it. We talked about it for about another half hour. A kidnapping in 1982 . . . Organization . . . Victim . . . Ransom. We brainstormed a few ideas in just a few minutes, but that wasn’t really necessary at that point. Before we knew it, the third bottle of Dom Pérignon was open. ‘When do we start?’ Frans asked as if it couldn’t happen soon enough for him. Willem, who always reacted a little more cautiously, wanted to know whether Boellie already knew about the plan and, if so, whether he too would join in. ‘He couldn’t agree more . . . He just doesn’t know it yet.’

			We often called Boellaard ‘the Cat’. That was his nickname because, just like a cat, he always cocked his head when he was listening to you. What’s more, he would sometimes follow you around just as a cat does, when you were busy with something. I like nicknames. They are typical of Amsterdam, from the working-class neighborhoods. But I particularly like the underworld connotations of nicknames. Anyway, I made up nicknames for all my friends and after a while everybody started using them.

			So, Jan Boellaard was ‘the Cat’. Willem Holleeder, we called ‘the Nose’ because, to us at least, he had a certain, indelicate dimension to his olfactory organ. Frans Meijer often had to get his hair cropped for his work, so he was ‘Spikes’ or ‘the Professor’. My little brother, Martin, went by ‘Brakes’ his whole life. This was because he often used to be obstructive when people were trying to get something done, putting the ‘brakes’ on the business. And, me, I was mostly known as ‘Flipper’ or ‘Flip’ because when I was young, I was always playing pinball. Nicknames aren’t always flattering, but they are enlightening; they tell you something about a person and, most of all, they’re easy. That’s what it was all about for me.

			At about 1:30 that morning, I said we didn’t need to go on talking about our business on New Year’s Day and that our families were waiting for us to get home. We locked ‘The Green Paradise’ and went down together. When I went to open the door to my Mercedes, Willem shouted from the other side of the street, ‘Hey, Cor!’ I looked toward him and saw that he just had his thumb sticking up in the air. Nuff said. I climbed in behind the wheel, honked the horn and drove off. I had made plans with my parents in Amsterdam North. The whole family would be there.

			While I was driving, I had an odd feeling. A sort of tingling ran all through me. Was it the champagne? No, it was more likely the knowledge that, this evening, we hadn’t made plans like a bunch of hysterical kids, but something real had happened. The year 1982 could well turn out to be an exciting one.

			

			
				
					1	Guilders—One Dutch Guilder (which was replaced by the Euro in 1999) was equivalent to US $0.63 in 1995.

				

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter II


			While Operation Rolls-Royce, which I mentioned in my New Year’s speech, had never really gotten off the ground, it hadn’t been just idle talk. No, this was what you would call big business, both in terms of the job and the people we were considering kidnapping.


			Of course, pulling off a job of that size is easier said than done. You don’t just say, ‘Let’s do it.’ There is a huge amount of preparation that has to be done beforehand. Consciously or unconsciously, I think that it actually takes over your entire life. A range of factors ultimately decide whether you are in or not—or, maybe more importantly, whether you are up to it. Where and when you were born, who you are, who you mix with, who you meet, what you do. Because it’s not just robbing a shop or breaking into a sports club. It involves much, much more. You don’t just have to plan it; you also have to carry it out, and that’s where most plans fail. Theory and practice don’t automatically go together and it’s an art to marry the two.

			Kidnapping has always fascinated me. In my youth, I read anything I could lay my hands on about it: from cheesy comics to gripping thrillers, not to mention newspapers and magazines, which sometimes covered foreign kidnappings. I certainly didn’t miss any movie on TV or at the cinema on the subject. Sometimes I even watched them twice. Surprisingly, my buddy Frans Meijer, whom I’d known since I was thirteen, showed a similar interest. We were on the same wavelength. That was strange in itself, because at that time abduction was an unknown phenomenon in our country. Whatever we heard always came from abroad.

			I clearly remember the first time that we discussed the subject seriously. It was a balmy summer’s evening. Together with his dogs we were wandering in the reclaimed area in Amsterdam-West, where Sloterdijk Station has since been built. I must have been about fourteen and Frans eighteen. Just schoolboys, but even so, as we walked, we discussed the problems abduction presents. The difference between this and other crimes. I remember saying to Frans that a bank robbery was easier and less risky. A heist is a hit-and-run affair: hands up, money into the bags and get the hell out. The difference with a kidnapping is that it consists of various phases: the abduction of the victim, moving him to a hiding place, contacting the negotiators, and finally, but not least importantly, picking up the ransom. That means coming face to face with the police because they are sure to get involved in it.

			Frans saw the logic in this and it was obvious that he’d thought about it often. He once said to me: ‘That’s true, but on the other hand with a heist you never know how big or small the haul will be. With a kidnapping you determine that yourself. You run one big risk, but if everything works you have pulled it off. You have to do about ten heists before you get there, and that means you run the risk of getting caught ten times.’

			That’s the way our chats went. We philosophized, went over details and did some mental gymnastics to spot the weaker links in any plan. We little imagined then that we would actually ever kidnap anyone. At least we hadn’t discussed it in so many words. But maybe we were unconsciously preparing for it.

			In retrospect, these were conversations that transcended ordinary schoolboy fantasies. They went further, probed deeper. For example, we asked ourselves whether we could pull an abduction off ‘technically’; whether we were able to organize it. We also discussed what we would do and what we wouldn’t do in a kidnapping. It was all up in the air. I didn’t see any harm in it at the time, especially because almost all of my friends thought and spoke that way. And anyway, what fourteen- or fifteen-year-old boy doesn’t let his imagination run away with him?

			It was only a few years later, in late October 1977, that our interest in an abduction was rekindled when real estate magnate Maurits Caransa was kidnapped on Amsterdam’s Prof. Tulp Square. It was the first real ransom kidnapping in the Netherlands, and I followed all the developments closely. This was different from all the fiction that I had heard and seen. This was real and close to home too. I bought all of the newspapers each day and read every article about the Caransa abduction. Frans Meijer and Jan Boellaard did the same. I was already friendly with Willem Holleeder, but not as closely as I later became.

			The Caransa case prompted us to take our own kidnapping idea out of mothballs. ‘See, it can be done, Spikes,’ I pointed out to Frans. ‘And, mark my words, if this works there will be more.’ I was thinking about Italy where abductions had become an everyday occurrence. I had read that sometimes three or four kidnappings were on the go at the same time.

			The coincidence was that at the time of the Caransa abduction we were doing a renovation job with our construction company, Epan, at the home of Caransa’s Yugoslavian son-in-law in Vinkeveen. We had to install some doors in his house and so we were quite close to the action, or at least we felt that way. During the kidnapping I even had a hunch that the son-in-law was somehow involved; that it was a financial scam or something. I later read that the detectives initially thought that too but dumped the idea later.

