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Destination Belgium & Luxembourg

Self-deluding foreigners who’ve never been here often quip that nobody can name five famous Belgians. Or that Belgium is ‘boring’. ‘So there’s beer and mussels, but what else?’ Belgians’ downbeat, self-deprecating sense of humour means that locals are more than happy to let such folks fool themselves. If foreigners want to ignore the country’s astonishing art history, its 60-plus Unesco sites, and bizarre carnivals that make Rio’s look unimaginative, so be it. As one Antwerp resident half-mockingly suggested, ‘Don’t waste your time here, Amsterdam is so much prettier!’ Meanwhile tiny Luxembourg sits even further off most tourist radars, except perhaps for those savvy enough to fill up their petrol tanks as they drive through. Not that Luxembourgers mind. They’re already Europe’s richest people (per capita). Feel free to not realise that their forested hills are pimpled with medieval castles or that their capital is so photogenically perched on a spectacular river canyon. Bonne route!

Belgium is a country of two distinct halves. Dutch-speaking Flanders (northern Belgium) has a flat, often monotonous landscape, but it is interspersed with fabulous historic cities. These lie close together and are conveniently interconnected by regular trains, making travel by public transport seamless. In French-speaking Wallonia (southern Belgium), however, most attractions are contrastingly rural: caves, castles, bucolic valleys and outdoor activities. Staying in village inns and stringing together several minor countryside attractions can make for a truly delightful experience if you’re driving or have strong cycling legs. However, if you’re limited to public transport you’ll quickly get fed up with rural Wallonia’s infrequent buses and you’ll struggle to make any real sense of the area’s charms. Logistically speaking, Luxembourg falls somewhere between the two.

Belgium’s division is very much political too. Wallonia’s rust belt is littered with the scars of its once-vibrant heavy industries and the Walloon economy noticeably lags behind that of go-ahead Flanders. Fed up with ‘subsidising’ their French-speaking neighbours, more than a few Flemish nationalists call for the country to split. The majority wouldn’t go that far. But as years go by so Belgium’s two halves drift further and further apart, if only by default and for the lack of any common language/media. Only Brussels makes even any pretence at seeking bilingualism, and in the modern age kids in both halves often prefer to learn English than a second ‘Belgian’ language. This is especially true of the Francophone Belgians whose unpreparedness to learn Dutch is a constant gripe. But does this mean that Belgium is bound to split? Most people doubt that, if only because it would be too expensive…and who would get Brussels? Nonetheless, in 2006 when a spoof ‘breaking news’ documentary on Francophone TV announced that Flanders had declared independence, a remarkable proportion of the viewers actually believed it.

Despite all this, beneath the surface both communities actually share many similar attitudes. Both display a vague disdain for authority, a quiet self-confidence and a gentle streak of surrealism – rather fitting for such a joyously ‘illogical’ country whose independence was set in motion not by a freedom-fighting terror campaign but with an 1830 opera. Another common attitude is the unguarded disdain each community feels for its co-linguistic neighbour across the border (ie the Flemish for the Dutch, the Francophone Belgians for the French). And both share common worries over law and order and a deep ambivalence over immigration – whether newcomers enrich the cultural mix or drain the national purse; that didn’t stop politicians wasting most of 2007 discussing a boundary-line question (Click here) that even many (mainly Francophone) Belgians didn’t understand. This left Belgium without a national government for almost a year. The economic crisis of 2008 suddenly knocked heads together. While many Brits and Americans panicked over how to refinance their mortgages and credit-card debts, Belgians tore their hair out over where to shift their savings. So when two major Belgian banks seemed to be teetering towards bankruptcy more than a few households raced to pull out what they could, exacerbating the situation for the enfeebled banks. Finally spurred into action, politicians stopped bickering and put together a bank rescue package that was initially lauded for its boldness. But feelings rapidly soured; prompt action came to be seen as a rash response. Reports emerged of unethical political pressure having been placed on the judiciary to force the measures through, and in December 2008 Prime Minister Yves Leterme’s government fell. Into the prime ministerial job came Leterme’s replacement, Herman Van Rompuy – somewhat against his own will. Nicknamed ‘the Sphinx’ for his poker-faced inscrutability, Van Rompuy’s low-key approach rapidly proved inclusive and effective. But just as the press were hailing him ‘Super Rompuy’ the prime minister was headhunted as President of Europe (November 2009). A second chance then for Yves Leterme whose reputation among many voters has never recovered from a TV interview where, when asked to sing the Belgian national anthem, he mistakenly sang the French one instead. A sceptical press welcomed his re-appointment with headlines like ‘Est-il fait pour le job?’ (‘Is he up to the job?’).




FAST FACTS BELGIUM/LUXEMBOURG

Population: 10.6 million/480,000



Area: 30,528/2586 sq km



Unemployment: Flanders 10%; Wallonia 18%; Brussels 21%; Luxembourg 3.5%



Inflation: 4.5%/1.5%



GDP: US$390 billion/US$31 billion



Minimum gross monthly salary: €1210/€1467



Annual beer consumption per head (Belgium): 100L



Annual chocolate consumption per head (Belgium): 16kg



Smoking: banned in restaurants, but not (yet) in cafés (pubs/bars)



Sex: 58% of Belgians are satisfied with their sex life (worldwide average 44%)





A major continuing challenge for any prime minister is facing up to the country’s massive budget deficit. The Belgian bureaucracy is an expensive animal to feed. Indeed it’s the most expensive per capita in all of Europe, according to October 2009 press reports. That’s not so surprising when you realise that each language community (Dutch-, French- and German-speaking) and region (Flanders, Wallonia, Brussels) has its own parliament and civil service, who together employ a remarkable 18.5% of the country’s workforce – the highest percentage of any OECD nation. That costs around €7.5 billion a year, yet curiously few locals complain. In contrast the royal family costs a paltry €13.8 million per year (under €1.50 per Belgian), yet a July 2009 poll suggested that 70% of Belgians thought that too much, while 32% wanted to stop financial support to the royals altogether.

Whatever the state of the economy, both Belgium and Luxembourg remain countries where people live well. There are strong social support systems, liberal attitudes, imaginative museums, a vibrant theatrical and artistic life and fabulous food. Belgian beers are divine and endlessly varied. And Luxembourg’s sparkling wines are merrily quaffed on many a summer street terrace. Crisis or no crisis, big new attractions for visitors continue to blossom. Recent additions to Belgium’s portfolio include state-of-the-art galleries in Mons and Leuven, the superb new Hergé museum at Louvain-la-Neuve, and the Magritte Museum and subterranean Coudenberg experience in Brussels. Then there’s the incredibly ambitious Grand Curtius in Liège, which is also where one of Europe’s most extraordinary 21st-century architectural talking points, Liège-Guillemins station, opened in 2009.

Belgium is much more than chips and chocolate, Luxembourg far more than boring banks. Come prepared for plenty of positive surprises as you discover the good life in this fascinatingly undersold duo.
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WHEN TO GO

Come to Brussels in the last week of August and you’ll wonder where everyone is. The reality is that much of urban Belgium simply packs up and goes away on holiday from 1 July to 31 August. But come 1 September, the capital’s ring road is suddenly back to its gridlocked normality. The situation is somewhat similar in Antwerp and Luxembourg City, but reversed in the rural Ardennes and along Belgium’s 66km coastal strip of sandy beach, where you’ll find things jam-packed throughout the summer. But by October these areas are heading into a long annual slumber.




See our Climate Charts for at-a-glance temperature information.





This whole scenario also plays out in miniature through any given week: savvy travellers can save a packet by sleeping at weekends in business cities (Brussels, Luxembourg City, Kortrijk) and heading for tourist honeypots (Bruges, Durbuy, La Roche-en-Ardenne) midweek in low season. And given Belgium’s modest size and Luxembourg’s remarkable compactness, it’s not hard to shuttle about to fit these patterns.

The one predictable thing about Belgian weather is its unpredictability. Winters of 2007–8 and 2009–10 saw abundant snows, while in 2008–9 the Ardennes slopes barely got a single skiable week. Winters are traditionally fairly mild, but both 2008 and 2009 saw the mercury dip to around -20°C in places – unprecedented. Local summers are often grey and drizzly, yet in 2009 sunshine reigned for months on end. The fact is that you’ll need to be prepared for a range of conditions. And an umbrella is always worth having tucked away.




LONELY PLANET INDEX

Belgium/Luxembourg

Litre of petrol €1.40/1.15

Litre of bottled water €0.80/0.75

250mL of draught beer from €1.80/2.20

Souvenir T-shirt €13/15

Street snack – frites €2.10/croissant €1.50





You might want to time your trip for a local celebration. Both countries are so big on festivals that even the highlights run to several pages (Click here).
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COSTS & MONEY

Belgium is, on average, slightly cheaper than Luxembourg, except for fuel. In both countries, accommodation and dining can quickly melt holes in an over-used credit card, but budget options are available. You’ll save a packet by eating weekday set-lunches rather than dinners at the same restaurants. And clever timing (staying weekends in business cities and weekdays in tourist areas) can result in significant accommodation savings. Meanwhile, comparatively cheap public transport, coupled with the diminutive size of both countries, makes getting around a relatively minor expense.




DON’T LEAVE HOME WITHOUT…


	A sense of humour – being pelted by oranges or flapped in the face with a dried herring just might be meant as an honorific blessing (see Laetare, Click here).

	An umbrella and extra jumper – optimism isn’t always quite enough.

	A water bottle – neither cafés (pubs/bars) nor restaurants, not even fast-food places, will give away tap water, so if you’d rather not pay for it, fill up a flask in your hotel/hostel each morning.

	Soap and a towel – budget hostels provide sheets, but not the washing wherewithal.

	Nerves of steel – essential for drivers, especially before you’ve internalised the arcane meaning of priorité à droite (see Look Right!, Click here).

	Your favourite hangover cure.








By staying in hostels, visiting relatively few museums, filling up on sandwiches or fast fodder and downing just an occasional beer or two, it’s possible to get by on €40 per day. Those opting for hotels with full amenities and midrange restaurants should figure around €120.

Families can minimise expenses by staying at self-catering guesthouses Click here. Restaurants often have discounted children’s meals; children under 12 years of age travel free on Belgian trains and often get free entrance to museums.
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FOLKLORIC FESTIVALS

There are numerous excellent summer music festivals, film festivals and town fairs. However, Belgium also has some unique cultural offerings the like of which you’ll see nowhere else. For more details and other festivals, Click here.


	Cwarmé Click here, Malmédy

	Rosenmontag, Eupen

	Carnival, Binche

	Burning of Winter, Bouge

	Penitents’ Procession, Lessines

	Laetare, Stavelot

	Le Doudou, Mons

	Heilig-Bloedprocessie, Bruges

	Festival Outremeuse, Liège

	Giants’ Procession, Ath



INDUSTRIAL MUSEUMS

There are plenty of excellent history-based museums, Mechelen’s science and toy museums are unbeatable in their fields and Louvain-La-Neuve’s Hergé Museum is a masterpiece. However, one great strength is the selection of imaginative museum experiences that provide a fascinating insight into industrial processes and jobs:


	Making sugar in Tienen

	Blowing glass in Seraing

	Fishing in Oostduinkerke

	Processing flax in Kortrijk

	Baking in Veurne

	Distilling gin in Hasselt

	Wool-crafting in Verviers

	Making cheese in Passendale

	Weaving in Ghent

	Mining in Rumelange



ART GALLERIES

From primitive passions to Rubens’ nudes, surrealism to contemporary installations, porcelain to photography, the artistic heritage is superb:


	MSK, Ghent (Click here

	MNHA, Luxembourg City

	Groeningemuseum, Bruges

	KMSKA, Antwerp

	Verbeke Foundation, Stekene

	Magritte Museum & Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts, Brussels

	Photography Museum, Charleroi

	M van Museum, Leuven

	Musée de l’Art Wallon, Liège Click here

	Grand Curtius, Liège Click here











WEEKLY PLANNER

Some interesting visits or activities are only possible on specific days, so it pays to plan ahead:


	Monday – beware, most museums are closed

	Tuesday – see bakery demonstrations in Veurne

	Wednesday – climb the Antwerp cathedral tower Click here; free entry evenings to see contemporary art at Wiels, Brussels

	Thursday – see weaving demonstrations at MIAT Click here and enjoy free jazz at Hotsy Totsy, both in Ghent

	Friday – join the Roller Parade in Brussels (p112; summer evenings only)

	Saturday – take the De Wit tapestry-makers’ tour Click here and visit De Mijpaal railway museum (p196; May, June & September), both in Mechelen; join a perfumery tour Click here in Namur; at night visit Bruges’ ultraweird Retsin’s Lucifernum

	Sunday – spend an afternoon at Lillo’s Poldermuseum or at Aubechies’ Archeosite, where craftsmen bring prehistory alive
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TRAVEL LITERATURE


	A Tall Man in a Low Land (Harry Pearson) A hilarious tale of holidaying in Belgium packed with anecdotes spotlighting the peculiarities and idiosyncrasies of everyday life. Think Bill Bryson with a Geordie accent. Occasionally rambles a little too far into the world of cycle-racing, but magnificent nonetheless.

	Luxembourg & the Jenisch Connection (David Robinson) Fictional tale of an Englishman’s holiday in Luxembourg that turns into a murder mystery. It’s set during the record-breaking hot summer of 2003.

