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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR 





When Julius Caesar passed through the low lands on his way to conquer Britain, he reported back to Rome that the tiresome Belgae were 'endlessly fighting amongst themselves and especially with the people from across the Rhine'. This tradition seems to have carried on for much of the next 2,000 years, and ownership of the land that we now call Belgium has been contested more times than practically any other piece of European soil. Whether by invasion, handed out as post-war spoils or wedding presents or through inheritance carve-ups, the 'under new management' sign has been hung up by the Vikings, Franks, the Holy Roman Emperor, the Burgundians, Hapsburgs, Spanish, Austrians, French and Dutch before the Belgians finally declared their independence in 1830. Even after independence, the Germans have had a go – twice – at running the country. 


  In between being wiped flat by invading armies, Belgium has been remarkably prosperous, with trade, textiles and the industrial revolution all bringing vast wealth to various parts of the country. This extraordinary history of continually shifting cultural, political, linguistic and economic power has led to Belgium's peculiar and complex make-up today. If you take a ruler to the map of Belgium and draw a horizontal line from left to right across the country, just beneath Brussels, this will give you the approximate language divide between north and south. Above the line is Flanders, inhabited by the Flemings whose language is Flemish. My wife Conny described the difference between Flemish and Dutch as that between English and American English, i.e. basically the same but with a different accent and some unique expressions. Below the line is Wallonia, inhabited by the Walloons, whose language is Belgian French, which again is really just French with a few twists, such as the simplification of the way the French say ninety-nine – quatre-vingt-dix-neuf – to the much easier, if childish sounding nonante-neuf. 


  But it's not that simple: above the line in the language divide is the Brussels region which stands out in a sea of Flemish speakers as an official bilingual island of French and Flemish. And then to the east of the country, if you take your ruler and draw a line vertically cutting off the small bulge in the middle-right of the map, is the home of Belgium's third official language – the German speakers. Approximately 70,000 German-speaking Belgians live in nine municipalities along the Belgian–German border with their own regional parliament and German language television, radio and newspaper. It's a 'little Germany' within the Walloon, French-speaking province of Liège, a glorious example of Belgian federalism; a state within a state within a state. To be more precise, it is two 'little Germanys': much like Sumatran orang-utans living in isolated pockets of rainforest separated by palm oil plantations, the two groups of German-speaking Belgians are separated from one another by a large swathe of French-speaking Liège, which cuts between the two cantons through the pine forests of the Ardennes to the east of Spa. The pockets of German-speaking Belgians have an official listing in UNCHR's World Directory of Minorities and Indigenous Peoples, the first step towards recognition as an endangered species. 


  French was once the language of the Belgian ruling class, with Flemish-speakers looked down upon as peasants, and the German-speakers dismissed out of hand as being German. Tensions, particularly between the Franco–Flemish language divide, still flare up every so often, usually around the boundaries of bilingual Brussels where heated debates over language rights periodically lead to constitutional crises and the toppling, or non-forming of governments. But do not worry; politics and language boundaries are not the subject matter of this book. I have included this explanatory note at the start merely to give readers who may otherwise not be aware a glimpse of the complexities and tensions that lie beneath the surface of this outwardly very ordinary-appearing country and to set the scene for references to Wallonia, Flanders and the Germans in the chapters ahead. 
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INTRODUCTION 





Until 1993 I had never been to Belgium. I think I must have been through it at least once judging by the evidence of a Belgian tank driver's glove in our garden shed, but I had certainly never been to it. My father had picked up the glove from a Belgian roundabout on the way to our summer holiday in the Netherlands in 1969, collecting it as some kind of recompense for being stuck behind Belgian military manoeuvres for hours on end in a traffic jam that seemed to stretch the entire length of the Belgian coast. I was only six, so I don't remember much of the holiday apart from the sore point of missing one of civilisation's greatest historic moments. My older brother was very unfairly allowed to watch the first moon landing, live on a new colour TV set in the campsite games room, while I was sent to bed in the caravan in a serious strop, apparently being 'too young' to stay up. I also caught chicken pox that holiday, which I am sure was my brother's fault too, but I think that was in the Netherlands. 


  For over twenty years the tank driver's glove was about the sum total of my contact with Belgium, so it came as some surprise when at 2 p.m. on Saturday 7 August 1993 I found myself at the altar of a small Catholic church in Flanders, reciting my wedding vows in Flemish. I'm still not sure exactly what I said on that day, Flemish not being a language I was overly familiar with at the time, but it was the start, for better or for worse, of a long relationship with this unassuming little country. Having previously not cared, or ever really spared a single thought for Belgium, I now found myself and Belgium inextricably linked. I couldn't escape the fact that Conny, my wife, was Belgian. My inlaws: Belgian. My children would be half-Belgian. The answer to the question, 'Where did you go for your summer holidays?' would be 'Belgium'. 'Where did you go for Christmas?' 'Belgium.' 'Half-term?' 'Belgium.' 'Skiing this year?' 'No. Belgium.' I started to make half-apologetic answers: 'Just to Belgium this time,' or, 'Oh, nothing exciting really, only to Belgium.' 