			During the kidnapping or, rather, shortly afterwards our long conversations turned to the subject more and more frequently. We came to the collective conclusion that the Caransa abduction was small-time, in spite of being well prepared. After four days’ negotiation, the gang had collected ten million Guilders2 in 1,000 Guilder bills and let the tycoon go. Caransa’s statement to the press said that there were at least four but maybe even five men involved. That money had to be shared among them, which didn’t leave much per person, we felt. And that’s not even taking into account the time and cost of planning it. No, ten million Guilders was not worth the risk. ‘If you’re going to do it, you have one shot at it. You have to do it well. And go after a big one,’ Frans said. But that’s not what this case was about. It had shown us that a kidnapping was feasible in Holland. And so our scheme got off the ground.

			During the months that followed, the idea of pulling off a similar job grew increasingly attractive. It is quite funny really. Now that it is all over, I have often tried to identify the moment when we crossed the line between casual talk and serious preparations. I just can’t tell. It is almost as if at some point we crossed over and simply carried on. I suppose it was when the preparations were beginning to cost money—and we were prepared to spend it—that was significant. It was finally clear that an abduction was not just a pipe dream.

			I suspect, with hindsight, that our conviction that we could handle the job played a major part, even though that belief was actually based on nothing more than our self-confidence, but what was that worth? We were green Amsterdam guys of about twenty years old. But okay, the confidence we had in ourselves was strengthened by the fact that, at least in the months that followed, Caransa’s kidnappers managed to stay out of the hands of the law.

			At the time—1978/1979—Meijer, Boellie and I had a construction business in Amsterdam with a carpentry workshop in an isolated spot in Amsterdam’s western harbor area. It was an area called De Heining3 with breakers’ yards, scrap metal dealers and lots of junk. We had bay 25 out of 49. It consisted of an office building and a few sheds. We called the workshop The Base and would often meet there.

			It was there, between the sawdust and sandpaper, that the first plans were hatched for our kidnapping. At first they were light-hearted and theoretical, but they became more serious and focussed on practical matters. Just as Frans and I had done when we were boys, Frans, Boellie, and I often walked through the wild terrain of the western harbor area talking about a kidnapping: our kidnapping. Times had changed and so had we. We were not schoolboys anymore and our plans were no runaway fantasy.

			The old question of whether we could handle it or not no longer came up. That was in the past. Now, we were searching for answers to questions: how will we do it, and who will the victim be? Before we knew it, we were busy with actual preparations, and a plan to abduct a prominent Dutchman was already on the drawing board.

			We’d established a few principles. To start with, the entire job had to have, as Spikes put it, a ‘grand slam’. It needed to set us up for life—and that didn’t mean behind bars. The victim had to be someone for whom a high ransom could be paid quickly.

			Slowly but surely Operation Rolls-Royce took shape to cover all the bases. We called it that, partly because of the high profile of our intended victim, but more as a code name. To us the letters RR stood for Rich Ransom.

			By, or rather for, whom the ransom was going to be paid was still an open question. We could fill in the name later, so didn’t see that as a problem. We tossed around names like the Brenninkmeijers, the C&A clothing department store owners, Vroom & Dreesmann or the Fentener van Vlissingen family, considered one of the richest in Holland, as well as the big bosses of Dutch companies like Philips, Shell, or Unilever. We were spoiled for choice. You didn’t have to think long to draw up a list of billionaires. But that was not important yet. From our myriad conversations, we’d learned that a kidnapping presented far greater problems that you have to solve long before you think of filling in the names.

			We saw the need to put together a watertight plan that would eliminate any technical problems we could foresee relating to a kidnapping. We had to be extra careful not to be surprised during the operation by any problems and snags that we hadn’t planned for. When that happens, you have to improvise and think on your feet, which can lead to fatal mistakes. No, without a clear blueprint for the entire job, Operation Rolls-Royce was dead in the water. It didn’t take us long to agree on that. We would act when everything was ready and not before.

			One of the first things we scratched our heads about was the amount of the ransom. That’s what it all boils down to. The amount they got for Caransa was peanuts. It wasn’t worth the risk. We’d be better off sitting at home by the fire. For us it had to be many times more than that. We didn’t mention any exact amount—that would depend on whom we kidnapped and the inevitable negotiations that would follow.

			We agreed that the ransom had to be between 30 and 75 million Guilders, for it to be really lucrative and set us up for life. As I said, it had to be a grand slam and what can I say? Everything had become more expensive since the kidnapping of Maurits Caransa. As the ‘first timer’ in Holland, he got off rather cheaply. We were sure that a purse of 30, 40 or 50 million Guilders would be paid for one of our listed Dutch billionaires. And fast. In cash, gold and diamonds. That was the second point we agreed on. This is what we would define as a Rich Ransom.

			Once we’d determined the ballpark figure for the ransom, we started work in earnest. It was easy to say that the kidnap should earn us between 30 and 75 million Guilders, but we couldn’t count our chickens before they’d hatched. We had a lot of homework to do, to ensure that our carefully laid-out plans would actually work in practice. During our chats we always agreed that most plans fail because people don’t think long and hard enough and overlook some of the consequences. We saw organizing a crime as being about calculating, checking time, paying attention to details and working safely, rather than simply being clever. You just can’t afford to make any mistakes that you could have foreseen earlier if you had spent more time on the planning.

			I saw it as a game of chess to be played move by move. Take time to think, concentrate, anticipate a few moves ahead, study what your opponent would do, analyze his weak spots, and only then—and not before—move your pieces carefully. Working faultlessly is not unachievable as long as you take enough time.

			We spent hours discussing the problems we might face during a kidnapping at our Base at De Heining. I tried to gather as much reading matter as possible about other mostly foreign kidnappings. We studied the abductions of the oil baron Getty’s child, the daughter of an American media magnate William Randolph Hearst, and Baron Empain and we even went to the library to read about the kidnapping of the baby of the famous aviation pioneer Charles Lindbergh.

			Maybe we could pick up some ideas or learn from the mistakes others had already made. We didn’t want to be caught out by our own bad planning. Whatever we read showed us more and more that kidnapping is one of the most difficult crimes to get away with and that it was essential that we invest a lot of time in it.

			In spite of that, when we asked ourselves where we should keep our intended victim, it took less than a minute to agree on De Heining, our Base in the western harbor. It was perfect: isolated, difficult for strangers to find and well guarded by us. We’d be hard-pressed to find a better place.