	The Factory of Facts (Luc Sante) Belgian-born but US-raised, Luc Sante returns at the age of 35 to explore the country he left behind. An interesting account of his thoughts and opinions on all things Belgian.






HOW MUCH?

Belgium



Midrange hotel double €60-160



Baguette sandwich €3



Kilogram of pralines €20-70



Cinema ticket €6



Bike hire per day free-€14




Luxembourg



Midrange hotel double €70-200



Baguette sandwich €3.50



Bottle of sparkling wine €7-15



Cinema ticket €7



Bike hire per day €15-20
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INTERNET RESOURCES

Most towns have an extensive civic website at www.<townname>.be.


	Association of Historic Buildings & Gardens of Belgium (www.demeures-historiques.be)

	Belgian Tourist Office (www.visitbelgium.com)

	Belgium online in English (www.xpats.com) Belgium’s international community provides lots of information, including local news in English and an entertainment agenda.

	Belgiumview (www.belgiumview.com) Internauts vote on their hit parade of most beautiful Belgian sites, giving a delightfully random set of highlights. Many good photos.

	Horest (www.horest.be) Town-by-town hotel and restaurant listings that are especially helpful for rural backwaters.

	Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com) Postcards from other travellers, the best beds to book and the Thorn Tree travel forum, where you can ask questions before you go or dispense advice when you get back.

	Luxembourg Internet Directory (www.luxweb.lu) Links to cinema, cultural, weather and football sites for Luxembourg.

	Luxembourg National Tourist Office (www.ont.lu)

	LuxAlbum (www.luxalbum.com) Photos of every village in Luxembourg.
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Events Calendar



    FEBRUARY–MARCH

    MARCH–APRIL

    MAY–JUNE

    JULY

    AUGUST

    SEPTEMBER

    OCTOBER

    DECEMBER



The truly extraordinary wealth of festivals in Belgium and Luxembourg takes many visitors quite by surprise, especially the bizarre Lenten/Carnival pageants. Francophone website www.quefaire.be offers a great range of regularly updated what’s-on information from sport to concerts to folklore. Summer spells music festivals and town fairs in the region. Some major ones include Festival van Vlaanderen (Flanders and Brussels, www.festival.be), Festival de Wallonie (Wallonia, www.festivaldewallonie.be) and Summer in the City (Luxembourg, www.summerinthecity.lu).

Return to beginning of chapter

FEBRUARY–MARCH

CWARMÉ    weekend before Lent

In Malmédy Click here a bizarre multi-day carnival climaxes with a Sunday afternoon parade dominated by masked Haguète. These odd characters wearing blood-red capes and pirate hats stuffed with ostrich feathers use hapes-tchâr (great extendible wooden pincers) to force bystanders to kneel and repent their sins.

ROSENMONTAG    Mon before Lent 7 Mar 2011, 20 Feb 2012, 11 Feb 2013, 3 Mar 2014

Superbly joyful and colourful carnival fills the streets of Eupen

CARNIVAL    Shrove Tue 8 Mar 2011, 21 Feb 2012, 12 Feb 2013, 4 Mar 2014

One of the world’s oddest carnivals unfolds in Binche where the orange-throwing, mask-wearing Gilles don their giant ostrich-feather hats in the afternoon if the winds stay calm. In Aalst (Map) there’s the hilarious if raucous Voil Jeanetten (cross-dressed ‘dirty prostitutes’) carnival. And dozens of other towns have their own smaller-scale carnivals.

BURNING OF WINTER    1st Sun of Lent 13 Mar 2011, 26 Feb 2012, 17 Feb 2013, 9 Mar 2014

The spirit of winter is ceremonially cremated in Belgian village fields and with cruciform fires on hillsides across Luxembourg (where the day’s called ‘Buergsonndeg’). The biggest and most dramatic bonfire is at Bouge on Namur’s eastern outskirts. An odd cast of costumed folkloric characters oversee proceedings while on seven distant surrounding hilltops other coordinated conflagrations are lit.

LAETARE    4th Sat of Lent 2 Apr 2011, 13 Feb 2012, 4 Feb 2013, 24 Mar 2014

Stavelot’s sinister Pinocchio-like Blanc Moussis stuff confetti down women’s clothes, dangle smelly dried herrings in people’s hair and beat bystanders with dried pigs’ bladders. It’s all part of the unique Laetare carnival (www.laetare-stavelot.be; Click here).
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MARCH–APRIL

PENITENTS’ PROCESSION    Good Fri 22 Apr 2011, 6 Apr 2012, 29 Mar 2013, 18 Apr 2014

After dusk in Lessines the lights go out as eerie figures in monks habits and KKK-styled conical hoods parade moodily around town carrying flaming torches in a procession that dates back to 1475.

ARS MUSICA    mid-Mar–early-Apr

Respected festival of contemporary classical music (www.arsmusica.be) at various Brussels venues.

SERRES ROYALES     late Apr

The royal greenhouses (above) open to the public for 10 days.
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MAY–JUNE

HANSWIJK PROCESSION    Sun before Ascension

Part religious tableau, part medieval pageant, thousands dress up and parade through Mechelen, starting from Keizerstraat at 3pm. It’s to thank the Virgin Mary for sparing the town from plague back in 1272. See www.hanswijkprocessie.org for more info. In 2013 there’ll be the added bonus of a four-times-a-century Ommegang featuring folkloric giants.

ZINNEKE PARADE    late May, even years

Thoroughly contemporary one-day multicultural parade designed to bridge social divides and expose Brussels’ zanier side (www.zinneke.org).


HEILIG-BLOEDPROCESSIE    Ascension Day 2 Jun 2011, 17 May 2012, 9 May 2013, 29 May 2014 (always a Thursday)

Pageantry and big crowds watch Bruges’ biggest folklore event (www.holyblood.com), the parading around town of an enormously revered reliquary supposedly containing a few drops of Christ’s blood. Book early for a grandstand seat on the Markt.

KATTENFESTIVAL    2nd Sun in Jun

12th-century Ypres’ citizens believed that cats personified evil spirits. As a result poor pussies suffered a bizarre ritual in which they were hurled off the Lakenhalle’s belfry. Animal lovers will be glad to hear that these days the falling felines are only toys. Every third year (next in 2012) the festival adds a parade of giant cats (Kattenstoet).

BRUSSELS JAZZ MARATHON    last weekend of May

Three fabulous evenings of free, non-stop jazz, blues and zydeco concerts on stages and in pubs all over Brussels (www.brusselsjazzmarathon.be).

SPRINPROZESSION (ST WILLIBRORD PAGEANT)    Whit Tue 14 Jun 2011, 3 Jun 2012, 15 May 2013, 10 Jun 2014

A three-day Whitsun pilgrimage celebrating Echternach’s Click here Anglo-Saxon founding father culminates after dawn on Tuesday. From around 9am the cobbled streets fill with rows of dancers linked by white handkerchiefs in a time-honoured religious procession (www.willibrord.lu).

LE DOUDOU    Trinity Sun 19 Jun 2011, 29 May 2012, 20 May 2013, 15 Jun 2014

After a golden ‘coach’ of relics has been paraded through town, Mons goes completely crazy as St George fights the dragon on the Grand Place to the insistent drum beats of soldiers in 18th-century costumes. Unesco listed, very physical.

WATERLOO BATTLE RE-ENACTMENTS    mid-Jun

On the weekend nearest 18 June over a thousand costumed ‘soldiers’ recreate scenes from the classic 1815 battle near Waterloo (www.waterloo1815.be), Click here.

VITRINE    late Jun

For 10 days top fashion designers display their creations all around Ghent (odd years) or Antwerp (even years). See www.ffi.be/en/vitrine.

LUXEMBOURG NATIONAL DAY    22-23 Jun

The Grand Duchy’s biggest event starts with fireworks from Pont Adolphe in Luxembourg City on the evening of 22 June. Later there’s dancing on Place d’Armes followed by an all-night party, with cafés (pubs/bars) around town open ‘til dawn. On 23 June a military parade winds through the capital’s streets and festivities are held nationwide.

COULEUR CAFÉ    last weekend in Jun

Excellent, three-day festival of world-music concerts, workshops and ethnic-dining opportunities attracts over 75,000 people to Brussels’ Tour & Taxis complex (www.couleurcafe.be; Click here).
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JULY

WILTZ FESTIVAL    Jul

Impressive month-long theatre-, jazz- and music-festival in the château grounds at Wiltz (www.festivalwiltz.online.lu; above).

OMMEGANG    1st Thu

Brussels’ biggest medieval-style procession (www.ommegang.be) originally celebrated the audacious kidnap from Antwerp of the Sablon’s miracle-working Virgin Mary statue (Click here). Totally transformed over the centuries, Ommegang is now effectively a costumed re-construction of Charles V’s magnificent Joyous Entree parade of 1549. Watching the cavalcade wind around town from the Sablon costs nothing, but to see the lavish finale and dance in the illuminated Grand Place you’ll need tickets (book well ahead).

ROCK WERCHTER    1st week

Held in fields at Werchter north of Leuven, this is one of Europe’s biggest rock festivals (www.rockwerchter.be), the four-day Belgian equivalent of Glastonbury or Roskilde.

LES FRANCOPHOLIES DE SPA    1st week

Spa hosts one of Belgium’s biggest French-language cultural festivals (www.francofolies.be), notable for attracting some of the biggest names in chanson.


DE GENTSE FEESTEN    mid-Jul

This fabulously raucous 10-day festival (www.gentsefeesten.be, in Dutch) transforms the heart of Ghent into a youthful party of music and street theatre characterised by packed streets and merry drinking. You’ll pay for the Blue Note jazz festival (www.bluenotefestival.be) and ‘10 Days Off…’ (www.10daysoff.be; one of Europe’s biggest techno parties) but most other events are free.

MACRÂLES    20 Jul

At dusk Vielsalm briefly hands over the keys of the city to a band of witches who perform a mesmerising half-comic, half-spooky ‘coven’ in full Walloon dialect in a dark corner of the town’s woodland park.

BELGIUM NATIONAL DAY    21 Jul

A military parade passes in front of Brussels’ Royal Palace by day. At night expect fireworks in many towns, most spectacularly in Brussels around Mont des Arts (map).

LUXEMBOURG JAZZ & BLUES RALLYE    mid-Jul

The Grund and Clausen areas of Luxembourg City party all night to a fine array of free concerts (www.bluesjazzrallye.lu).

PENITENTS’ PROCESSION    last Sun

Held since 1644, the Boetprocessie in Veurne is a solemn street parade by hundreds of Biblically-costumed players. Human tableaux illustrate 40 scenes from Jesus’ life, death and resurrection interspersed by masked ‘penitents’ in brown monks’-style robes. By far the most famous image (scene 36) sees dozens of such cowled figures lumber past carrying heavy wooden crosses.
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AUGUST

FESTIVAL MUSICA ANTIQUA    1st week

Weeklong festival of medieval music in Bruges (www.mafestival.be).

LA NUIT DU LIVRE    1st Sat

All night book-fest in Redu accompanied by music and midnight fireworks.

FOLK DRANOUTER    1st weekend

One of Europe’s most important folk-music festivals held in Dranouter, a small town 12km southwest of Ypres (Map; www.folkdranouter.be).

MEYBOOM    9 Aug

With many bar-stops en route, this merrily low-key Brussels’ folkloric procession winds down from the Sablon around 2pm, parades through the Grand Place then returns to plant a quite mis-named ‘May-tree’ at the corner of Rue des Sables and Rue du Marais just before 5pm.

SINT-ROCHUSVERLICHTING    15 Aug

In Aarschot, electric lamps are extinguished from dusk to midnight, replaced by flickering lines of candles along windowsills and footpaths. The magical family-friendly scene is accompanied by folk dances and brass bands. Don’t miss the chance of perambulating within the magnificent half-lit central church.

FESTIVAL OUTREMEUSE    15th Aug

A week of raucously drunken celebrations in old Liège’s ‘Republic of Outremeuse’ (www.fgfw.be/rlom) culminates on 15 August when sermons are read in full Walloon dialect, then everyone gets tipsy on pékèt (Wallon for gin). Expect fire crackers, puppet shows, traditional dances, a folkloric procession of giants and vast, possibly unruly crowds. Next day from 5pm, the surreal Enterrement de Mâti l’Ohé is the cremation and burial of a bone symbolically marking the end of festivities. A ‘mourning’ parade shuffles around the Outremeuse district, its brass band interspersing up-tempo carnivalesque music with sombre dirges accompanied by hammy weeping. Hilarious. Dress in black and bring celery!

TAPIS DE FLEURS    mid-Aug, even years

Alternate years an incredible ‘carpet’ of intricately placed flower petals transforms Brussels’ Grand Place into a giant magic carpet (www.flowercarpet.be). It’s free to walk past, €3 to view it from the town hall balcony or well worth paying a beer to see it from an upper café window.

GOLDEN TREE PAGEANT    end Aug (every 5th year)

Roughly every five years in Bruges this grandiose procession celebrates the 1468 marriage of Charles the Bold to Margaret of York. Next in 2012.