  I had become accustomed to the fact that no one was going to reply, 'Belgium? Wow, that's amazing!' or, 'Belgium? Did you know that CNN has placed Belgium as the thirteenth coolest nation on earth and that the Belgian Adolphe Sax invented the saxophone in 1844?' No, at best, the mention of the B-word would illicit the response, 'Oh.' Just, 'Oh.' And then a long silence. Sometimes there would just be silence, or silence followed by an insincere, 'That's nice,' followed by more silence as the respondent's eyes darted around the room, looking for someone else to start a conversation with. On the occasions when the copious consumption of Chardonnay had preceded the response, the polite facade of 'Oh' would be done away with, and they would just come straight out with what everyone was really thinking: 


  'Belgium?! Brussels and all those Eurocrats on the gravy train? It's just so boring. Why, you can't even name ten famous Belgians! What do you want to go there for?' 


  It is true that Belgium faces a serious image problem. The entire nationality is written off as the butt of 'thick' jokes by their northern and southern neighbours. The French even refer to a story of utter stupidity as 'une histoire Belge'. 'Did you hear the one about the Belgian water skier who had to give up because he couldn't find a lake with a slope on it?' 


  British humour is no kinder to the Belgians. An early Monty Python sketch has Michael Palin hosting an episode of a show called Prejudice in which viewers have been asked to enter a competition in search of the most derogatory term for the Belgians, with the winning entry being 'miserable fat Belgian bastards'. 


  It doesn't get any better as Rowan Atkinson takes up the baton of Belgian-bashing in a Comic Relief sketch in which the Belgians are confused with aerosols and blamed for causing the hole in the ozone layer. John Cleese has a go in a more recent online rant, referring to the Belgians, or half of them at least, as 'pseudo-French bastards' but no one can touch Douglas Adams, author of The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, when it comes to unprovoked Belgian-baiting. In the Guide, he tells us of the existence of a word that is so revolting, so offensive and so repulsive that no organism in the entire galaxy is permitted to speak it. And yes, you have guessed it, the word is: Belgium. 


  As if hurling specific insults at Belgians wasn't enough, they are also written off as total nonentities, hence the denigrating, 'Can you name ten famous Belgians?' question and accompanying snigger. I tried to learn a stock answer to this, but no one really wanted to listen and I didn't even know who half the people were who I claimed to be famous Belgians. For a long while, during the many family visits and enforced excursions to places of apparent touristic merit (for Belgians), I resigned myself to this outsiders' view of the country. It was flat and boring and I would just have to accept it. The most famous Belgian I could name, Hercule Poirot, wasn't even a real person. It was on one of the family trips to Belgium, as I ordered yet another Stella Artois, the UK's most popular and therefore predictably boring beer, that it dawned on me that something was not right. What was I doing asking for a Stella when there were over a hundred locally produced beers on the menu in this little cafe? I had been seduced back in 1982, in my formative student years, when the brilliant Stella Artois advertising campaign was launched in the UK with the now legendary 'Reassuringly Expensive' tag line. I had no idea at the time that the high cost was merely a reflection of the extra duty payable in the UK on the lager's relatively high alcohol content. And I had stuck loyally, stupidly, to this beer ever since. What a marketer's dream I was – one advertising campaign leading to a thirty-year continuous purchase. When I met Conny, I ignored her comments that in Belgium, Stella Artois was just a cheap, run-of-the-mill lager that came over the counter if you ordered a pintje in Flanders or a demie in Wallonia. I ignored the fact that in the UK, Stella had become a heavily discounted line and that the brand had been devalued, nearly to the point of no return, with an alleged association with binge drinking, lager louts, aggressive behaviour and a very unflattering nickname. 


  From that moment, I took a vow: I would not have another Stella Artois in Belgium without first trying every other Belgian beer that I could find. Before you get the wrong impression about this, I'm not talking about a suicidal attempt to drink as many beers as I could in one session, as many of the Brits who flock to the Munich-style Belgian beer festivals attempt to do. No, this would be a lifelong vow: 


 

No beer shall be consumed for a second time, until all other Belgian beers available have been tried. 

 

According to the official Belgian Tourist Board website, there are over 450 different varieties of Belgian beer. Tim Webb and Joe Strange's Good Beer Guide Belgium (CAMRA Books), an essential accompaniment for any trip to Belgium, lists over 1,000 varieties and a strange article on Wikipedia lists over 8,700 beers. Whichever number is correct, it looks like it is going to be a while before I have another Stella. 


  I would encourage every reader to do the same and leave the comfort zone of your favourite tipple behind – be brave and try something new. When you are in Belgium, ask for a Delirium Tremens, a Black Albert or a Merveilleuse de Chèvremont. You might even want to go for a Coq Hardi, if that's what takes your fancy. In order to help those who take the vow I have included a checklist of Belgian beers at the end of this book, with space for you to write the date, location and score for each one. Keep this for future reference, as if you do take the vow, you certainly won't remember what you drank at the beginning when you get to number 500. And by keeping score, should you ever reach the end of the list, you will know which ones to try again, and which to avoid. The checklist is built up from various sources: cafe menus, brewery websites, gifts from friends and family and the shelves in speciality beer shops, but it is by no means exhaustive and you will be able to add many more to make the list your own. 