			A question that took more time, and one that I considered much more important than the hiding place was how to collect the ransom. It was a difficult and complicated question that gave us many headaches. We discussed dozens of options, but in each case discovered weak spots and pitfalls. For instance, we came to realize that a fortune of a few dozen million Guilders in cash—even if it is all in 1,000 Guilder notes—is a mountain of money that is difficult to move. You can’t just carry it off in an attaché case. You would need U-Haul for that. That’s why we intended to demand gold and diamonds as well as cash. It made it easier to transport.

			I remember that a possible solution came in the form of change, delivered by C&A, the clothing chain whose owners were on our list of candidates. One Saturday afternoon, I bought a few T-shirts at the Amsterdam branch and watched as the money I paid with was transported to a central cash desk by a system of tubes that worked on air. The money, packed in a kind of capsule, was just sucked away. Even though I had often seen this before, this time I was struck by it. I whispered to Frans who was with me, ‘Spikes look at that . . . what do you think?’

			I have lots of ideas but I am not always good at carrying them out technically. This was a job for the techie in our company, Jan Boellaard. When I got home I explained what I’d seen to the Cat and asked him whether he could develop something like that on a large scale. After a few discussions it became clear what was necessary: a system of long plastic tubes, easy to join together, with a vacuum at one side.

			If this worked, maybe we could collect the ransom from a distance of up to a third of a mile. This would mean that we wouldn’t have to come face to face with whoever delivered it, thereby cutting out the weakest and potentially dangerous stage of a kidnapping. We could install the system the day before the handover and completely surprise the law.

			Early one Saturday morning, about three weeks later, we were ready to test a scale model of the system at De Heining. The Cat had connected a network of PVC pipes and attached a modified building compressor to test the vacuum power. He had made capsules from a slightly smaller PVC tube just over a foot long. He made it almost airtight using rubber rings, which further increased the power of the vacuum. The entire network had a similar design to the smaller one I had seen working at C&A.

			In our case it wasn’t intended to carry small change like the one at the store. ‘Do you know the difference between ransom and loose change?’ Spikes asked wryly. ‘More than 47 million Guilders!’ We used bundles of cut newspaper to make it realistic and emulate the weight of a capsule full of money.

			The result wasn’t too bad but we weren’t wildly enthusiastic either. We had constructed a pipe of only a few dozen yards, but the system still got blocked quite a few times and the clumsy capsules only reached their destination in fits and starts. The compressor shook and puffed like an old steam engine. We wondered whether it was actually viable, as between 30 and 75 million Guilders is a different matter from a bunch of old newspaper. Also, the handover of the ransom could not take too much time. It would not be a good idea for a few men to spend the whole goddamn night stuffing banknotes into capsules, giving the police enough time to see where the tubes led to.

			We decided that the system needed to be modified and perfected. Maybe the distance that we thought the money had to travel was too great and we would have to halve it. Or maybe we needed to use thicker tubes that could hold more money. Boellie would experiment further with these options and for good measure the rest of us thought creatively about other options for the handover.

			I was now sure that the kidnapping was going to happen. We were on the right track. We also had to start preparing the shed at De Heining, choosing a victim and deciding how and where it would be best to abduct him. We also had to make a list of necessary equipment such as communications apparatus, and deciding on cars, tools, disguises, weapons, and so on.

			Even though I find that kind of thing infinitely more interesting than messing with generators and coupled rain pipes, remarkably little came from these discussions. At that time my small real estate business was getting busy and I was landing a few nice deals. I acquired a whole street of houses in Amsterdam and proved unusually lucky when it came to buying and selling property on auctions.

			There were even days when I would buy a house in the morning and sell it by the afternoon at a profit of 20,000 Guilders. It was also at that time that I landed a nice apartment in Fuengirola in Spain. I liked going there. A few of my friends were already spending most of the year there and I liked the idea. Whenever I could get away, I went to Spain. Once I had my own apartment there, my visits became even more frequent. The result, of course, was that I had less time for the darker practices that we had talked about. Was this providence?

			The same was true for Frans Meijer who shared a lot of my dealings in real estate. This meant that Operation Rolls-Royce was banished to a back burner. If I wasn’t there nothing happened and even if I was, not much more. Of course we still spoke about it and checked out a few small things. After some time, the Cat told us of a new technical find that would allow for a quicker and lower-risk handover but the immediate urgency was gone. Operation Rolls-Royce, which had once taken up our energy and enthusiasm, had been relegated to Plan B. I don’t quite know how it happened. I suspect that my real estate business and the apartment in Spain were an excuse rather than a reason.

			Maybe we were still too young, at least too immature, and didn’t have the guts for such a big jump. On one hand, we realized full well what was involved in organizing an abduction but, on the other, it seems that we were not completely prepared to carry it out. Maybe it’s exactly because we had thought every aspect through so thoroughly. Thinking something up is one thing, but carrying it out is another. We had seriously considered the possibility for a while, but for some reason or other hadn’t followed it through. In spite of our deep interest in crimes of this kind, we lacked the final inspiration that the Rolls-Royce kidnap scenario needed to be complete.

			It was only a matter of months before our plan was flat on its ass, and all but dead. Every now and then we talked about it to pass the time but that was all. Jan Boellaard, who managed the carpentry shop, once said, ‘Hell, Cor, if you carry on like this in real estate you’ll become a kind of Caransa yourself. Then we can grab you and we don’t have to go to all that trouble. We’ll just agree to meet you in the shed at De Heining. You can even bring a girlfriend if you like.’

			It was more or less my fault that the plans had come to nothing, but even so, sometimes I felt a pang of regret and unease about it. I would often consider the entire job and the imperfections surrounding it. Were we not up to it? Did we not have the guts? Was it all a bluff or a silly game? What had been the deal breaker? Should we have carried on? And especially whenever the names of our proposed victims came up in the financial sections of newspapers and magazines, Operation Rolls-Royce—Rich Ransom—reared its ugly head.

			It’s not clear what put a damper on our enthusiasm, but deep inside I still felt at another time it wouldn’t take much to breathe life into it again. I was still young. A lot can happen in one lifetime.

			

			
				
					2	equivalent to about US $6.3 million

				

				
					3	The complex has since been demolished leaving no trace.

				

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter III

			I was barely grown up and already I had plans—advanced plans—to kidnap a captain of industry for a ransom of between 30 and 75 million Guilders. Where would it lead? I thought about it again because even though it had a life of its own I didn’t take it for granted. Looking around me I saw that most of my former classmates and neighborhood friends were in the process of becoming respectable fathers, with the little woman and the white picket fence. The classic pattern. A job with, hopefully, some prospects, marriage, one or two kids a few years later and a nice little house with a garden.

			I didn’t see anything wrong with that but I knew it wasn’t for me. I had decided early on to make more of my life than simply conforming to the standards that others had set. In my view this made life predictable and uninteresting. I don’t like a regulated existence in which everything is planned beforehand. I couldn’t entertain the thought of working every month for a set salary that was really already spent on rent, clothing and food.