GIANTS’ PROCESSION    4th weekend

Ath holds a series of parades featuring enormous World Heritage-listed models with Biblical and folkloric connections. One such giant, Goliath (Gouyasse), has his trousers ‘burnt’ on Friday night, gets married on Saturday (3pm at St-Julien’s Church) then fights David (5pm at the town hall). The biggest parades are on the Sunday. See http://laducassedath01.skyrock.com.
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SEPTEMBER

BELGIAN GRAND PRIX    early Sep

Formula 1 comes to Spa-Francorchamps, resulting in full occupancy at virtually every hotel in eastern Wallonia.

HERITAGE DAYS    2nd weekend

Open Monumentendag (http://openmonumenten.zita.be) in Flanders, Journées du Patrimoine (www.journeesdupatrimoine.be) in Wallonia both see the opening of an annually varying selection of monuments to the public, many of which are not otherwise accessible.

MECHELS GILDEJUWEEL    2nd Sun

Mechelen’s Grote Markt is invaded by troops of guildsmen in medieval-style costumes. Various folk dances and musical performances are interspersed with beer quaffing and the 4pm ‘Bell-Throwing’, when twenty bells are sent flying down a lengthy wire strung between the cathedral tower and the city hall. Each releases a flutter of smaller plastic bells of which one is a lottery-style ‘winning’ bell.

HERITAGE DAYS, BRUSSELS    3rd weekend

Heritage days (see above) come a week later in the capital.

COMBAT DE L’ÉCHASSE D’OR    3rd Sun

In Namur, a week of festivities (the Fêtes de Wallonie, www.fetesdewallonie.be) culminate in this jousting competition between two teams of stilt-walkers dressed in medieval garb. Starts 4pm on Place St-Aubain.
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OCTOBER

NOCTURNE DES COTEAUX    1st Sat

Liège comes alive at dusk with 20,000 candles forming beautiful patterns on the city’s vertiginous stairway, Montagne de Bueren. Some 60 historic buildings (many usually closed) open their doors, there are numerous free concerts and at 11.30pm fireworks cap things off. See www.lanocturnedescoteaux.be.

HASSELTSE JENEVERFEESTEN    3rd Sat

The most celebrated moment in Hasselt’s famous gin festival Click here comes at 4.30pm when the town’s iconic little Borrelmanneke Fountain (St-Jozefsstraat) briefly pours forth jenever (gin) instead of water.

KLAPSTUKFESTIVAL    from mid-Oct

Leuven’s month-long international contemporary dance festival (www.stuk.be).
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DECEMBER

Christmas markets are common, with a fine example in Brussels’ Grand Place.
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Itineraries



CLASSIC ROUTES

    GEM CITIES OF THE LOWLANDS  10 days / Brussels to Antwerp

    THE ESSENTIALS  One Month / Ghent to Vianden

ROADS LESS TRAVELLED

    CASTLES, CAVES & CANALS  Two Weeks / Wallonia & Luxembourg

TAILORED TRIPS

    BELGIUM’S BEER TRAIL
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CLASSIC ROUTES

GEM CITIES OF THE LOWLANDS  10 days / Brussels to Antwerp

Four of northern Europe’s most memorable historic cities are so handily close together that an hour’s train ride is enough to get between any of them. So you could just about glimpse them all in a long weekend. However, even 10 days wouldn’t really do them full justice.

Start with Europe’s capital, Brussels, whose Grand Place is one of the world’s most beautiful squares. Explore seductive chocolate shops, wonderful cafes, great galleries, fine museums and art nouveau buildings. And don’t miss the unique 1958 Atomium.

Medieval architecture and endless canalside charm make beautiful Bruges one of Europe’s most romantic getaways. Less tourist-oriented, grittier yet somehow more satisfying is magical Ghent, whose intimate medieval core is complemented by a vibrant student vibe and some wonderful museums. Larger Antwerp is an eclectic port city whose historical credentials are balanced by its vibrant nightlife, café-culture and cutting-edge designer fashions.
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The specific order in which you visit these fabulous cities is relatively unimportant transport wise. Be cash-savvy by spending your weekend nights in Brussels or Antwerp, with week nights in Bruges. If you’ve got a little longer add in Mechelen and Lier too.
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THE ESSENTIALS  One Month / Ghent to Vianden

This tour takes you the length of Belgium and Luxembourg along a route easily achievable by public transport (mostly by train, but with a few bus hops thrown in too). Start with glorious Ghent and incomparable Bruges. Allow three days apiece, though each could keep you busy for weeks. Once you can tear yourself away nip swiftly along the coast, seeing the remarkable Atlantikwall WWII fortifications near Ostend en route to historic Veurne. A couple of days is probably enough to ponder the remarkably reconstructed cloth towns Diksmuide and Ypres, though you’ll need more if you want to thoroughly investigate the numerous poignant WWI sites nearby. Admire the five-towered, part-Romanesque cathedral at Tournai then zip across country to Brussels and, a few days later, on to the underrated historic cities of Leuven and Mechelen – easily worth two days apiece. Party your way round Antwerp for two or three days then calm down in the beautiful begijnhoven of Lier and Diest. To learn about Belgium’s industrial heritage try the inspired sugar museum at Tienen or the Val St-Lambert glassworks in ugly Seraing outside Liège, itself a big, perversely fascinating city where gaping at the astonishing new Guillemins station is reason enough to stop. A railway line winds through the hilly Ardennes to Luxembourg City, a wealthy little capital whose dramatic river-canyon setting is much more spectacular than most visitors anticipate. If you’re spending a few days in the Grand Duchy don’t miss visiting Vianden, the most memorable of its many castle towns.
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Straightforward by public transport, this 750km route samples the best-known art cities but also introduces lesser-known sights tha first-time visitors often speed past. If you’re doing the trip by car, there’ll be lots of extra stops en route as you head south.
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ROADS LESS TRAVELLED

CASTLES, CAVES & CANALS  Two Weeks / Wallonia & Luxembourg

Regal Belœil is nicknamed ‘Belgium’s Versailles’. If driving there on a Sunday don’t miss the Archeosite, a reconstructed Iron Age settlement at Aubechies. Heading east via Mons peruse the remarkable canal workings Click here at Ronquières, Strépy Thieu and La Louvière. There are some forgotten castles around Gembloux while for sheer scale it’s hard to beat the grey, imposing citadel-fortresses of Namur and Dinant, both dominating historic, if slightly tired, cities along the River Meuse. In the area, spot Dave from Wépion, visit Annevoie or Freÿr for their formal gardens and cut across country to see the cute mansion-tower at Crupet.

Castle village Lavaux-Ste-Anne makes a peaceful accommodation alternative to Han-sur-Lesse once you’ve visited Han’s world-famous cave system, though you might prefer the less commercial caves at Rochefort or Hotton. Nearby La Roche-en-Ardenne offers various outdoor pursuits and is crowned by an archetypal castle crag ruin that’s only challenged for Crusader-era atmosphere by Bouillon in the lovely Semois Valley.

Returning north via Durbuy, Modave has one of the finest interiors of any Belgian chateau, Huy has another Dinant-style citadel and Jehay is the most photogenic moated beauty imaginable.

Alternatively head south for Luxembourg where Luxembourg City is one vast canyon-citadel and virtually every town sports a castle. The most memorable are in Vianden, Bourscheid, Bourglinster, Beaufort and Larochette.
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Belgium and Luxembourg have numerous under-appreciated rural gems, but realistically you’re going to need a car to enjoy them. Consider breaking the itinerary into a series of shorter trips. Remember that on summer weekends rural accommodation gets overbooked, but in Luxembourg City hotel prices plummet.
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TAILORED TRIPS

BELGIUM’S BEER TRAIL

None of the Trappist monastery-breweries offer individual visits and only Orval even allows visitors into the abbey grounds. However, Westvleteren, Westmalle, Chimay and Orval all have ‘official’ cafés near their respective abbeys. All serve their Trappist classics, with the latter two also offering unique (if simple) draught beers available nowhere else. West Flanders’ famous hop-crop is celebrated with a hop museum in Poperinge while Bruges’ Den Dijver is among the most famous restaurant exponents of beer cuisine. Fabulous Bruges is also home to De Halve Maan, one of very few Belgian breweries to allow drop-in visits. Once a month you can see the unique Dubuisson steam brewery go into action at Pipaix. One place to witness the production of Brussels’ unique self-fermenting lambics is Cantillon Brewery.
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Small breweries at Achouffe (La Chouffe, Click here), Aulne (Blonde des Pères, p223), Ellezelles (Quintine, Click here), Mariembourg (Super des Fagnes, Click here) and Esen (Oerbier, Click here) all have interesting brewery-cafés, most overlooking the brew-stills, while Hoegaarden offers an imaginative museum-like ‘white-beer experience’. Historic Leuven is home to international mega-lager Stella Artois (visits possible by arrangement; Click here) and also brews luscious Leffe, though the original Leffe Abbey still stands in Dinant.
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History



    EARLY SETTLEMENTS

    COUNTIES & DUCHIES

    THE RISE OF FLANDERS

    THE BURGUNDIAN EMPIRE

    HAPSBURG RULE

    RELIGIOUS REVOLT

    THE SPANISH NETHERLANDS

    AUSTRIAN RULE & FRENCH OCCUPATION

    THE UNITED KINGDOM OF THE NETHERLANDS

    BELGIAN INDEPENDENCE

    LÉOPOLD II

    WWI

    WWII

    AFTER WWII

    60s & 70s

    80s & 90s

    INTO THE 21ST CENTURY

    TIMELINE



Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands share a fascinatingly tangled history. The current borders of these three ‘Low Countries’ only appeared in the 19th century but what went before was far from uneventful.
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EARLY SETTLEMENTS

Belgian talent for industry and trade was already apparent 6000 years ago when Neolithic miners dug extensively to create high-quality flint tools at Spiennes and traded them throughout the region.




For a resource index of articles, books and subjects on Belgian history, see http://vlib.iue.it/hist-belgium.





The term Belgium takes its historical roots from a Germano-Celtic group of tribes called the Belgae. As Belgian school kids will proudly tell you, Belgae warriors were the ‘bravest’ opponents of Julius Caesar during the Roman conquests of Gaul (57 to 50 BC). Since Belgium’s 1830 creation, Belgae resistance leader Ambiorix has been resurrected as a national icon, albeit with a slightly self-mocking Asterix-style comic-book persona.

The Romans held Gallia Belgica for 500 years. They founded settlements at Tournai and Tongeren (which still retains part of its original Roman rampart, Click here) and built many a castrum and villa, notably at Arlon and Echternach. Many other settlements formed along the major Cologne–Bavai–Amiens Roman road, a long straight line that’s still called Romeinseweg in places and still forms a major highway in sections around Tongeren. By the Middle Ages the route had become mystically renamed the Chaussée Brunehaut (Route of Brunhilda) in honour of a Visigoth queen who was reputed to have built the road in a single day with help from the devil.

In the 5th century, with the Roman Empire collapsing, Germanic Franks took control of Flanders. Meanwhile in the south, Merovingian kings set up a kingdom in Tournai that eventually controlled much of northern France. The south thus moved into a Latin linguistic orbit, creating a linguistic division with the Germanic north that remains to this day. However, politically the lines were to be frequently redrawn.
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COUNTIES & DUCHIES

Parties of raiding Vikings caused havoc in the 9th and early 10th centuries, looting churches and pillaging villages even deep into the Ardennes. In reaction, feudal domains developed with locals offered the protectorship of increasingly powerful counts and dukes but in turn having to fund them. By the 10th century the region was divided into a jigsaw of seven major feudal territories, nominally subservient to either the Ottonian German Empire (the counties/duchies of Brabant, Namur, Luxembourg and Limburg) or to the French kings (counties of Hainaut, Artois and Flanders). The dividing line followed the Scheldt River, with Ottonian border fortresses at Antwerp, Ename and Valenciennes (now in France). Each area was mostly left alone to manage its own affairs so long as it behaved. In the midst of all this was a curious patchwork of church territories ruled autonomously by the prince-abbots of Stavelot-Malmédy Click here and the prince bishops of Liège Click here, in which some of proto-Belgium’s finest medieval metallurgy developed.
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THE RISE OF FLANDERS

Unlike Liège, Flanders lacked much in the way of natural resources but once Viking threats had receded its citizens found an ingenious way to riches – by turning imported raw materials into top-quality textiles. As the reputation of Flemish cloth grew, so Ypres, Bruges and Ghent became extremely wealthy, blooming over the 12th and 13th centuries into international trading towns. Merchant ships from all over Europe docked in Bruges to trade Flemish cloth for English wool, coal, lead and tin. Wine arrived from Spain, silks and spices from Venice and Genoa and furs from as far away as Russia and Bulgaria. Cosmopolitan ideas flooded in too, resulting in many innovations including those in art and architecture.

This flurry of activity bred a class of rich merchants who wanted increased political power. Craftsmen and traders joined forces to form groups known as guilds, setting standards for their craft and establishing local trade monopolies. But it wasn’t long before the aspirations of the burghers clashed with those of the local counts. Rights, privileges and taxes were the source of frequent heated disputes. Then there were also conflicts between the lords and their kings. Flanders was in a particularly tricky situation. The Count of Flanders was vassal to the French king. However Flanders’ weaving economy relied on a steady supply of high-quality wool from England. So when Flanders sided with their English trade partners during Anglo-French conflicts, the French army showed up to teach them a lesson. In 1302, bloody confrontations known as the Bruges Matins (Click here) kicked off a famous anti-French revolt that had its high point (from the Flemish point of view) at Kortrijk’s Battle of the Golden Spurs (Click here) – where the French knights were dramatically (if temporarily) defeated. Since 1830 the battle has become romanticised as a symbol of Belgian (and more recently Flemish) pride. However the revolt actually culminated in a humiliating 1305 treaty that forced Flanders to pay huge indemnities and give France a large tract of its territory including Lille (Rijsel in Dutch).




