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German Champion
Deutscher Meister

review

Johann Trollmann was one of the most famous German boxers of the

1920s and early 1930s, impressing everyone with his unusual

footwork, his talent and his charisma. But Trollmann’s fate was

inseparable from his Sinto heritage and he was soon brought down

by the rising wave of Nazism, though not before his incredible story

unfolded; one which Stephanie Bart brings to life with a fictional

touch. 

The novel opens in the summer of 1933, when Jews are increasingly

being forced out of German public life. Hitler has come to power and

has declared boxing a venerable sport. In a far corner of Berlin, the

newly installed chairman of the German boxing federation has taken

Hitler’s words to heart and decided to make it his mission to rid the

sport of any ‘unworthy’ athletes. Jewish boxer Eric Seelig, the current

middleweight/light-heavyweight champion, is the first in his sights,

and the chairman manages to force him out of a fight at the last

minute. Seelig is literally pushed out of the door, ultimately fleeing the

country, and the chairman’s behindthe- scenes manoeuvring puts

another rising star, Johann ‘Gibsy’ Trollmann, into the mix instead. 

On 9 June, Trollmann steps into the ring to fight Adolf Witt for the

German light-heavyweight title. Although he’s clearly leading by

points, the fight is declared ‘no result’ at the behest of the chairman

and other Nazi officials. The public outcry is immense and officials are

forced to recognise Trollmann as the winner. A new match is set for

later in the month, but Trollmann is forced to agree to keep his
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flamboyant boxing style in check or risk being disqualified. He agrees

but, ever the showman, dyes his hair blonde and paints his face

white, stepping into the ring as if mocking the audience, daring them

to say he isn’t German enough to box. Yet without the licence to box

as he truly can – to use his feet and his true talent – he is eventually

knocked out by his opponent. Trollmann ultimately dies in a

concentration camp in 1944. 

The character of Trollmann’s fictional sparring partner – the chairman

– encapsulates how National Socialism wove its way into the fabric of

society, one bureaucratic step at a time. Bart succeeds in capturing

the world of boxing through a straightforward and unvarnished style –

almost like journalistic sports reporting – yet also revels in the

smallest of details, painting a powerful portrait of Trollmann’s life and

times.

press quotes

‘Without doubt a coup de main! Reminiscent of Carl

Zuckmayer.’ – Glanz und Elend on Goodbye Bismarck
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Hoffmann und Campe Verlag was founded in 1781 by Benjamin

Gottlob Hoffmann and his son-in-law August Campe. The family firm

was Heinrich Heine’s publisher. Despite changing hands several

times during the first half of the twentieth century, the firm managed

to retain its liberal traditions. Its international fiction list includes the

complete works of Siegfried Lenz as well as books by Doris Lessing,

V.S. Naipaul, Andreï Makine, Irina Korschunow, John Grisham and

Patricia Cornwell. The non-fiction lists include memoirs, philosophy,

politics, economics, psychology, music and theology.