			I was too restless. I wanted to do more and, more importantly, different things from other people. What ‘more’ and ‘different’ meant, I wasn’t quite sure. That, only the years would tell. I have often asked myself why I didn’t aspire to the little house with the picket fence, but rather got a kick from the unconventional, excitement, change, sensation and challenge. Was I ‘abnormal’? Or was that an illusion that I had of myself, the way that everybody has—even the respectable father? Was the ‘normal’ hiding inside me? I didn’t know. Maybe it was a combination of these factors.

			Frans Meijer thought more seriously about that type of question. He studied religious books, read about reincarnation, parapsychology and philosophy. He was well informed and could come up with surprising pronouncements at times. We had to contend with his book learning and the big words that went with it. We would sometimes laugh and say in working-class accents: ‘Listen, Professor Brilliant is talking again.’

			One thing that Spikes said on the subject will always stay with me: ‘Everything in life is preordained. It is already determined when you are born.’ I found that an interesting outlook even though I suspected that in truth Frans would trot out his remarks when it suited his case. For example, if we were about to do something, he would try to ease our consciences slightly. After all, it was all already written. In his view we were only carrying out what had been decided twenty years ago when we were born. True or not? I thought it sounded good but I didn’t know if I believed it.

			Be that as it may, I was born on August 18th, 1957, a Leo, at 205 Van Beuningen Street, Amsterdam. A small house in a down-at-heel neighborhood in the Dutch capital. I had two brothers and two sisters, of whom one brother and one sister had another father. My mother, a housewife, divorced my father, who owned a café, when I was about two years old. I met him a while later, but nothing ever developed between us. We had nothing in common.

			My stepfather was Maarten Erkamps, a bricklayer. It took a while for me to develop a good relationship with him, but that was mostly because I could be a cocky youngster. Later, once we had really connected, I could always rely on him. Even though he was actually my stepfather, it never felt that way. I have always considered him to be my only real father.

			I did well at elementary school. I attended the Rochussen School on Van Hall Street and was near of the top of my class. That was a good time for me. I got good grades that would have allowed me to go to a good junior high. But that didn’t happen. At that time the better schools were only for the moneyed class, and besides I would have had to travel too far. So I went to the less challenging school at the Frederik Hendrik Plantation in Amsterdam.

			Things went wrong there from the start. I was kept back at the end of the first year. At eleven years old I was actually too young. I never did homework and was cocky, rude and always ready for a fight. I didn’t take to the discipline at school and bucked against it. The result was constant detention and punishment. Once I was punished for an entire school year because I had been caught after weeks of collecting with a stolen charity box on Dam Square—during school hours no less. I made a tidy sum for myself: people were keen to put money in the box of a little boy. I considered my treatment unjust. In my defense, I said that I hadn’t lied to anyone. After all, none of my donors had asked me whom I was collecting for.

			My school studies also suffered because the two-room flat in Van Beuningen Street was much too small for seven people. It was a storeroom with problems stacked sky-high—lack of money, unemployment, cold, sick children and so on—problems that are aggravated when you are living on top of each other.

			Occasionally, my father was away for a few months, usually in prison for some or other minor offense. As a result, my mother would have to bear the brunt of the financial burden for the family, and didn’t have much time to monitor our school work. I still clearly remember going to visit my father during the week, sometimes in the ‘dome prisons’ of Breda or Haarlem. I liked to go because I would be given candy in the visitors’ room to keep me good.

			All these circumstances made for a poor existence at home. Five children’s mouths are hard to feed. I worked three paper rounds each morning to earn something extra. In the evening I would collect old newspapers to sell to the junk dealer. On Thursday night, garbage night, my brother Adje and I scoured the streets for useful junk. In spite of this, sometimes we had to rely on the Salvation Army for clothes. Shoes and coats were always a problem in winter.

			At home, we slept four to a tiny room in bunk beds. This was far from ideal and led to heated arguments every day.

			I met Frans Meijer and Jan Boellaard when I was about 13. Although they were four and five years older than me respectively, there was an almost instant bond between us. At his home on Van Beuningen Square, Frans had a special room equipped with bodybuilding apparatus. So we always trained there. Jan Boellaard, also from our neighborhood, lived a stone’s throw from me in the Keuchenius Street and was the son of a postal worker. Like me, Frans had a stepfather. It was only later in life that he met his real father, a director of a large bakery, who lived in a big house on the banks of the Amstel River.

			Jan and Frans had known each other for longer. They were both members of a Kreidler-Florett moped club, which was the scourge of the area. Meijer was a tiler, although I never saw him practice his trade, and Boellaard was a journeyman carpenter—anything he saw he could make.

			A firm friendship developed between us. We did everything together, initially just training, but later much more. We would often walk together through the neighborhood and talk about the future, work, girls, money, travel—all the things a young man is interested in. It didn’t take me long to notice that Jan, Frans and I thought along very similar lines when it came to our vision of the future. They were also not interested in a preprogrammed existence, but were rather drawn by the less predictable side of life.

			We spent a lot of time in the area of Sloterdijk where we would walk Frans’s dogs. He was one of the first people in Amsterdam to have a pit bull terrier. He also had a German shepherd. We would let the animals chase hares and while they did, we would discuss every topic you could imagine.

			We would also go out together on weekends, but then it made a difference that I was a few years younger than them. At that age a four-year age difference can be huge. If Meijer and Boellaard went to a disco, I either didn’t go along or they would use me as bait to break the ice with the girls.

			It was during this period that I had my first brush with the police and gun violence,4 even though it wasn’t my fault. I often played cards in the Schroef social center on the corner of Oostzaan Street, and usually money changed hands. I played with older guys, but the training at Frans’s place meant I had some meat on my bones. Many an argument or shouting match that developed into a fight was settled in my favor.

			One night, however, things got out of hand. After a hand of poker I had words with a guy who did not want to cough up. Tempers flared and when things turned violent, he suddenly drew a 6.35mm gas pistol. He began firing wildly and just as I dove for cover he hit me in the upper leg, a few inches from my groin. I tried to run after him but didn’t get far because of the pain. The guy was arrested and the incident merited a few lines in the papers. That wasn’t the end of it. I met the guy again by chance in a disco a few months later. My leg had healed and he didn’t have a gun. I saw red and bounced him off every wall in the place. It earned him a trip to hospital and me four days in a police cell. I didn’t care. There had been unfinished business and I’d finished it. Everyone around me agreed. That’s the way things were in our neighborhood. This was the language everyone understood, and I was fluent in it.

			I had somehow reached the end of junior high school. I had what they called the ‘party package’: economics, geography, biology, English, Dutch, and French. I wasn’t good at studying but I was very good at cheating, so I passed. I turned my back on school and got an administrative job in an Amsterdam government office.