11 July, the anniversary of the 1302 Battle of the Golden Spurs, is still celebrated as Flanders’ ‘national’ holiday.





In the 1340s when England and France went to war yet again England’s king Edward III cut off wool exports and numerous Flemish weavers were effectively forced to move across the channel (more than a few British families are still called Fleming, though many of their ancestors emigrated during later religious disputes). This was also the time of the Black Death. Plague killed a remarkably high percentage of Europe’s population between 1339 and 1341 and those that survived often turned to superstitious religion in thanks for being spared – the distant basis behind many of Belgium’s odd religious parades.
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THE BURGUNDIAN EMPIRE

The later 14th century saw renewed prosperity. Ghent had become the largest city in northern Europe after Paris and many Flemish cities built magnificently ornate belfries, market houses and town halls as symbols of wealth and hard-won civic liberties. The region’s political landscape had changed significantly under Philip the Bold (r 1363–1404) who had been ‘given’ Burgundy by his father the French king and went on to acquire Flanders by tactical marriage. His grandson, extraordinary Philip the Good (Phillipe-le-Bon, Philip III) of Burgundy (r 1419–67) continued playing off France and England while collecting counties much as a philatelist collects stamps. He inherited Hainaut and Limburg then simply purchased Namur, Luxembourg and Antwerp. Thus by the end of his reign most of proto-Belgium (except Liège) joined northeastern France and the Netherlands in what would be remembered as the Valois Burgundian Empire.

Although the Burgundian court had a palace in Dijon (France), Philip had been born in Bruges and ruled his empire from Brussels, earning him the title Conditor Belgii (Belgium’s founder). Philip was the richest man in Europe and his court the height of culture and fashion. In Brussels the magnificent city hall was built Click here flanked by elaborately decorated guildhalls. The arts flourished, particularly tapestry making and painting, with the emergence of the so-called Flemish Primitives.

When Philip’s successor died in battle in 1477, his only offspring was the as yet unmarried 19-year-old Mary of Burgundy. Many a European king salivated at the idea of marrying a son to so eligible a teenager. Had she married the French dauphin as she’d been pressured to do, Belgian history would have turned out quite differently. However, guided by her wily British-born stepmother, Margaret of York, she finally married Maximilian of Austria. This yanked the Burgundian empire into the rapidly expanding Hapsburg empire. Her son would become Philip I, the first Hapsburg king of Spain, her daughter (Margaret of Austria) the de-facto ruler of the Low Countries. Based in Mechelen where her rule ushered in a massive cultural blooming, Margaret also acted as guardian to her nephew, Philip I’s son, the future Charles Quint.
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HAPSBURG RULE

Hapsburg/Holy Roman Emperor Charles Quint (see right) ruled an empire on which the sun never set three centuries before Queen Victoria could claim the same. Born in Ghent, Charles grew up in Mechelen and ruled initially from the splendid Coudenberg Palace in Brussels, where he was advised by the great humanist Desiderius Erasmus. Later he ruled from Spain leaving his sister, Mary of Hungary, responsible for the Low Countries.





CHARLES QUINT OR KEIZER KAREL?

What do Charles Quint, Keizer Karel, Charles V, Carlos I and Kaiser Karl all have in common? Answer: They were all the same person. Born in Ghent in 1500, Charles was arguably the most powerful teenager in human history. You’ll notice his name turning up in all sorts of Belgian contexts from beer labels to historical tours to the Brussels Ommegang once you’ve learnt the various possible alternative renderings.

By the ripe old age of 15 Charles already ruled the Low Countries (as Charles II of Burgundy). The next year he also became king of Spain (as Carlos I), a position of extraordinary wealth in the 16th century given Spain’s brutal seizure of the New World (ie Mexico, Peru and the Caribbean) and its hoards of Inca and Aztec gold. Then in 1519 he was crowned king of Hapsburg Austria and the Germanic ‘Holy Roman Empire’ as Emperor Charles/Karel/Karl V. He wasn’t yet 20.





Suffering increasing competition from manufacturers in England, the great Flemish cloth towns were feeling an economic pinch. So when Charles imposed a series of taxes to finance his foreign wars, the burghers of Ghent planned an uprising. Charles returned to suppress the revolt in 1540, making the defeated ringleaders walk around town wearing nooses, source of a nickname for Ghent folk that’s used even today Click here. Thereafter Charles made conscious efforts to encourage Antwerp’s growth rather than rely on the troublesome West Flemish towns. In 1555 Charles abdicated leaving his Germanic territories to one son (Ferdinand) and his western empire, including the Low Countries, to another son (Philip II), whose conservatively Catholic Spanish education would prove very significant.
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RELIGIOUS REVOLT

From the mid-15th century, the development of semi-mechanised printing sowed the seeds of a social revolution. At first the result was a blooming of education, and humanist thinkers including Erasmus and Thomas More were attracted to the vibrant intellectual centres of Mechelen and Brussels. However, printing also made it progressively easier for literate ‘ordinary’ people to read the Bible. Suddenly priests who had grown wealthy by ‘selling’ indulgences (the right to sin) could no longer claim such practices were God’s will. The result was a wave of revolutionary Protestantism, the ‘Reformation’. Rulers felt threatened and attacked this Protestantism by declaring it ‘heresy’.




The ‘Mercator Projection’ world map that misleadingly makes Greenland look as big as Africa was familiar in classrooms right up until the 1970s. Yet it was designed by Gerardus Mercator (aka Gheert Cremer), a Flemish cartographer born back in 1512 in Rupelmonde.





On paper the death penalty had already existed for heretics in Charles Quint’s Low Countries. However, Philip II took a much more zealous approach to sniffing them out and was already well-versed in the techniques of the Spanish Inquisition. Yet Philip’s anti-Protestant edicts did little to stifle dissent and rising taxes enforced by the Spanish mercenaries he sent in stirred up passions all the more. In 1566 many Protestants ran riot ransacking churches in what’s become known as the Iconoclastic Fury since they intentionally destroyed the religious icons they considered idolatrous. Philip retaliated with a force of over 10,000 troops led by the Duke of Alba (Alva). Alba’s tenure as governor of the Low Countries was infamous for its cruelty, starting in 1568 with the ‘Council of Blood’ and the execution of leading dissenting nobles including Brussels heroes Egmont and Hoorn (whose statues grace the Petit Sablon, Click here). This kicked off 80 years of turbulence known variously as the Dutch Revolt, the Wars of Religion or the 80 Years War. British involvement was blatant with England’s Protestant Queen Elizabeth actively supporting the revoltees against Philip, her stepbrother-in-law. It was to punish English meddling in Flanders that Spain sent the ill-fated Armada in 1588. And among Catholic Brits who joined anti-Protestant Spanish forces in the Low Countries was one Guy Fawkes, later infamous for his botched British gunpowder plot (1605).




Brussels-born Andreas Vesalius (1514–1564), son of Charles Quint’s valet-pharmacist, wrote the first modern textbook on human anatomy, effectively launching the subject as a new science.
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THE SPANISH NETHERLANDS

After decades of destruction, the Netherlands expelled the Spaniards and emerged as an independent Protestant entity. However, Spain steadily recaptured Belgium and Luxembourg (the ‘Spanish Netherlands’). In the territories recaptured by Spain the populous was fed a heavy dose of Catholicism. In this counter-Reformation, Protestants, religious minorities and anti-Spanish freethinkers (including much of the merchant class) moved north to the Netherlands or across the channel to England. The economy thus stagnated though an exception was in Liège: as a large independent prince-bishopric Liège had been spared the worst historical convulsions and its businessmen prospered around this time.

In 1598 Philip II had handed the Spanish Netherlands to his daughter Infanta Isabella and her husband (and nephew), Archduke Albert of Austria. While wars rumbled on sporadically, their flamboyant court sponsored new industries like lace making and diamond processing. Bombastic baroque churches were built to underline the Catholic Church’s power and were filled with magnificent statues, huge wooden pulpits and vast artworks stressing a religion where the faithful were offered the hope of magical redemption. Artists like Pieter Paul Rubens and Anthoon (Anthony) Van Dyck saw their order books fill up.

In 1648 the Peace of Westphalia treaties finally recognised the independence of the Netherlands (along with Switzerland, Sardinia etc) from Spain and the Holy Roman Empire. However, this newly confirmed ‘peace’ caused further economic disaster for the Spanish Netherlands. A clause of the treaty demanded that part of the Scheldt River be closed to all non-Dutch ships. As a result Antwerp’s trade collapsed while a golden age dawned for Amsterdam, the region’s new premier port. Much of the Spanish Netherlands sunk further into poverty while the ‘peace’ proved very short-lived. France had already helped itself to parts of Flanders and southern Wallonia in the 1650s. Then in 1667, with Spain fighting Portugal and Holland battling England, the way lay open for Louis XIV to grab much more. The Dutch and British patched things up to prevent further French advances. Indeed the countries became strong allies after England’s ‘Glorious Revolution’ returned that country to Protestantism, with Dutchman William of Orange becoming England’s King William III (as co-monarch with Mary II). Nonetheless, Franco-Dutch wars continued to sweep proto-Belgium for much of the following decades, reaching a climax in 1695 when Louis XIV bombarded Brussels to splinters. Once again France occupied much of the area, sending in military engineer Vauban to fortify military strongholds such as Namur, Ypres, Philippeville and Luxembourg.
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AUSTRIAN RULE & FRENCH OCCUPATION

When Charles II of Spain died childless in 1700 his will passed the Spanish Netherlands to a French prince. This implied that the French and Spanish empires would eventually be joined into one superpower. The prospect horrified Britain and Holland and resulted in the War of Spanish Succession (1701–13). French and English forces skirmished for a decade until the Treaty of Utrecht forced a curious compromise in which Spain handed over proto-Belgium (as well as much of Italy) to the Hapsburg Austrians, who ruled from 1713 to 1794 and, influenced by the Enlightenment, relaxed censorship and encouraged development.




The Dutch Revolt by Geoffrey Parker is a superb resource for getting to grips with the 16th-century religious and political changes that proved so pivotal an era in both Belgian and Dutch history.





In 1789 the French Revolution threw European politics into a new maelstrom. The Paris revolutionaries were anti-religious, anti-monarchic ‘troublemakers’ who threatened the European status quo. Britain, Austria and Prussia’s attempts to quash France backfired with French armies rapidly growing in stature. In 1794 the Austrian Netherlands fell to French forces. French revolutionary laws were ushered in including the repression of the Catholic Church. The long independence of Liège’s prince-bishopric ended, many churches were ransacked and Belgium’s once-magnificent monasteries were looted, their lands nationalised and many abbey churches demolished as an easy source of building stone.

Napoleon Bonaparte’s briefly created new French Empire came crashing down with his ill-advised 1812 attempts to conquer Russia. But ‘Boney’ made a remarkable last-gasp return in 1815 where the whole future of Europe was decided by mud, rain and a few hours of fighting near Brussels at the pivotal Battle of Waterloo (boxed text). After Napoleon’s defeat, the Congress of Vienna created the United Kingdom of the Netherlands. This incorporated what are today the Netherlands and Belgium. Meanwhile the newly restored Grand Duchy of Luxembourg (then twice its current size) was declared the personal property of the Dutch King who concurrently became Grand Duke.
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THE UNITED KINGDOM OF THE NETHERLANDS

The United Kingdom of the Netherlands was created largely to preserve the balance of power in Europe and to create a buffer state should France have any northward ambitions. The fact that people of different religions and customs were being forced together was of little consequence. William of Orange-Nassau, crowned King William I in Brussels, was given the throne and he divided his time equally between Brussels and the new kingdom’s twin capital, The Hague. But William made enemies quickly after refusing to give southern Belgium fair political representation and trying to impose Dutch as the national language. The latter angered not only Francophones but also Flemish speakers who regarded their language as distinct from Dutch. Few would have imagined a Brussels opera performance to be the spark to set off a revolution, yet that’s what happened on 25 August 1830 (boxed text).

Return to beginning of chapter

BELGIAN INDEPENDENCE

The January 1831 Conference of London recognised Belgian independence (initially incorporating Luxembourg) and the country was officially declared a neutral state. Unemployed royal wannabe Léopold of Saxe-Coburg Gotha was bundled out of the British court where he’d been moping since his wife’s untimely death, and sent ashore at what’s now De Panne to be crowned King of the Belgians. However, Belgium’s independence was only finally recognised by the Netherlands in 1839 once Belgium agreed to ‘give back’ the eastern half of Luxembourg (the section that’s now independent Luxembourg) over which the Dutch king was recognised as Grand Duke.




It will never be known for sure how many Congolese people died in Léopold II’s ‘private garden’: the Congo archives were destroyed after he forfeited the territory. According to Adam Hochschild’s fascinating book King Leopold’s Ghost, the furnaces in the Congo offices in Brussels burnt for over a week.





