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Introduction

I was at a dinner party in the summer of 1997. When I said I was writing a book about Belgium one of the women at the table laughed. ‘I mean,’ she said, ‘it’s funny isn’t it, but there just aren’t any famous Belgians.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘there’s René Magritte and Georges Simenon; Jan van Eyck, Bruegel, Hans Memling, Rubens and Van Dyck. And there’s Victor Horta, Baekeland, who invented plastic; Hergé, Mercator of map-projection fame and Adolphe Sax; Eddy Merckx, Jacky Ickx, James Ensor, Jacques Brel, Jean-Claude van Damme and Peyo, creator of the Smurfs.’

‘Oh yes,’ the woman said with a dismissive wave, ‘but apart from them.’

This was a fairly typical reaction. The other was to say, ‘But what will you write about? Belgium is so boring.’

On cursory inspection, it must be said, Belgium might appear dull, but that is just a disguise. Belgium has been invaded so often that the inhabitants have tried to make their country look as uninteresting as possible in the hope that, in future, their neighbours will simply ignore them or march right through on the way to somewhere that looks more exciting. Belgian mundanity is a camouflage. But like all camouflage, this one, once recognised, quickly disappears to reveal the solid, eccentric shape beneath.

As you amble around Belgium reality gradually comes into focus. A pair of apparently innocent net curtains hanging in the window of a crumbling ground-floor apartment prove, on closer inspection, to be decorated with woven images of dinosaurs. You come across a window display in a dentist’s surgery, four eighteen-inch-high dolls in lab coats each clutching a life-sized pair of false teeth; you pass a sewage farm which is home to a flock of ostriches; a group of men in Ruritanian military uniform march up to your hotel, halt, load and fire a small cannon and then march away again without a word of warning or explanation.

It has always been a tradition in Britain to look to the south for inspiration and colour. You can see that even in the advertising campaign for one of Belgium’s most successful exports, Stella Artois. The posters have for years tried to suggest that this lager comes from France. You can imagine the men in their Soho offices pointing to flip-charts marked: ‘French sexy, Belgian boring.’

A personal view is that they have got this the wrong way round. It seems to me that the essence of banality is predictability, and who could be more woefully predictable than the French, with their love of fine wine, good weather and chic clothing? Let’s be honest – anybody can develop a taste for these things; there’s nothing big or clever about it. To carefully nurture a fondness for cacti, canaries and chicory, however, as the Belgians have done, takes rare originality and flair. The only mildly eccentric thing about the French is their pop music, and even here they are undermined by their northern neighbours: Johnny Hallyday, the leading figure of what the French dub, with typical Gallic grooviness, la musique ye-ye, is – yes, you guessed it – half Belgian.

It has been a tradition for British writers to head south, too, for the Mediterranean, the Aegean, the Pacific. To go to warm, exotic places. I might have followed them. The Kara Kum Desert seemed relatively unmapped in English prose. But I am a northerner and I burn easily. And besides, I had once met a man in Murton, County Durham who had been to Samarkand, and he said the beer was piss.

Some notes about spellings. Belgium is a country with three officially recognised languages: Flemish (a dialect of Dutch), French and German. This means that towns, cities and geographical features tend to have at least two names. In this book I have generally used the name by which the place is known to the local inhabitants. The exceptions to this are when a city has an accepted anglicised form (for example, Antwerp for Antwerpen, Brussels for Bruxelle/Brussel) or, in the case of the Flemish cities of Brugge and Ieper, when the French names, Bruges and Ypres, are so well-known to British readers that to alter them would be confusing.

A number of books provided me with inspiration, insight and information. In particular Jan-Albert Goris’s sprightly Strangers Should Not Whisper; The Coburgs of Belgium, Theo Aronson’s entertaining history of the Belgian monarchy; and Hugo Claus’s monumental and brilliant novel The Sorrow of Belgium. The General de Gaulle quotation was lifted from Nicholas Fraser’s perceptive Continental Drifts; the joke about the Belgian pilot from the witty and wise Luigi Barzini’s The Europeans. Two other works deserve a special mention: Tim Webb’s Good Beer Guide to Belgium and Holland and Beers of Wallonia by John Woods and Keith Rigley. My trips to Belgium wouldn’t have been nearly as enjoyable without them, although the country would probably have remained in sharper focus.

With only the rarest exceptions the Belgians I met on my travels were friendly, welcoming and showed a kindness to strangers which went far beyond mere good manners. In particular I would like to thank Liesbeth, Jules and Jacintha, three Limburgers who prove that their home province’s reputation for hospitality is well-merited.

Finally, a special mention for my friend Steve Marshall, whose passion for professional bike-racing was what took me to Belgium in the first place and whose, ah, but that’s enough of that …
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