			When I was 15 my parents moved from the Van Beuningen Street to a more spacious apartment at 15 Zilverschoon Street in Amsterdam North. It was much better, but really too little too late. At that stage my relationship with my father left a lot to be desired and I was determined to leave home, by any means.

			To this end, I reported to a navy recruiting center, attracted by the slogan: ‘Join the Navy—see the world.’ That sounded good to me. In any case, it was closer to my expectations for the future than a dead-end office job. During the selection in Hollandsche Rading, I was put through the mill for four days and found to be suitable. Marine Cor van Hout—that didn’t sound too bad.

			My father gave me a ride the first day. I was stationed at Valkenburg Air Base, and we had an unexpected conversation before he dropped me off. He said, ‘Cor, I know things haven’t always good between us, but I want to tell you this: if you don’t want to do this, you don’t have to. You can always come home. Think about it.’ That chat gave me a lump in my throat and did a lot to clear the air between us. From that moment on, he was always there for me and never refused if I asked for help.

			As for ‘seeing the world,’ the navy didn’t really deliver. A big disappointment. I had expected commando training, shooting lessons and maneuvers and, instead, ended up as a steward, serving meals in the officers’ mess and making beds. This was a situation I could tolerate only because, on the home front, I was seen as the ‘brave marine.’ This was a myth that I eagerly kept alive for my friends, and at appropriate times recounted colorful stories of heavy exercises and training. It wasn’t easy to get out of the navy. I had signed a six-year contract, and they wanted me to stick to it. After I’d had a few consultations with a military doctor, he judged that I was still very young and hadn’t really taken to navy life, so I was honorably discharged.

			Back in Amsterdam I first got a job for a few months at a Vinken Street clockmaker, and learned to repair antique French comtoise clocks. In the evenings, Frans Meijer, Jan Boellaard and I also worked at a scrap dealer packing old clothing into bales of 330 or 550 pounds. It was paid work and good bodybuilding training at the same time.

			After leaving the navy, I no longer lived at home but in a fourth-floor apartment in the Bestevaer Street in Amsterdam. The building belonged to Frans and he lived there himself, just one floor below me. I might not have seen the world, but I could stand on my own two feet, and that was not bad going for a youngster of 15.

			Apart from Frans and Jan, I also hung out with Willem (Wim) Holleeder who lived in the Eerste Egelantiersdwars Street in the Jordaan neighborhood. He was a year younger than me and had been a class below me at junior high. He was also athletic and between the two of us we ruled the roost thanks to our considerable biceps. Together we were invincible. Wim was the son of a crack cyclist also called Wim who had been a well-known sportsman during the post-war years.

			When his sporting career came to an end, father Holleeder initially worked at Hoppe, which was later acquired by the Heineken corporation. He had a job that involved marketing and he was the greatest fan of Heineken. It occupied his entire life. It was Heineken this and Heineken that. Apart from his pigeons, he didn’t talk about anything else. You could really get up his nose by arriving on his doorstep wearing a cap advertising another brand of beer. In his attempt to make Heineken bigger, better known, and more popular, he would even go as far as pulling down or vandalizing the billboards of other brands when the mood got him.

			That caused problems for Wim at home, especially when his father, once a great sportsman, became a slave to the drink—unmanageable, violent and out of touch with reality.

			Because of my friendship with Wim, now and then I would go to the Heineken brewery. Because there was no bath or shower at home, Wim used to go to the brewery’s garage on the Ruysdaelkade a few times a week for a shower. I sometimes went with him and we would often stand and admire the great cars, including Alfred Heineken’s impressive green Mercedes 350 SE, armor-plated and then some. Whenever the garage staff couldn’t see us, Wim and I would sneak behind the wheel and fiddle with the instruments and knobs. Feeling how the heavy doors opened and closed, we said that the chauffeur was a lucky man, driving a car like this all day and getting paid for it too.

			That was my first introduction to Heineken.

			In October 1976 Frans, Jan and I decided to start a construction company. We had already done small jobs for other people and quickly realized that it would be more lucrative to work for ourselves. We had enough know-how. Frans could do tiling, or so he said. Jan was a qualified carpenter. And I, what was I? I had two left hands, a big mouth and had never actually learned a trade. Luckily I had picked up some commercial skills at junior high, so we agreed that I would mainly handle the administration and books. That appealed to me more than dragging toolboxes over scaffolding. We had no official papers but we quickly found the manager of an accredited construction company who was prepared to ‘rent’ his name to us for 5,000 Guilders a year.

			We called the business Epan after the Greek mythological character Epancratius. It roughly means ‘he who controls all.’ The workshop was at 29 Linden Street in the Jordaan. There was a tiny office attached to it. I was not yet 18 and in legal terms was not allowed to be a company director. A notary applied for a dispensation, as a result of which my mother had to sign for me in all dealings. Once everything was organized, I was proud as a peacock. A guy of 17 and director of a construction company.

			We advertized in the newspapers to get work. ‘Construction company has capacity for renovation and maintenance projects.’ It was a complete bluff. We didn’t know how to draw up a quotation. I had heard of Sales Tax but wasn’t quite sure what it was. I must have cut that class. But I was sure we would learn. After all, all three of us were practical guys rather than the studious type.

			Things went well. There were lots of reactions to our adverts. Initially the three of us worked together and it was clear that people regarded the ‘young blond guy’—meaning me—as a junior dogsbody. I would play down, sometimes with difficulty, that I was one of the directors.

			Our first job was replacing the shopfront of a VW dealer in Huizen. We charged 12,000 Guilders and to our surprise there was no quibble from the customer. We made a net profit of 5,000 Guilders. Kerching! From then on we each drew a weekly wage of 300 Guilders and invested the rest in new machines and tools.

			We got more and more work over the course of time and, thanks to the many billboards we hung around the city, Epan slowly became part of the furniture in Amsterdam. The jobs we got became increasingly large and complicated. Adverts stating that we had free capacity were something of the past. It didn’t take long before we needed to employ a bookkeeper and other staff: carpenters, masons, plasterers and tilers. This was a time during which I learned an enormous amount. I gained insight into human nature and also brushed up on my bookkeeping skills. On my own initiative, just because it had begun to interest me, I took a night course to get a practical diploma in bookkeeping.

			By this stage, we were no longer earning 300 Guilders a week but 3,000, and sometimes even more. From that time I always had 20 or 30 grand in my pocket, for minor expenses. We called it small change. It was an amount that most of my contemporaries would have to work half a year to earn.