The industrial revolution got off to a roaring start with coal mines developed in the Borinage (around Mons and Charleroi) and iron-making in Liège and later in Luxembourg. The strategically located Grand Duchy, while still a possession of the Dutch crown, had meanwhile joined the German Zollverein customs union. This made it a source of tensions between France and Prussia. Eventually to stop a war breaking out, the 1867 Second Treaty of London agreed to recognise once and for all Luxembourg’s neutrality and underlined the point by tearing down Luxembourg City’s main fortifications. The Grand Duchy nonetheless remained under the Dutch crown until 1890 when a quirk in its rules of succession (Click here) meant that its previously notional independence suddenly became a reality.
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LÉOPOLD II

Coming to the throne in 1865, Léopold II was committed to transforming his father’s little kingdom into a world-class nation. He put great effort into bolstering Brussels, commissioning the construction of monumental buildings such as the Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts, home today to Belgium’s finest art collection, and the daunting Palais de Justice.

Then in 1885, mainly through a series of dubious treaties and contracts, Léopold personally acquired a huge slice of central Africa that was 70 times larger than Belgium. This he disingenuously named the ‘Congo Free State’. However, while appearing to set up Christian help schemes and philanthropic fronts to ‘protest’ the slave trade, in fact ‘his’ Congolese people were anything but free. The rubber plantations proved extremely lucrative for Léopold (tyres were developed in the mid-1890s) but Congo army manuals from that time describe women and children kept hostage to force men to fulfil rubber quotas. To keep account of ammunition, troops had to bring back the severed right hand of those killed. Over the next 25 years, reports suggest that up to half of the Congolese population perished directly or indirectly due to Léopold’s rule. Writers including Mark Twain and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle were vocal campaigners for Congolese reforms and Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness (the inspiration for the movie Apocalypse Now) was set in Léopold’s Congo. Finally in 1908 the king was stripped of his possession by the Belgian state, embarrassed by the terrible reputation it had brought the nation. Congo nonetheless remained an important Belgian colony until 1960.




THIRD TIME LUCKY

Incredibly for Léopold I, Belgium’s throne was a third choice. He’d narrowly missed out on ruling England after his wife Princess Charlotte (the British heir apparent and cousin of future Queen Victoria) died in childbirth. He was then offered the throne of newly reborn Greece but thought that Greek independence had little future. Few really imagined that newly created Belgium would fare any better. Nonetheless Leo decided to make a go of it and was crowned the first king of the Belgians on 21 July 1831, a date that’s now the country’s national day.
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WWI

When Léopold II died in 1909 he was succeeded by his 21-year-old nephew Albert I (r 1909–34). Five years later the whole world changed as WWI broke out and Germany occupied neutral Belgium. However, fast as it was, the German advance was crucially slowed by the plucky defence of Liège. And in the far north at Nieuwpoort, it was halted altogether by the old defensive trick of flooding low-lying fields. This required the opening of the canal sluice gates, a dicey operation undertaken under daily fire by brave volunteers. Thus protected, a tiny triangle of Belgian land around Veurne remained unoccupied and King Albert took up residence here to personally lead the Belgian army. Further German advances towards the strategic French coastal towns were prevented. But Allied counter attacks proved futile. The armies dug trenches and became bogged down for four years of futile sorties which killed hundreds of thousands and reduced to rubble the formerly glorious cloth cities of Ypres (Ieper in Dutch), Nieuwpoort and Diksmuide. They’ve since been carefully rebuilt and the surrounding area Click here holds many wartime reminders.




In northwestern Belgium over 200 tonnes of WWI munitions (10% containing chemical weapons) are still being unearthed every year as the result of farming or building operations. That’s almost two bombs a day!





After WWI the Treaty of Versailles abolished Belgium’s neutral status and the country was given reparations from Germany which included a chunk of land known today as the Eastern Cantons along with Germany’s former colonies of Burundi and Rwanda in central Africa. In 1934 much-loved Albert I died in a mysterious rock-climbing accident and was succeeded by his son, Léopold III (r 1934–51).




BELGIUM’S RULERS AT A GLANCE


	Léopold I (1790–1867) – became Belgium’s first king in 1831 almost by accident Click here

	Léopold II (1835–1909) – bearded ‘brute’ with controversies in Congo

	Albert I (1875–1934) – brave tin-hatted ‘soldier king’ of WWI Click here

	Léopold III (1901–1983) – questions over his dealings with Hitler caused the ‘Royal Question’ (opposite) – abdicated 1951

	Charles (1903–1983) – acted as regent (not officially king) during Léopold III’s Swiss exile (1944–1950) then retired to Ostend where he became an artist

	Baudouin (1930–1993) – popular bespectacled ‘priestly’ king Click here

	Albert II (born 1934) – present monarch
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WWII

On 10 May 1940 the Germans launched a surprise attack and rapidly occupied the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg. Unlike his father, Belgian King Léopold III put up little resistance and quickly surrendered to the Germans, leaving the Allies in a precarious state. The Belgian government opposed the king’s decision and fled to London where it operated in exile throughout WWII. A strong resistance movement developed during Nazi occupation, but there was also collaboration from fascist elements of Belgian society, notably Léon Degrelle’s Francophone Rexists and parts of the Flemish nationalist movement. Belgium’s Jewish population fared terribly during the war and the country’s small Roma (gypsy) minority was all but wiped out. Belgium and Luxembourg were liberated in September 1944, though many were still to lose their lives during the Battle of the Ardennes (boxed text), Hitler’s last-gasp attempt at a counter attack. Both countries were left battered by aerial bombing from both sides. Some monuments that had survived the air raids were spitefully dynamited (like Hoogstraten’s belfry) or set on fire (Brussels’ Palais de Justice) by the retreating Germans as they fled in 1944.
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AFTER WWII

After WWII the ‘Royal Question’ (opposite) over Léopold III’s questionable wartime actions caused a constitutional crisis in Belgium, leading eventually to Léopold’s 1951 abdication. Economically, while they had taken a serious wartime beating, both Luxembourg and Belgium rebounded rapidly, their coal and iron reserves being much in demand for the post-war reconstruction effort. Local workforces proved insufficient to staff all the mines and large numbers of immigrants (especially Italians) were enticed to settle in the industrial areas, often under extremely difficult conditions. Around Charleroi some workers lived for years in crude metal huts that had originally been built as camps by the wartime German occupation forces. Only after 264 workers died (136 of them Italian) in a catastrophic 1956 fire at the Bois du Cazier mine Click here did political attention finally switch from maximising production to looking at safety and workers’ rights.




THE ROYAL QUESTION

Things had started badly for Léopold III. In 1935 when newly crowned, he was driving along the shores of Lake Lucerne when he crashed, killing his Swedish-born wife, the overwhelmingly popular Queen Astrid (mother of the present king). In 1940, Léopold III’s WWII surrender to the Germans was a stark contrast to Albert I’s WWI heroism. His decision to stay on in occupied Belgium was highly controversial and far from appreciated by the Belgium government in exile in London. Nonetheless, at first Léopold retained the people’s affections. However, his image as a lonely imprisoned victim was severely undermined once news emerged that (during German occupation in 1941) he had secretly remarried. Léopold’s somewhat startling views in his Political Testament and his seemingly cosy relationship with Hitler added to the shock waves. Over several years the ‘Royal Question’ developed as to whether his actions had forfeited his moral rights to stay on as king. In 1944 Léopold had been deported to Germany but although liberated in 1945 he was discouraged from returning for fear of public reaction. Instead he lived in exile in Geneva while his brother Charles took his place as regent. Finally in 1950 his status was made the subject of a national referendum. A marginal majority supported his return. However, when he got back he was greeted by riots and strikes in Wallonia. Fearing that this could lead to civil war, Léopold abdicated in favour of his eldest son, 20 year old Baudouin, whose pious modesty proved popular and rapidly revived the fortunes of the monarchy.





In 1958 a great World Fair gave Belgium the chance to show the world how its industries were advancing, a message driven home by the unique architecture of the Atomium. The same year Brussels became the provisional seat of the European Commission and the Council of Ministers, the executive and decision-making bodies of what has since become the EU (boxed text). Both Belgium and Luxembourg (which had dumped its neutral status after WWII) were founder members and both joined NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation). In 1967 NATO moved its HQ to Brussels from France, a year after the French had withdrawn from NATO’s military wing.
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60s & 70s

Differences between Belgium’s linguistic groups had been growing since the 19th century. Feelings hardened in WWI (when orders given in French to Dutch-speakers caused some entirely avoidable tragedies) and differences were deliberately played up for divide-and-rule purposes by the German occupation regime during WWII. To defuse mounting tensions, a language frontier was officially delineated in 1963 creating four language areas (Dutch-, French- and German-speaking plus bilingual Brussels), the first stage in an ongoing process of growing cultural autonomy. As in most Western nations the peace-and-love attitude of the Flower Power era was shaken in 1968 with violent student-led demonstrations. In Belgium these riots took a particular intercommunal turn at Leuven where the Francophone part of the city’s world-famous university Click here was effectively forced to leave the stridently Flemish city, decamping eventually to Louvain-La-Neuve.




For those born into a world of on-demand downloads it’s hard to conceive just how 1960s teenagers relied on Radio Luxembourg as the only non-pirate radio station broadcasting new ‘pop’ music into the UK, years before Radio 1 and way before MTV.





During the 1970s the global economy was hard hit by an overnight quadrupling of oil prices (sparked by OPEC production cuts in reaction to the 1973 Yom Kippur/Arab-Israeli war). At the same time the ‘old’ heavy industries (mining, glass, iron) were slumping, causing a major problem in Wallonia and Luxembourg, whose economies were based around steel and iron-ore. Luxembourg found a cunning way out of their economic problems by wooing foreigners with favourable banking and taxation laws. Newspapers advertisements for ‘Luxembourg, where the banks are open on Saturdays’ was interpreted by many tax-dodging Belgians as an invitation to drive south with stacks of dubious cash which they didn’t need to convert (well before the euro and the Belgian and Luxembourg francs had been freely interchangeable).

In contrast the Belgian reaction to the crisis was quite different. Well-intentioned attempts to shore up its moribund factories with subsidies and socialist rhetoric proved futile and the Walloon economy stagnated. Flanders, whose industry was more diversified and smaller scale, was less harshly hit and in later years its economy surged ahead as investment in newer technologies bore fruit. Increasingly an economic angle was added to the intercommunal disputes.
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80s & 90s

Following state reforms in 1980 and 1988 three linguistic communities emerged, themselves overlaid by three regions (Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels-Capital) which took a step closer to being fully fledged states when Belgium was declared a federal state in 1993. Numerous powers were devolved to regional level.




The Belgian royals have their own website www.monarchie.be, while news feeds on their wide-ranging activities appear on www.royalty.nu/Europe/Belgium.html.





In 1990 a bill legalising abortion passed through parliament, putting King Baudouin in an awkward position. It was his constitutional duty to sign it into law, but doing so was entirely against his piously Catholic conscience. In an extraordinary piece of Belgian compromise, his solution was to have himself declared ‘unable to govern’ for two days until the bill had been signed. Many admired Baudouin’s principled stance on this and many other matters. Indeed he was seen as a major uniting force during an era in which the country was otherwise pulling apart. His sudden death in 1993 led to an outpouring of common grief that transcended linguistic boundaries. Childless Baudouin was succeeded by his younger brother, the jovially approachable present king, Albert II.
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INTO THE 21ST CENTURY

Towards the end of the 20th century Belgium was rocked by infamous paedophile scandals and rising racism. The 1999 elections booted out the Christian Democrat party after 40 years in power. Partly to block the progress of the ultra-right-wing Vlaams Blok, a government was cobbled together from Liberals, Socialists and Greens under Liberal Prime Minister Guy Verhofstadt, which pushed through new moral freedoms and a program to phase out nuclear power in favour of cleaner energy sources. In 2003 Belgium vocally sided with France and Germany against the US-led war in Iraq despite veiled threats that this could result in NATO moving its HQ to somewhere more compliant. After two terms and major progress in reducing Belgium’s budget deficit, Verhofstadt’s party lost ground at the 2007 elections. The resounding overall victor in 2007 seemed to be Yves Leterme, nicknamed ‘Mr 800,000 Votes’ after what was a remarkable tally by the standards of Belgium’s heavily compartmentalised voting system. However, his party’s ambitious election promises to Flemish voters precluded many potential partners from joining a necessary government-forming coalition. A major stumbling block was ‘BHV’ (see below), an arcane question of administrative borders that to any non-Belgian would have seemed trivial. Yet for almost a year there was deadlock with no national government in power.




In May 2005 the Times (London) called Belgium ‘the last surviving artificially created state in Europe after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia’.





Once a government finally emerged, it lasted less than a year before being brought down by a controversial bank-rescue package in the wake of the 2008 credit crunch. In notable contrast to the political turmoil in Belgium, Luxembourg has had the same prime minister (Jean-Claude Juncker) since 1995. He’s now the EU’s longest serving. However, in 2008’s heated debates over legalising euthanasia, the country faced a constitutional crisis when the respected Grand Duke Henri (equivalent of king) said he’d be unable to sign a legalisation bill. As a result a constitutional amendment was rushed through, stripping him of legal powers so that his conscience wouldn’t be sullied. Luxembourg’s banks have had to deal with greater transparency (Belgians with accounts here can now be shopped to the tax man) and the global economic dislocation of 2008, but the Grand Duchy’s economy remains the strongest per capita in Europe.




Find out what the Belgian prime minister is up to at www.premier.fgov.be.