			I was just 18 and didn’t yet have my driving license, but a gleaming Mercedes 280S was parked in front of my door, which was soon upgraded to a Mercedes 350. After all, a company director had to travel in style, not so? I found it wonderful, even though I now realize what a ridiculous sight it was—a youngster who hardly needed to shave driving a car like that. I suppose I knew that too because I would often get teased as I drove up in the car: ‘Hey, your dad lent you the keys for the day?’

			The navy slogan ‘See the world’ finally came true. Our holidays became more expensive and frequent: Nice, Cannes, the Bahamas, Hawaii, Las Vegas, New York.

			It wasn’t long before Epan was employing about a hundred people. That sounds impressive, but it had its downsides. It meant that we had to bring in almost 100,000 Guilders a week just to pay everybody. We outgrew our workshop in Linden Street. During 1978 we moved to a more spacious complex in the De Heining industrial area in Amsterdam’s western harbor area. There was already a carpentry shed where we could put all our machines. The building in Linden Street in the heart of Amsterdam was converted into a large office space. No expense was spared. It was really brilliant: lots of marble, dark wood and glass. The entire conversion cost about 100,000 Guilders but we could afford it. Just as we could afford to clothe and sponsor our own soccer team—the envy of other corporate teams.

			A staff of a hundred and all the trappings aside, Frans, Jan and I were still a bunch of Amsterdam rogues. Rather than denying our roots, we were proud that we had become something from nothing. The bank managers who usually wouldn’t give us the time of day now opened the door for me: ‘Yes, Mr. Van Hout. Of course, Mr. Van Hout. Whatever you say, Mr. Van Hout.’

			The converted office in Linden Street had a separate meeting room we had built to receive architects, clients and subcontractors. The meetings were usually conducted by Boellaard and me. During difficult negotiations we would sometimes leave the room so that they could discuss things in private. What they didn’t know was that Frans Meijer occasionally hid in a closet and carefully recorded what the guys said about us. Sometimes we would use it later but it also happened that Frans would burst out of the closet like a jack-in-the-box if he didn’t like something they said. Then the guys were on the street before they had got over the shock.

			But all good things come to an end. We came unstuck when, during the punishing winter of 1979, we couldn’t meet our delivery times. The constant frost had brought work to a virtual standstill but we still had to pay full wages. Our business was basically healthy, but we hadn’t reckoned on a winter like this. And then things happened quickly. The business literally froze. There was no money coming in but more than 100,000 Guilders going out every week. To make matters worse, the Social Fund for the Building Industry,5 the taxman and suppliers came calling as if they could smell trouble.

			We began to panic. To save what we could, we went and collected our outstanding debts, a few hundred grand, sometimes by violent means. It was them or us and we thought ‘rather them.’ We had a group of men, including the well-built Willem Holleeder who had come to work for us as a chauffeur after his military service, who would collect the money.

			We played the ‘good-cop-bad-cop’ game. Willem would be the aggressive one from the start. He would threaten to trash the joint unless the money was paid immediately. Then I would step forward and try to ‘calm’ Willem. To the debtor, this made me a reasonable person that they could talk to. I would tell him that I couldn’t take responsibility for Willem and that he should rather pay. Shaking my head, I’d recount how he had just completely trashed the office of so-and-so. It worked perfectly. The money was almost always immediately forthcoming. It wasn’t nice, but we didn’t have much choice. Our employees would not have been happy to go home empty-handed at the end of the week—they would have ‘completely trashed’ our office.

			Despite all our efforts, things went from bad to worse. After a few weeks, with debts running into the millions, bankruptcy seemed inevitable. We still had a few hundred grand in assets but these threatened to disappear into the bottomless pit of bankruptcy. I didn’t want it to come to that. We had worked too hard. The day of the Epan bankruptcy hearing in the Amsterdam court, Frans, Jan and I left—with the money—for Las Vegas.

			A few days before I had officially fired Boellaard and Meijer as directors, which left only one person—me—responsible if things went wrong. I had also made part of the bookkeeping ‘disappear.’

			For ten days we had fun in Las Vegas, not spending the money, but sharing it. We did buy a few chips, just as proof that we had played but we cashed them in at the end of the evening at another cashier. While we enjoyed live shows by Frank Sinatra and Tom Jones in the best Las Vegas hotels, Willem Holleeder watched the office back in Amsterdam, with about 30,000 Guilders keeping the most insistent creditors at bay.

			Epancratius was not the jack-of-all-trades we had thought he was, but we had made the best of it.

			Once back in Holland, we reported shamefacedly to the curator, Amsterdam lawyer Counselor Vincent Kraal. We told him that we’d made a last-ditch panic attempt to save Epan, but the roulette tables of Las Vegas had been unforgiving. I am sure that he smelled a rat, but there was little he could do about it. The air tickets proved that we had flown to Las Vegas. We were briefly questioned by the DA, but the whole case petered out and we had a few hundred grand in hidden cash to make a new start.

			As soon as the bankruptcy ‘due to insufficient assets’ expired, Boellaard bought the entire contents of De Heining back via various channels and started a wood-processing business. I went my own way. During the time that Epan had been running, I had realized that lots of funny business went on with invoicing. I was frequently asked to send someone an invoice for a few hundred grand, off which I would skim five percent as well as the Sale Tax. Cash in hand of course. This meant that the other party could skim a hefty amount off his business that would pass scrutiny from the IRS. I discovered that in most companies, these practices were more the rule than the exception.

			I therefore suggested to Willem, with whom I was spending more and more time, that we should start a small company and go into ‘procuring.’ You could earn a fortune without actually doing anything. For a few grand, Willem bought Schaafmaker Inc. as a cover and we went to work. We were good at it, even though I say so myself. We first found out from the labor bureau which companies were looking for staff. That worked perfectly. Before long we had about thirty men—illegally—on the scaffolding with us, raking in 500 to 1,000 Guilders a week per man. Money for jam!

			Things were good for a year and we lived well from it. But, as is the way, sooner or later things went wrong. We knew it would happen at some point, but wanted to enjoy it while it lasted. Tomorrow never comes, was our philosophy. The party finally ended on a warm Friday afternoon in Amstelveen. We had a few men working there on an industrial estate and came to collect our money from the bosses. Willem and I were there with our Mercedes 350 and 450 SLC, intending to drive directly to Düsseldorf in Germany for a long weekend in the Holiday Inn. We had our girlfriends with us and just had to fetch our pocket money in Amstelveen.

			Willem went in, hourly log in hand, and I waited around the corner. A few seconds later my car was surrounded by a some cops and I was arrested and charged with procuring. We were taken to the police station in Amstelveen for questioning. I said that I had nothing to do with it. I was only waiting for my friend and what he was doing, well, I didn’t know. I had also been dabbling in real estate and things were going well. I could therefore demonstrate that I had other business. My Mercedes, which had been impounded, was given back because I had registered it in my mother’s name in the aftermath of the Epan bankruptcy. It was the first time that I could say with a smile: ‘This car? I have just borrowed it from my mother for the day.’

			After four days I was free again. They couldn’t do anything to me. Matters were different for the Nose. De Schaafmaker Inc. was partly in his name and the hourly log he had in his hands didn’t exactly help matters. He ended up spending six weeks in remand custody in the youth detention center De Vest in Haarlem. He was in a home for juveniles because that is what Willem still was, even though the report of the arrest of a ‘leading procurer’ gave a completely different impression.

			When the trial finally reached the Amsterdam court, Willem’s lawyer was Clr. Jeljer de Jong, an old fox from the Jordaan that I had organized for him. Addressing the judges, De Jong pointed to Willem and said: ‘Look at the boy standing before you. Do you really think, your honor, that he could have led seasoned contractors at least twice his age by the nose? Surely not!’

			He was clever. Willem was sentenced to time served and immediately released. As we left the court later I tapped him on the shoulder and said in mock reproach: ‘You have to start behaving yourself, Nose, because I can’t be seen to be consorting with a jailbird.’

			A short time earlier, via Clr. Jeljer de Jong, I had met a certain Jacobus Klein, a real estate agent who had fallen on hard times. He was the owner of Jacobus Klein Inc. and a subsidiary called JADU. The company owned a street of real estate with about forty apartments in Schaepman Street. Klein offered it to us for sale. I liked the idea because the street was close to the Van Beuningen Square where I had grown up. I bought the company by taking over Klein’s liabilities, which wasn’t a bad deal. The apartments brought in more rent than we had to pay for mortgages and also the illegal ‘key money arrangement’6 meant extra income if tenants left.

			While I was working on my career as a real estate ‘tycoon’, Meijer and Boellaard spent more time at De Heining. They asked me if I wanted in but at that time I didn’t have much interest in the wood workshop, which was just doing okay. I had had my fill of the building trade.

			The real estate industry was more to the point and Meijer and I founded the small real estate companies Madjoeh Inc. and Amstelborgh Inc. where we invested our interest each with fifty percent of the venture capital. We would buy houses or apartments at the well-known auctions in Amsterdam’s Sonesta Hotel to build up an impressive portfolio including apartments in prestigious Amsterdam South. To help Jan Boellaard a bit, the companies’ registered addresses were the office at De Heining. The rent that we paid gave him more breathing space.

			I kept a low profile during those years, especially toward the outside world. Of course, nobody knew about Operation Rolls-Royce. That was separate. I trained with Willem Holleeder almost every day. A friend had introduced me to horseracing and the bug bit me immediately. I found it to be a fascinating world and a wonderful hobby. Playing a bit with the bookmakers and having your own horse on the course was the best. It wasn’t long before I bought my own horse, a lovely mare Untold-D.

			Problems only reared their head again later when, in the spring of 1981, a building at 29 Leidsegracht in central Amsterdam that Frans and I had bought for 650,000 (borrowed) Guilders was occupied by squatters. Try as we might, we couldn’t get them out. It was a big liability. I calculated that we were losing more than 500 Guilders per day in mortgage and rental. Day in, day out. We first tried to get the police involved but they just shrugged. They couldn’t do anything either, they said. We were getting increasingly angry. We couldn’t understand why another person could with impunity take over a building that you had bought.

			By May, with our losses running into tens of thousands of Guilders, we decided to ‘evacuate’ the place ourselves. In cooperation with estate agent Jacobus Klein, we put a posse together, which included Jan, Frans, Willem and me. We were going to assist the squatters to move.

			Tensions were running high so a fight was inevitable. We chased the squatters out and made short work of their belongings. Beds, mattresses, chairs and tables were tossed out of the windows into the street. In the heat of the battle a sledgehammer flew through an aquarium, leaving the tropical fish gasping for air on the carpet.

			The police, who had a station around the corner, came out in force. We met on the banks of the canal and the fight that had begun inside was now replayed outside, with the difference that we did not face squatters but blue uniforms. Frans in particular was fired up and fought as if his life depended on it. He had five cops hanging around his neck and stayed on his feet, but it cost him dearly. A crowd had formed at the canal and the onlookers on that warm spring day were treated to a spectacle that rivaled the best martial arts movies.

			But we were doomed to lose. We were cuffed one by one, panting and sweating, with bleeding faces, grazed knuckles and torn clothes. They dragged us off. Willem Holleeder, the strongest among us, frightened even the police by breaking the steel handcuffs, but then even he was taken away.

			The next day, a photo of us all appeared in the newspaper while we ourselves were in custody. They let us cool off there for four days. That wasn’t really a bad thing because I was boiling with rage at what had happened. We were treated like criminals while all we had done was defend our property after the police had failed to do so time after time. But now that we had finally taken matters into our own hands, the police stood in ranks of three. How was this possible? It made me feel sick. We felt that the world had gone mad; that it was the squatters who should be behind bars and not us.

			When the case came to court we were given a fine of a few thousand Guilders each. According to the DA we should have been happy with that. Thank you for nothing. I was very upset so I drew my conclusions: if this was the law then I just couldn’t care anymore.

			

			
				
					4	Gun laws are strict in the Netherlands and gun ownership is rare, even among criminals.

				

				
					5	Compulsory disability insurance.

				

				
					6	Previously, ‘key money’ was paid instead of a ‘deposit’. The loophole made retrieval difficult by the renter.

				

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter IV

			Back to New Year’s Eve of 1981, at least to the decision that we took just after midnight. As I had predicted, Jan—the Cat—Boellaard was enthusiastic when I told him of our plans on New Year’s Day. He cocked his had to one side and his eyes sparkled as he listened. He was turning his cowboy hat, which he wore on special occasions, increasingly quickly through his hands, showing his excitement. ‘Aha, so Operation Rolls-Royce is coming to life again? Have you decided who and when?’ Boellaard asked at the end of my explanation, clearly keen. The Cat was ‘in,’ that much was obvious. ‘We haven’t got that far yet with our plans,’ I answered with a smile, ‘but it will be something like that.’

			That was easy to say, but what was ‘something like that’? This question was central to our discussions during the coming weeks. After New Year’s Day we didn’t drag our feet but set things in motion during January. We usually met in Willem’s spacious apartment at 348 Staalmeesters Avenue, diagonally opposite the Convention Center. Willem was still single so we could meet undisturbed—and especially uninterrupted—until deep in the night. Things didn’t go too smoothly in the beginning, although it was clear that we were going over ground that we had already discussed extensively before. Each of us offered up his own ideas and it took some time before our discussions showed a direction. We just had to get into it again.