BHV (BRUSSELS-HALLE-VILVOORDE)

A peculiarity of Belgium’s linguistic division is that if you happen to live in Wallonia you can’t vote for a Dutch-speaking party. And if you live in Flanders you can’t vote for a French-speaking one. One illogical exception to this illogically disenfranchising rule is Halle-Vilvoorde, within Flanders on the Brussels periphery. Here the electoral district is fused with bilingual Brussels, much to the chagrin of many Flemish politicians, but to the relief of its Francophone voters. Sounds trivial? Not to Belgian politicians who spent most of 2007–2008 unable to form a government thanks to the issue. And it still hasn’t been solved.





TIMELINE




	57–51 BC Julius Caesar’s invading Roman legions find unexpectedly stiff resistant from brave Belgae warriors around Tongeren.

	AD 466 Birth near Tournai of Clovis, uniting king of the Frankish clans whose conversion to Catholicism has lasting effects throughout the region.

	AD 980 Liège becomes an independent prince-bishopric, a status it will keep for over 800 years.

	1302 At Kortrijk the Flemish win a landmark victory over French knights at the Battle of the Golden Spurs.

	Early 14th century Ghent becomes the biggest city in Europe after Paris and Constantinople.

	1339–1341 The Black Death ravages northern Europe.

	1429–1467 The formerly antagonistic duchies and counties of proto-Benelux are brought together within the Burgundian empire.

	15th century Duke Philip the Good sponsors classic Flemish Primitive artists including Jan Van Eyck and Hans Memling.

	1425 Belgium’s first university is established at Leuven.

	1500 The birth in Ghent of future Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who will later become one of the most powerful rulers in European history.

	1562 Although faithful servants of the Spanish crown, Counts Egmont and Hoorn vocally oppose the introduction of the Inquisition in the Low Countries.

	1566 Iconoclastic riots and Protestant idealism set off decades of fighting. In these ‘Dutch Revolts’ the Spanish Netherlands attempts with varying degrees of success to break free of Catholic Spain.

	1604 After a devastating four-year seige, Ostend becomes the last major Benelux town to be recaptured by the Spaniards. Fishing communities like Raversijde are depopulated.

	1609 Rubens’ arrival in Antwerp coincides with a 12-year ceasefire in the 80 Years War between Spain and the proto-Netherlands.

	1659 The Treaty of the Pyrenees makes Philippeville a French fort within the Spanish lowlands, and also formalises Flanders’ loss of Artois.

	1695 Louis XIV’s French troops bombard and largely destroy Brussels. Miraculously the magnificent city hall survives.

	1713–14 After decades of war with France, a Europe-wide peace deal is agreed that includes the break-up of the Spanish Empire. The Spanish Southern Netherlands are given to the Austrian Hapsburgs.

	1789–1796 Proto-Belgium is swallowed by the ideas then the troops of revolutionary France, resulting in the looting, destruction and privatisation of its once-magnificent abbeys. After over a millennium, Liège loses its status as an independent prince-bishopric.

	1815 Napoleon’s surprise comeback is quashed at Waterloo, just south of Brussels. Luxembourg is designated as a Grand Duchy under the Dutch crown.

	1830 An opera in Brussels sparks revolution and Belgium is born, much to its own surprise.

	1885 Belgium’s King Léopold II personally acquires the Congo, ultimately leading to the fabulous regeneration of Brussels and the gruesome fate of 10 million Africans.

	Early 20th century Wallonia’s steel and glass manufacturers put the country at the forefront of modern technology.

	1905–1914 Booming Brussels embraces the sinuous aesthetics of art nouveau.

	1914–1918 Belgium and Luxembourg are invaded by Germany. At the heart of the fighting, Ypres, Nieuwpoort and Diksmuide are wiped off the map. Long after the war they are meticulously rebuilt.

	1939–1944 Germany again invades both Belgium and Luxembourg and they remain occupied for most of WWII.

	Christmas 1944 In a last-gasp German counter-offensive, the ‘Battle of the Bulge’ devastates many towns and villages across Luxembourg and the Belgian Ardennes.

	1951 King Léopold III abdicates following the complex ‘Royal Question’ over his supposed wartime collaboration.

	1958 The Atomium is built as the centrepiece for the last Brussels World Fair.

	1960 Belgian Congo (later Zaire) gains independence.

	1969 Growing intercommunal tensions reach a violent peak in Leuven.

	1974 Belgian cycling champion Eddie Merckx wins a fifth Tour de France.

	1970s Economic stagnation sets in as heavy industry becomes uncompetitive in Wallonia and Luxembourg.

	1992 Poperinge-born Dirk Frimout becomes Belgium’s first astronaut, while back on earth the country’s last coal mine closes.

	1993 Belgium becomes a three-part federal state comprising Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels-Capital.

	1996 After a spate of paedophile kidnappings and murders, a massive street protest (the White March) is held to complain about police incompetence in tracking the perpetrators.

	2009 Belgium’s mild-mannered prime minister, Herman Van Rompuy, is headhunted to become the new EU ‘President’.





Return to beginning of chapter







The Culture



    THE NATIONAL PSYCHE

    CELEBRATIONS

    POPULATION

    MULTICULTURALISM

    MEDIA

    RELIGION

    ARTS

    SPORT



Return to beginning of chapter

THE NATIONAL PSYCHE

Their country is an illogical and wantonly artificial 1830 creation so it’s hardly surprising that many Belgians wallow in delicious deadpan surrealism. Where else can you find a pissing boy and a bowler hat as national icons? Even serious news programs on Belgian TV are laced with unvoiced visual gags. And with linguistic divisions virtually ruling out patriotism (Flemish nationalism’s a different issue), Belgians instead use semidefeatist humour when discussing anything from the weather to ubiquitous dog poo to the nation’s poor showings in international sport. But behind such defeatism lies the self-satisfied knowledge that Belgium has one of the world’s best standards of living. Fab food, sublime chocolates and world-beating beers are accepted as part of daily life. Almost everyone moans about the sky-high taxes yet simultaneously takes pride in the excellent health-care system and generous social safety-net that means there’s very little obvious street-poverty. Meanwhile, beneath the surface of one of Europe’s most modern and determinedly liberal societies, lie hidden roots of pious Roman Catholicism along with an amazing array of weird and wonderful folkloric festivals.




Belgium was the second European country after the Netherlands to legally recognise both same-sex unions (2003) and euthanasia (2002).





Luxembourgers’ national motto, Mir wëlle bleiwe wat mir sin (We want to remain what we are), sums up their independent spirit. Like Belgians, Luxembourgers are unrelentingly polite and helpful without being pushy or overly hospitable. Both peoples pride themselves on their openness, honesty and tolerance, at least on the surface. While Belgian fashion designers are world news, local dress codes are low-key. Showy wealth is gently frowned upon and while snobbism is alive and well, it’s expressed with measured subtlety.

The Linguistic Divide


[image: ]



French-speaking locals describe themselves without complex as Belgians (not as ‘Walloons’, which would imply speaking one of the almost-folkloric Walloon languages). However, most people in Flanders consider themselves as primarily Flemish. With everything from the media to political parties divided on language lines, there is a remarkable lack of mutual communication between Wallonia and Flanders. Francophones tend to stereotype the Flemish as arrogant and humourless. Meanwhile the Flemish see Francophone Belgians as corrupt, lazy or feckless, an exaggerated image jocularly accepted by some southerners without rancour. With Flanders’ economy roaring along, many in Flanders resent financially propping up the poorer south. That has led to a strong rise in Flemish nationalism with increasing calls for greater autonomy or even Flemish independence. Contrastingly, Walloon nationalism is virtually unknown and, while TV immerses most Francophone Belgians in French popular culture, very few would actually consider joining France in the case of a national split. Indeed Francophone Belgians consider the French far more disparagingly than they do their brother Flemish. Flemish nationalism is often associated with the worrying tide of casual racism, though in reality immigration is a major political issue for both communities.
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CELEBRATIONS

Life’s cycles (birthdays, weddings, funerals) are celebrated much as in any other Western nation. So too are the year’s major Christian-based festivals. However, some notably Belgian traditions include the following:


	Birth of a child: proud new parents give fancily wrapped sugared almonds (suikerbonen/dragées) to relatives and friends.

	Lent: the six weeks leading up to Easter are time for Belgium’s craziest and most fabulous festivals.

	1 May: men present their female friends or colleagues with a sprig of lily of the valley (lelietje-van-dalen/muguet), especially in Wallonia.

	Easter Sunday: kids eagerly await not only the Easter Bunny but also the ‘Bells of Rome’, which fly all the way from the Vatican to drop small chocolate eggs from the sky over Belgium.

	1 November (All-Saints’ Day): traditionally the day to visit cemeteries and remember the dead.

	6 December (St Nicholas Day): in addition to Christmas (when Belgians also get presents), ‘good children’ receive gifts from red-coated, bushy-bearded Sinterklaas/St-Nicholas, who supposedly arrives by boat from Spain, riding a white horse. However, he’s accompanied by club wielding Zwarte Piet (Black Peter – now sometimes simply called ‘Peter’ for political correctness) from whom ‘bad children’ get nothing but a token thwack. A speciality for the day is fancily shaped speculaas (cinnamon-flavoured biscuits).



For national holidays, Click here.




‘Lenten and Easter carnivals are a fabulous way to experience Belgium’s love of folklore and pageantry’





Lenten & Easter

Lenten and Easter carnivals are a fabulous way to experience Belgium’s love of folklore and pageantry. Steeped in oddly twisted religious traditions, festivities trace back to the Middle Ages and include goings-on that defy modern imagination. Almost every town has its own carnival celebration, the focus of which is typically a noisy parade through the streets watched by crowds of families and merrily inebriated café-goers throwing sweets and paper confetti. However, the most famous, lavish or downright odd carnivals tend to star a cast of particular characters. See the Events Calendar, Click here, for details on specific celebrations.
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POPULATION

Belgium’s population is basically split in two. Speaking Dutch, the Flemish make up 60% of the population, mostly in Flanders (Vlaanderen). This heavily urbanised northern half of Belgium is one of the most densely populated corners of Europe, with 400 people per square kilometre, compared with 240 in Britain and just 100 in France. In somewhat more rural southern half of Belgium, Wallonia (La Wallonie), the population mostly speaks French. In Wallonia’s Eastern Cantons (Ost Kantonen), including Eupen and St-Vith, live around 70,000 German speakers.

And then there’s Brussels. Officially bilingual but predominantly French-speaking, it lies physically surrounded by Flanders but is governed separately. Brussels’ population includes about 100 different nationalities among the foreign-born residents, and while many Belgian cities have large immigrant communities none are as multicultural as the capital.





MONTHLY PLANNER

A few interesting sights only open once or twice a month. Also, certain cities have one day a month on which entry to the civic museums is free, so careful planning pays dividends.


	First Wednesday (afternoon only) – Brussels’ city-owned museums are free

	First weekend – visit Brussels Maison Cauchie

	First Saturday (from 9am) – visit Pipaix brewery Click here

	First Sunday – visit Spiennes flint mine Click here. Numerous museums in Tournai, Liège, Mons and other Walloon cities have free entry (see www.consoloisirs.be/dimanches/guide.html for the growing list)

	Second Saturday – climb the towers of Brussels’ cathedral Click here

	Second and fourth Sunday – visit Laermolen in Hoogstraten

	Last Wednesday – Antwerp city-run museums are free to enter
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MULTICULTURALISM

Luxembourg is on paper the most multicultural country in Europe. But only if you base that on the percentage of foreigners (30%, the EU’s highest). However, as most such foreigners are Italian, Portuguese and other Western Europeans, you shouldn’t expect a radical ethnic melting pot. Belgium’s main immigrant communities are French and Italian. Smaller but still sizable and much more visible groups are Moroccans, Turks, Kurds and those from Belgium’s former colonies of Congo, Rwanda and Burundi. Many immigrants arrived in the 1960s to work in the mines. Today sections of La Louvière and Charleroi are predominantly Italian (albeit reasonably well-integrated) while Brussels communes of Schaerbeek and St-Josse/St-Joost plus the Antwerp suburb of Borgerhout are predominantly Turkish/Kurdish and/or North African in character.




According to official statistics (http://statbel.fgov.be) around 1800 Congolese, 2000 Italians, 3000 Turks and 8000 Moroccans become naturalised Belgian citizens every year.





While relationships vary, according to some, these latter communities have failed to integrate into Belgian society even after two generations, contributing to a high level of casual racism among Belgians towards them (and among them towards Belgo-Belgians living in ‘their’ areas). This was most worryingly apparent in the 2000 local elections when an ultra right-wing Flemish nationalist party, the Vlaams Blok, gained 30% of votes in Antwerp. In 2004 a court banned that party on the grounds of its ‘permanent incitement to segregation and racism’. It swiftly rebranded itself as Vlaams Belang though its popularity has waned since, replaced in some measure by the new List Dedecker (founded by a Belgian judo champion), whose nationalist and straight-talking right-wing message speaks to a similar audience without recourse to unguarded racism.
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MEDIA

Predictably, Belgium’s media divides along linguistic lines. The print media ranges from serious to superficial but has little of the sensationalist tabloid journalism common elsewhere, such as in the UK. Daily newspapers De Standaard (www.standaard.be, in Dutch), Le Soir (Francophone) and Grenz-Echo (www.grenzecho.be, Germanophone) are the pick of the crop.




The world’s first newspaper, Nieuwe Tydinghen, was invented in Antwerp by Abraham Verhoeven in 1606.





Until very recently, Belgium was far ahead of everyone in the TV stakes, thanks to the introduction of cheap access to analogue cable in the 1960s. About 95% of homes are hooked to this system, and can access 40-plus TV channels. This satisfaction with the status quo explains why relatively few Belgians feel the need to embrace digital or satellite TV. The unquestioned bilingualism of Luxembourgers is quite apparent on TV, with programs in Letzeburgesch making no attempt to translate interviews done in French.
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RELIGION

Christianity was established early in the Low Countries and, after the 16th-century Dutch Revolt, proto-Belgium was force-fed a heavy dose of Roman Catholicism. Church attendance has plummeted since the 1970s, with only 3% of the Flemish population now going to church weekly. Nonetheless roughly 75% of Belgians (and 87% of Luxembourgers) still considers themselves Catholic, at least as a badge of social status and political enlightened-conservatism. While religion continues to influence many aspects of daily life, including education and many major festivals, church mass tends to attract mainly elderly folk along with younger Polish immigrants. Belgium’s most important place of Catholic pilgrimage at Scherpenheuvel still sees a steady stream of candle-lighting faithful. And in October 2009 Belgium celebrated its latest saint with the canonisation of Father Damien (famous for his work with lepers on Molokai). In true secular-sceptic fashion, the Belgian press concentrated mostly on how much Damien’s canonisation had cost, who’d verified his supposed ‘miracles’ and the expense accounts for flying Belgium’s royalty out to Rome to attend the ceremony.




At Petit Somme, near Durbuy, a fine castle is home to a thriving community of Hare Krishnas. Visits are possible.





Antwerp is home to Belgium’s largest Jewish community, who mostly arrived from Eastern Europe in the late 19th-century.

Over 400 mosques dot the country, with Brussels and Antwerp having the most sizeable Muslim populations – mostly immigrants from Morocco, Turkey, Algeria and Pakistan.
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ARTS

World-famous artworks, architectural grandeur, dynamic dance, crazy comics… Belgium’s art world is remarkably developed for such a small country.

Visual Arts

From Rubens, Breugel and Van Eyck, to surrealists Magritte and Delvaux, museums around the country can fill their walls with top rate ‘Belgian’ canvases without needing to look further afield.

FLEMISH PRIMITIVES

Belgium’s celebrated art heritage first blossomed in 15th-century Bruges with painters now known as the ‘Flemish Primitives’. It’s an odd choice of term given that not all were Flemish and that their remarkable sophistication was anything but primitive. Their use of radiant colours and incorporation of intricately detailed depictions of secular subjects greatly influenced the course of European art. Especially notable was Jan Van Eyck (c 1390–1441), who became remarkably wealthy combining painting with a lucrative sinecure as royal valet to the powerful Dukes of Burgundy. Van Eyck lived in Bruges, whose Groeningemuseum has some particularly superb Flemish Primitive canvases, though his most celebrated artwork, The Adoration of the Mystic Lamb (1426–32), is in Ghent’s St-Baafskathedraal. Other major names of the era include Rogier Van der Weyden (c 1400–64), Frankfurt-born Hans Memling (c 1440–94) and Dutchman Gerard David (c 1460–1523), all predominantly Bruges-based.

Their contemporary Hieronymus Bosch (c 1450–1516) worked mainly in the Netherlands, though the distinction between Dutch and Flemish painting is rather an artificial one since before the late 16th century, Belgium and the Netherlands were simply known as the Low Countries and artists moved from one royal court or town to another. Bosch’s most fascinating paintings are nightmarish scenes, visual parables filled with gruesome beasts and devilish creatures often devouring or torturing agonised humans. Bosch’s work had obvious influences on the great 16th-century Flemish painter, Pieter Breugel the Elder (for details on Breugel and his painter sons, see the boxed text, Click here).




Get an idea of Jan Van Eyck’s intricate masterpieces from the comfort of home on wwwjan-van-eyck.org.





BAROQUE COUNTER-REFORMATION

Styles changed dramatically following the Counter-Reformation of the 17th century. Suddenly big, powerful canvases full of chubby cherubs and angelic awe were just the thing to remind upstart citizens of the Catholic God’s mystical power. And few artists proved so good at delivering such dazzling works than Antwerp-based Pieter Paul Rubens. His most celebrated altarpieces were painted for Onze Lieve Vrouwekathedraal, Antwerp’s delightful cathedral, and can still be seen there. However Rubens was so prolific that after you’ve spent some time in Antwerp it’s almost a relief to find a museum that doesn’t feature his works.

Rubens’ studio nurtured artists such as Antoon (Anthony) Van Dyck (1599–1641), who focused on religious and mythical subjects, as well as portraits of European aristocrats. In 1632 he was appointed court painter by Charles I of England and knighted. His contemporary Jacob Jordaens (1593–1678) specialised in depicting everyday Flemish life and merrymaking. Both artists are widely represented in Belgian collections, notably at Antwerp’s KMSKA Click here.

MODERN ART

Three big Belgian names dominate in the latter 19th century, each taking art in notably different directions. In mid-career Constantin Meunier (1831–1905; Click here), Belgium’s most famous sculptor, took the morally brave step of giving up lucrative bourgeois commissions to concentrate on painting social-realist scenes depicting the lives and difficulties of workers in industrial Belgium. Meanwhile James Ensor pioneered expressionism way ahead of his time and Fernand Khnopff (1858–1921) developed a beguiling ‘symbolist’ style reminiscent of contemporary pre-Raphaelites Rosetti and Byrne Jones. Khnopff’s work decorates part of St-Gilles town hall Click here and his (largely rebuilt) childhood home is now the Hotel Ter Reien in Bruges.

Like Argenteuil to French Impressionism, rural St-Martens-Latem was the creative crucible of Belgian expressionism after 1904 with two formative groups of painters setting up home in the village. The best known artist of the set was Constant Permeke (1886–1952), whose bold portraits of rural Flemish life blended cubism, expressionism and social realism. Meanwhile Mechelen-born Rik Wouters (1882–1916), a prime figure of Brabant fauvism, sought the vibration of light in sun-drenched landscapes, bright interiors and still-life canvases. Under-rated Jean Brusselmans (1884–1953) also had his fauvist period, experimented with Braque-style cubism and developed a wide palate of bold imagery that’s sometimes evocative of Gauguin.

SURREALISM & BEYOND

Developed in Paris in the 1920s, surrealism used images from the subconscious to define a new way of perceiving reality. It found fertile ground in Belgium, where artists had grown up with the likes of Bosch and Breugel. Belgium’s best-known surrealists were René Magritte and Paul Delvaux.

In 1948 an international group called CoBrA (short for Copenhagen, Brussels, Amsterdam) developed an interest in the iconography of children’s painting and the primitive world of the mentally ill. Promoting free artistic expression of the unconscious, they used intense, expressive colours to create avant-garde canvases. Belgian founder-member Christian Dotremont went on to create ‘logogram’ painted poems. The most famous Belgian CoBrA, Pierre Alechinsky (1927–), has gained international prominence for his works, notably in inks.

One of Belgium’s best-known contemporary artists is Antwerp-born Henri Van Herwegen (1940–), better known as Panamarenko (www.panamarenko.org). Obsessed with space and flight, he creates bizarre sculptures and installations fusing authentic and imaginary flying contraptions. Even his pseudonym, a bastardised abbreviation of ‘Pan American Airlines Company’, harks to this theme. His works are often displayed at Ghent’s SMAK Click here and Ostend’s Mu. Zee.

Jan Fabre (1958–), stage designer and playwright as well as contemporary artist, has enjoyed the rare accolade of a solo exhibition at Paris’ Louvre. His most remarkable work to date is a ceiling of Brussels’ Royal Palace, which he turned iridescent using thousands of beetle wing-cases.

Luc Tuymans (1958–), considered Belgium’s most prominent living artist, covers subjects from major historical events (the Holocaust, Belgian Congo controversies), to the inconsequential and banal. His works were amongst the first to be exhibited in Brussels’ brand new contemporary gallery, Wiels.

Architecture

Belgium is endowed with a fine legacy of architectural delights, though naturally, given the succession of wars that have swept through, almost all have been repeatedly restored over the centuries. Unesco’s World Heritage list includes a large selection of Belgian buildings plus the whole old-town centres of Luxembourg City and Bruges.

Some of Belgium’s finest cathedrals and most of its great abbey churches were ripped down during the anti-religious turmoil of the 1790s: the once grandiose abbeys at Aulne and Villers-la-Ville still lie in atmospheric ruins from that time. However, a great many splendid religious structures did survive, including the sturdy Romanesque Collégiale Ste-Gertrude in Nivelles. Romanesque architecture, characterised by very hefty columns and semicircular arches, disappeared gradually over the 12th and 13th centuries once new understandings of building technology allowed the introduction of light, pointed arches and the development of soaring Gothic vaulting. Tournai’s cathedral Click here, built in three clearly differentiable sections, offers a vivid example of that architectural progression.




Belgium has 286 castles, according to www.demeures-historiques.be. That’s more castles per square kilometre than anywhere in Europe, says www.chateauxdebelgique.be, which shows you many that can be visited, slept in or even purchased if you’ve got a little spare cash.





In the cloth trading towns of the medieval Low Countries, wealth and education led to precocious ideas about rights and personal freedoms. Architecturally these notions were embodied in the grand guild-houses on market squares and, particularly, in the construction of secular belfries (Bruges’ is particularly incredible) and ornate city halls, most memorably in Brussels and Leuven.

Once the Catholic rulers had definitively suppressed iconoclasm and Protestantism in proto-Belgium (after the Dutch Revolt, Click here), art and architecture followed a whole new baroque trend. This Counter-Reformation underlined ideas about God’s mystical nature along with the limitless powers of kings by use of dazzlingly ornate and exuberant decoration. Although starting from Italian artistic roots, this heavy Flemish baroque developed as its own distinct style that reaches a stylistic peak in Antwerp’s St-Carolus-Borromeuskerk.


For most of the 18th century, while Belgium was under Austrian rule, architecture took on a cold, rational, neoclassical style as typified by Brussels’ Place Royale. After independence, but especially under its second king, Léopold II (r 1865–1909), Belgium focused on urban redevelopment. Leopold realised that making Brussels more aesthetically appealing would boost its economic potential. Partly using vast personal riches he’d gained through exploitation of the Congo, he funded gigantic public buildings like the Palais de Justice, created the monumental Cinquantenaire and laid out vast suburban parks linked to the city by splendidly wide thoroughfares like Ave Louise and Ave Tervuren. Much of this expansion coincided with a late 19th-century industrial boom that saw Belgian architects experimenting with new materials including glass and iron. From the early 1890s, Brussels was at the forefront of art nouveau design, using sinuous lines, organic tendrils and floral motifs to create a genuinely new architectural aesthetic. One of the best examples, the Old England Building, combines wrought ironwork frames, round windows, frescoes and sgraffito, a distinctive art nouveau technique of incised mural that’s most stunning example graces the facade of Maison Cauchie. Antwerp also has some excellent art nouveau facades, found especially in the Zurenborg suburb Click here. But art nouveau wasn’t only about facades – several buildings from this era only reveal their secrets once inside (Click here).




‘From the early 1890s, Brussels was at the forefront of art nouveau design, using sinuous lines, organic tendrils and floral motifs to create a genuinely new archi-tectural aesthetic’





After WWI the feminine curves of art nouveau were progressively replaced by the harder, rectilinear lines of art deco, presaged very early by buildings like Ghent’s 1912 Vooruit and Brussels’ 1911 Palais Stoclet, and later by the cruel 1950s brutalism that marks Brussels’ Bibliothèque Royale. One high point from that era is the futuristic 1958 Atomium.

Tragically, earlier 20th-century styles were largely unvalued during the 1960s and ’70s and some of Belgium’s finest art nouveau buildings were torn down. Worldwide protests over the 1965 destruction of Horta’s Maison du Peuple (Click here) helped bring about laws protecting Brussels’ heritage and ARAU Click here was formed to save and renovate city treasures. The former Belgian radio and TV building, Flagey, was one art deco landmark to be rescued but other swathes of cityscape have gone under the demolition ball, notably in Brussels to make way for the bland glass buildings that typify the EU quarter. Luxembourg’s EU zone is almost as uninspired.

Despite some public acclaim, Belgium’s 21st-century architecture has mostly proved less than majestic. Antwerp’s sail-topped Justitiepaleis is certainly memorable but fails to offer the wow factor of the Bilbao Guggenheim, whose spirit it seems to envy. Bruges’ red-elephant Concertgebouw feels like a modernist token and even the fine new galleries in Mons and Leuven aren’t genuinely beautiful. There is, however, one major exception: Santiago Calatrava’s truly astonishing Guillemins station Click here in Liège. This is contemporary architecture that’ll really blow your hat off.

Fashion & Decorative Arts

Given its historical associations with weaving, it’s hardly surprising that Belgium has been innovating with textile design for centuries. Some of the world’s greatest tapestries were created in Brussels and Oudenaarde. Major innovations in lace production were made in medieval Bruges (Click here), Binche, Geraardsbergen and 19th-century Brussels while Comines was a world leader in ribbon making.