			Unlike Operation Rolls-Royce, we now wanted to reach a quick decision about who the victim should be. After having second thoughts, I decided that that was the first priority. You had to know who you were talking about. That didn’t change the criteria: the victim had to be rich and the family or negotiators had to pay promptly. We soon realized that there were not too many people who fell into that category. Many people looked rich but weren’t. They lived in a nice house and were millionaires but that was not enough for us. We didn’t want a repeat of the Caransa case where the kidnappers had to settle for ten million Guilders. No, we were working according to the standard set in our youth by Frans Meijer: this had to be a crime of international proportions. It had to set us up for life.

			The Cat suggested we should look at a few members of the royal family. They met all the conditions, he said. I laughed and joked, ‘Oh, so you now want to change it into Royal Ransom.’ Boellaard was keen on a Royal or King’s Ransom.

			I didn’t like the idea. That was something we dared not do. The Royal House of The Netherlands is sacred and you don’t touch them, I told the others. I would rather kidnap the Pope. Kidnapping a prince or princess would get everyone involved. The whole world would be after you. Not only the police but also all manner of security services, both at home and abroad. It would quickly become a political case and we should be careful of burning our fingers. I hated anything that smelled of politics. No, if we did it, it had to be a criminal affair. The royal family should be left alone. The Cat and everyone else saw my reasoning. I was willing to take on the police but not the government and its secret services.

			For that reason, Joop den Uyl, the leader of the Dutch Labor Party and a former premier, was quickly eliminated. We had initially considered him because we often saw him. Frans Meijer owned a building on Nicolaas Witsen Street and we were surprised at how often we saw Den Uyl walking alone on the street. We later heard that the party headquarters or something were also on that street. It would be easy to abduct him because he was not guarded at all. We discussed it at the start but the political aspect put us off. It was also unclear where the ransom would come from. He wasn’t rich himself, so we would have to talk to the party, but wondered whether they had a few million in the bank. Besides, I joked, there was a chance they would say: ‘Keep him!’

			Fine, no political figures, but then who? We scoured newspapers and magazines looking for the Dutch corporate big shots. It was an easy and excellent source. We didn’t only read the financial news but also watched the society columns in the media that covered our ‘targets.’ In this way we drew up a respectable list of candidates from which the actual victim would emerge.

			1.	Wisse Dekker, CEO of Philips;

			2.	Alfred Heineken, main shareholder of Heineken;

			3.	Albert Heijn, CEO of Ahold retail chain;

			4.	Anton Dreesmann, director of Vroom & Dreesmann department stores;

			5.	Piet van Doorne, CEO of DAF Trucks;

			6.	The President of a large bank, to be chosen later.

			All in all a wealthy line-up. All of them captains of industry with a large corporation behind them. This became our working list. We listed the possibilities, and weighed up the pros and cons of each person, seeing what we could find out about them. That was not too difficult as they were all public figures and were often the subject of personal articles in all the press—from the gossip rags to broadsheets like Vrij Nederland and Het Financieel Dagblad. This included where they lived, if they had a private chauffeur, a holiday home, who they were married to or lived with, what their hobbies were etc. If you stayed alert, you could find out plenty about people in that way. You almost got to know them. I enjoyed reading and was also inquisitive. I had done much reading during the Epan time, learning a lot and improving my general development.

			For this reason, Anton Dreesmann was eliminated in the first round. Not because he was not a suitable candidate financially or technically—on the contrary—but because I had seen in articles that his health was sometimes dodgy, which meant weeks on end in hospital. I wasn’t sure how his health was now, but that aspect made it too risky. We shouldn’t choose someone who could die of a heart attack; that would immediately make us murderers. So we crossed Dreesmann off the list.

			In hindsight, it was not such a bad idea to take the health of the victim into account. Piet van Doorne, representing a famous dynasty that created the first and also last Dutch car, died suddenly a few months after we put him on our list of candidates. We didn’t know that at the time but, in theory, that could have happened if we had abducted him.

			We were generally picky. The victim had to be very rich but could neither be royal nor a politician. In addition the candidate needed a cast-iron constitution. Where do you find someone like that? A superman. This once again underlined the difficulty in finding suitable candidates.

			Wisse Dekker of Philips was top of our list for a long time. Figuratively, because at that stage of the preparations we had not put anything down on paper. That could provide unnecessary and awkward evidence later on, and I suspected that we would have to put more than enough on paper as the plans progressed. The Philips boss met all our initial screening criteria. What made it more interesting is that Willem had had a fling with a girl who worked as a management secretary at the headquarters in Eindhoven.

			The Nose conveniently renewed his acquaintance with her and made a few dates for spending weekends together. Maybe he could fish for tips. He was very good at that. For example, they would leaf through photo albums and he would ask about details of the Philips people or Wisse Dekker personally. While the girl was sometimes guarded because of her senior position, Willem learned a lot. Sometimes they were small, apparently insignificant details that could be very useful to us. The Nose found out how Dekker went to and from work, where he lived, that he often had breakfast at Hotel Cocagne in Eindhoven and how you could gain access to his office, a kind of bunker, at the headquarters.

			Our investigations into Dekker went as far as the Nose following him home a few times to sound out his security. Actually, there was very little. I found it remarkable that the bosses of the top Dutch industries were so lax with security. Once, when I mentioned it with surprise, with his typical humor Spikes said: ‘Don’t worry, Cor, once we have struck that will change.’

			There were also disadvantages to Wisse Dekker. Eindhoven was unfamiliar ground for us. It was too far to the shed at De Heining, unless we could abduct him in the Amsterdam area.

			This was also true for Piet van Doorne of DAF Trucks. Anyway, I gleaned from the papers that, while things were improving in his corporation, there had been a few lean years. That meant that he didn’t exactly have greenbacks stacked to the ceiling. This could influence the decision making of the negotiators. The Van Doorne family itself must have been very rich. The inventors of the tiny DAF car7 had sold off a large proportion of their shares, raising a considerable fortune.

			Talking about a ‘shopping list’ for a kidnapping, Albert Heijn, who carried the name of the largest supermarket chain in the Netherlands, had everything we were asking for: a mighty, profitable corporation, little security and he was also quite young. What was strange was that in spite of these advantages he was never really a serious candidate that we spent time on. When we were discussing him at one of our meetings, Boellie shook his head disapprovingly and said, ‘I don’t like it. We would have to negotiate with greengrocers. Can you imagine that?’

			We had not yet come up with a name for a boss of a large bank. They were also relatively unknown people. We first thought of one of the main banks, but also toyed with the idea of someone from a smaller subsidiary. Money could never be a problem for a bank. The disadvantage was that they knew all the tricks when it came to making money and registering serial numbers, and the larger banks had foreign branches. That could work against us after the fact. Possibly all banks would close ranks to make it more difficult to deal in the ransom money. This option was put on a back burner.
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