THE NINTH ART

In Belgium comic strips (stripverhalen in Dutch, bandes dessinées [BD] in French) certainly aren’t only for kids – indeed they’re considered the ‘Ninth Art’. Best known is boy-reporter Tintin (Click here), who set off on his first mission (Tintin in the Land of the Soviets) back in 1929. The series is still Belgium’s top international seller, with over 200 million sold in various languages. In June 2009, one of the nation’s most awesome new museums opened to honour Tintin’s creator, Hergé, in Louvain-la-Neuve. Less imaginative but housed in a classic art nouveau building, Brussels’ Centre Belge de la Bande Dessinée Click here showcases the nation’s best, and the capital’s streets have many comic murals which you can follow on the Comic Strip Route.

One of the most admired contemporary comic-strip characters is Philippe Geluck’s Le Chat (The Cat), a curiously static figure often appearing in single-frame scenes making simple yet cleverly thought-provoking observations. Domestically, the best selling comic-book series is Willy Vandersteen’s delightful Suske and Wiske (Bob and Bobette in French), which started in 1945 but reappeared in major movie form during 2009. Other enduring postwar classics include Lucky Luke, a classic Western parody by Morris (Maurice De Bevère); Blake and Mortimer, a sci-fi strip by Edgar P Jacobs; Marc Sleen’s Nero; and the little blue Smurfs (Les Schtroumpf) by Peyo (Pierre Culliford). OK, so some comics are for kids.





Meuse valley dependencies of the Liège Prince Bishops, early-medieval Huy and Dinant were at the forefront of new techniques in metallurgy that led to beautiful Mosan metalwork Click here. Both Belgium and Luxembourg were major iron makers in the 19th century, providing the raw materials and technical know-how for the early 20th-century experimentation in art nouveau architectural forms. Around the same time, glassware had grown to be one of Belgium’s major exports, with glassmakers developing fanciful forms for chandeliers and two-coloured cut-glass tableware, which remains highly prized by collectors and is still made at Seraing.

Antwerp’s recent reputation as a major player in designer fashion started in the 1980s with the Antwerp Six (Click here), of whom the best known are probably Dries Van Noten and Anne Demeulemeester. The reputation has snowballed ever since with the city’s fashion academy Click here turning out ever more promising designers. More recent ‘Antwerp’ names to look out for include Véronique Branquinho, Raf Simons and Columbian-born Haider Ackermann. Brussels has its own fashion school, La Cambre, and its own stars including Xavier Delcour. Other names to watch are Nicholas Woit, Kaat Tilley (www.kaattilley.com) and self-taught Ypres-born back-to-the-fifties designer Annemie Verbeke.




The sudden growth of Brussels, Enghien and Oudenaarde as major tapestry-making centres was partly caused by the siege and destruction of Arras by French King Louis XI, 1477-82. That caused many of Arras’ world-famous tapestry artisans to flee to lands still in friendly Burgundian hands.





If there’s one advantage in having a monarchy it’s that queens need hats – reason enough for Belgium to have nurtured two world-class hatters, Christophe Coppens and Olivier Strelli. The latter has branched out into a whole range of chain-boutique clothing.

Literature

Celebrated Flemish writers include Guido Gezelle (1830–99) and Hendrik Conscience (1812–83), whose historical-fiction Lion of Flanders has led to many romanticised misconceptions about the 1302 Battle of the Golden Spurs. Easier to find in English translation is Hugo Claus’ 1983 masterpiece Het Verdriet van België (The Sorrow of Belgium), a beautifully nuanced novel using a well-paced historical narrative to reflect upon Nazi collaboration during WWII.

Belgium’s most prolific novelist was Liège-born Georges Simenon (1903–89; Click here), creator of the detective character Inspector Maigret. Contemporary Francophone writers include Amélie Nothomb, whose novel The Stranger Next Door relates strange events in the Belgian countryside. Her breakthrough 1999 work, Stupeur et Tremblements (Fear and Trembling), featured a Belgian office girl working in 20th-century Japan and was a particular triumph both as a short novel and as a 2003 movie.




Belgian poet and author Marguerite Yourcenar was the first woman elected (in 1980) to the male-dominated Académie Française.





Francois Weyergans’ work often explores psychological problems and in 2005 he won France’s prestigious Prix Goncourt with Trois Jours Chez Ma Mêre (Three Days at My Mother’s), musing imaginatively on writer’s block.

The poem Rénert (Fox) by Michel Rodange (1827–76), the first literary work published in Letzeburgesch (the Luxembourg language), takes a teasing look at Luxembourg’s 19th-century society and has been translated into English.

Cinema

Belgium’s best known filmmakers are brothers Luc and Jean-Pierre Dardenne, rare double-winners of the Palme d’Or at Cannes. Their hard-hitting classics include L’Enfant, about a petty crook coming to grips with fatherhood, and Rosetta, about a girl searching for work and meaning to her life. Both are gritty affairs filmed in miserable suburbs of Liège. Neither do much for that city’s tourist image.




In 1929, My Fair Lady screen superstar Audrey Hepburn was born to a Dutch mother in Brussels. Their home at Rue Keyenveld 46 (Map) has a commemorative plaque.





The country’s biggest export to Hollywood is the ‘Muscles from Brussels’, actor Jean-Claude Van Damme. Van Damme’s career took off in the late 1980s after he put on an impromptu martial arts display outside a posh restaurant for the head of a Hollywood studio.

Luxembourg is little known for film though the 2003 Vermeer-inspired movie Girl with a Pearl Earring was partly filmed there. Low-budget 2008 hip-hop comedy Reste Bien Mec! shows an alternative side of Luxembourg but it’s only available in French.

Ghent and Bruges both have film festivals while Brussels has two, the International Festival of Fantastic Film plus Anima, focusing on cartoons.

Music

CLASSICAL

Opera has been important since 1830, when a production sparked Belgium’s revolution (see the boxed text, Click here). There are opera houses in Brussels, Ghent (www.vlaamseopera.be) and Liège (www.operaliege.be), where romantic composer César Franck was born. Top orchestras include the Flanders Symphony (www.symfonieorkest.be) and the Liège Philharmonic (www.opl.be).

JAZZ & BLUES

Jazz has a special place in Belgium. Dinant-born Adolphe Sax (1814–94) invented the saxophone, gypsy guitar-maestro Django Reinhardt (1910–53) hailed from Hainaut, and octogenarian Toots Thielemans (1922–) still enthrals audiences with his legendary harmonica playing. Brussels’ Jazz Marathon and Luxembourg’s marvellous Jazz and Blues Rallye both fill their respective cities with fabulous free music. Fans of upbeat blues have a unique ally in Walter de Padua, DJ of the incomparable Sunday night radio show Dr Boogie (radio Classic 21). Belgium’s Seatsniffers (www.seatsniffers.be) play romping rockabilly and psychobilly aficionados shouldn’t miss Turnhout’s raucous Grasshopper Festival (www.rockinaroundturnhout.be).

POP, ROCK & CHANSON

Long after his death, Jacques Brel (1929–78) remains Belgium’s most iconic singer. His bitter-sweet evocations of Belgium’s ‘flat country’ were mixed with upbeat humorous vaudeville take-offs of local characteristics. Fans can visit a Brussels museum in his honour (Click here). Other classic Belgian pop-chanson stars include Maurane, Adamo and (more recently) Axelle Red, who plies her trade in French despite Flemish roots. Dapper crooner Helmut Lotti still pumps out reworked classics beloved by his (typically aging) fans.

Belgian novelty acts to briefly hit international consciousness included ‘le punk’ Plastic Bertrand, and singing nun, Soeur Sourire (Dominique-a-nique-a-nique), whose unlikely life story was made into a 2009 movie.

Widely popular across Europe are Dani Klein’s Latin-influenced group Vaya Con Dios while 1970s rock band Machiavel has made a comeback, playing when drummer/co-singer Marc Ysaye gets time off from his day job managing a national radio station. Ostend-born Arno (Arno Hintjens) is the ‘Belgian Tom Waits’.

Popular contemporary Belgian artists include K’s Choice, dEUS, Ozark Henry and Ghinzu. Hooverphonic make mellifluous lounge-trip-hop, and Praga Khan offers heavy techno. Brothers David and Stephen Dewaele are known internationally for their mixing skills under various monikers including 2ManyDJs, Soulwax and Kawasaki.




Brush up on Belgium’s ‘forgotten’ pop, blues and rock bands (Burning Plague, Dr Downtrip, the Pebbles…) using the remarkably comprehensive website http://houbi.com/belpop.





Belgian summers are packed full of music festivals in all genres, notably Werchter and Dour for mainstream rock. Antwerp is known for a cutting-edge club scene and its trance and house parties.

Theatre & Dance

Belgium’s history of contemporary dance starts in 1959 with Maurice Béjart’s ground-breaking Rite of Spring production in Brussels, but Béjart’s Ballet du XXe siècle moved to Lausanne in 1987. Today the Belgian scene centres on two companies, Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker’s group Rosas (www.rosas.be; Click here) in Brussels and Charleroi/Danses in Charleroi. The country’s drama scene is also inspiring. To combine the two, investigate Brussels’ KunstenFESTIVALdesArts (www.kfda.be). Antwerp is the realm of classical ballet – see the Koninklijk Ballet van Vlaanderen (www.koninklijkballetvanvlaanderen.be). Most theatre and dance companies take a break during July and August.

Return to beginning of chapter

SPORT

Although Justine Henin and Kim Clijsters have given Belgian tennis a few unexpected years in the world spotlight, the nation’s greater sporting passions are cycling, football, motorsports and…um…birds.

Cycling

Take a Sunday drive down almost any Flemish country lane and you’ll probably come across groups of cyclists in full logo-daubed lycra. Some are highly fit semiprofessionals following in the pedal-straps of Belgium’s great sports icon Eddy Merckx. But many others are paunchy pleasure-bikers who’ll spend almost as much time in the roadside cafés lingering over beery refreshment.

Despite a series of damaging doping scandals and organisational disagreements, professional cycling remains one of Belgium’s most popular spectator sports. Belgium’s top cycling events include the following:


	Ronde van Vlaanderen (Tour of Flanders; www.rvv.be; [image: ] early Apr) Incorporating an infamously steep, cobbled ascent in Geraardsbergen. The race is celebrated by a major cycling museum in Oudenaarde.

	La Flèche Wallonne (www.letour.fr/indexFWH_us.html; [image: ] late Apr) Usually between Charleroi and Huy.

	Liège-Bastogne-Liège (www.letour.fr/indexLBL_us.html) Nicknamed La Doyenne, a day after the Flèche Wallonne.




Football

Belgium’s monarchy and the national football team (nicknamed the Red Devils) have long been joked to be the only things keeping the country together. So in the early 21st century, the team’s humiliatingly dismal form has been particularly worrisome. Things will hopefully pick up in time for the 2018 or 2022 World Cups, which Belgium hopes to co-host with the Netherlands (see www.thebid.org). This should finally put to rest memories of the 1985 Heysel tragedy, in which 39 people died as Liverpool and Juventus fans clashed during the European Cup final held at Brussels’ foremost stadium Click here. Meanwhile Belgium has a vibrant club-football scene with tickets relatively easy to procure even for major-league teams like Anderlecht (www.rsca.be), Bruges (www.clubbrugge.be) or Standard Liege (www.standardliege.be).




Nicknamed the mauves, RSC Anderlecht (www.rsca.be) is Belgium’s best-known and most historically successful football team. It’s unusual for having a wide supporter base in both Dutch and Francophone linguistic communities and beyond.





Motorsport

Though long retired, Belgian Formula One stars Jacky Ickx (www.jacky-ickx-fan.net) and Thierry Boutsen remain local heroes and the Belgian Grand-Prix (www.f1belgium.com) is widely cited as one of the world’s most exciting, thanks to the testing course at Spa-Francorchamps.

Other Sports

BIRD-SPORT

Thousands of enthusiasts in Flanders are passionately keen on pigeon races (see www.duivenbode-bds.be), a sport that gained greatly in popularity after the birds proved important messengers during WWI. There’s even a Brussels statue to the Great War’s ‘Soldier Pigeons’ (Map). Meanwhile an estimated 13,000 vinkeniers (finch fanciers) regularly enjoy the particularly eccentric pastime of vinkenzettingen (finch-sitting; see www.avibo.be). Dating from the late 16th century, the idea is for a caged chaffinch, shielded within a wooden box, to chirrup more times in a timed hour than those of competitor finches. Only a specific ‘susk-WEET’ sound is acceptable, with some potty vinkeniers claiming that birds from Wallonia can’t chirrup in correct Flemish! The televised national championship (last Sunday of June) sees about 2000 birds compete for a prize of around €3000. Contests are usually held in rural villages but some Sunday mornings in summer you might spy vinkeniers in a quiet lane in Bruges.

BALLE-PELOTTE (KAATSEN)

This archetypal Belgian ball-game (also called Jeu-de-Balle and Jeu-de-Paume) is generally played on specially marked village squares. Two five-member teams bat a small hard-rubber ball between them using gloved hands, sometimes accompanied by the boozy oompah of local trumpeters. For the full, somewhat complex rules see http://users.swing.be/sw123868/god.htm or visit the specialist museum in Ath. For league fixtures consult www.frnp-knk.be (in French) or http://users.telenet.be/kaatsen (in Dutch).



Return to beginning of chapter
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