  I have also included a section of tasting notes of various beers that I have tried along the way since taking my vow. From reading these notes, beer connoisseurs and members of CAMRA will soon realise that I know very little about beer, so I might as well come clean about that at the start. Before undertaking my research, I didn't know my bottom fermentation from my filtered gueuze, or my Aarshot from my Eeklo. (OK, those last two are nothing to do with beer, they are just two random Flemish towns with funny names.) Bearing that in mind, the observations on the beers that I offer in this book are honest descriptions in layman's terms. I am not a fan of the Jilly Goolden school of pompous oenology, and will not be offering you suggestions that a beer 'promises hints of fresh-baked bread on a summer's day, mmm, I'm getting an Alpine meadow with the tinkling of cow bells...' 


  On taking my vow, another more serious thought came to mind. If I could have been so wrong about Belgian beer, what about Belgium as a whole? Had I succumbed to a narrow-minded, xenophobic, English middle-class attitude... had I become the profile of a Daily Express reader? This was a horrifying thought. Could there be more to the 'miserable fat Belgian bastards' than meets the eye? I would not rest until I had found the answer, and I made the solemn undertaking to set out on a quest: to challenge worldwide opinion by seeking out all that is interesting about Belgium. The following chapters contain the findings of my quest – is there anything of interest, or was Douglas Adams right, and the word 'Belgium' should never be uttered again? 


 

The vow: 


No beer shall be consumed for a second time, until all other Belgian beers available have been tried. 


 

The quest: 

To seek out all that is interesting about Belgium. 
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CHAPTER 1 

HANENZANG 





After a fine Christmas dinner around the family's Belgian dining table, I asked if anyone had any contacts in the pigeon-fancying world. Belgium is the birthplace of modern-day pigeon racing and a quick Google search had revealed a mine of information on lofts, owners and breeders, much of which centred on the small Flemish town of Arendonk, famous for the Janssen brothers' pigeon loft and a statue of a man licking a plate. 


  'Duiven (pigeons)?' they replied. No, they didn't know anyone directly and had never been to Arendonk. Cousin Frank knew someone who lived next door to a hotel with a giant sign of a pigeon on top. He could give her a call. Brother-in-law Jan's father did 'hanenzang' but he didn't know any pigeon-racers. Conny thought her dad's friend Ludo used to race pigeons and might know someone who could help. 


  Wait, what did Jan's father say he did? 'Hanenzang?' That sounded like a strange combination of words. In my limited Flemish I understood 'hanen' to mean 'chickens' and 'zang' to mean 'song'. 


  'That was funny,' I said to Conny, 'I thought Jan's father said he did "chicken-singing"!' 


  'Don't be stupid,' she replied. 'Chickens don't sing.' As usual, my knowledge of Flemish had let me down. When Conny and her generation spoke English it was always word-perfect, albeit with the slight Dutch accent of the man in the Grolsch ad, combined with an American twang picked up from a teenage diet of subtitled US soaps. My occasional attempts at Flemish conversation inevitably led to awkward or embarrassing situations, where I would inadvertently call someone a 'twat', or laugh out loud at what I thought was the punch-line of a joke when in fact I had just been told that an elderly uncle or aunt had died. 


  'And anyway, the Flemish for "chicken" is "kip",' Conny corrected me. This dislodged a Belgian memory which had been stored in the depths of my mind for over forty years. While in the traffic jam on the Belgian coast road in that summer of 1969, we hadn't stopped to eat, as my mother kept seeing restaurants with menus offering a very pricey 'halve kip', which she very reasonably translated to us as 'half a kipper'. When you are six years old, the thought of eating half a kipper for lunch is quite nauseating, and my brother and I made sure we pushed on into the Netherlands before eventually giving in to the hunger. In those hours in the Belgian traffic, my father had picked up his trophy glove and I had gained my first two misconceptions about the Belgians: 1) that they like eating small portions of kipper for lunch; and 2) that kippers are very expensive in Belgium – in fact for the price of just half a kipper, you could purchase, say, half a chicken and chips. 'So it's not "chicken-singing" then?' I confirmed. 


  'Of course it's not chicken-singing,' Conny continued. 'It's cockerels. Roosters. Jan's father goes rooster-singing. It's a well-known sport here.' 


  'A what? A sport? Did you just say "rooster-singing"?' Pigeon-racing could wait; I had to find out more about this Belgian sporting event. Could it be the first tick on the 'interesting' tally as yet unknown to the outside world? 'When does this happen? Is it some kind of weird Belgian festival taking place once every five years?' I enquired. 


  'No, it's every Sunday. Pa will be going tomorrow morning. I'm sure he'll take you.' 


  'Pa', as Jan's father is known, lives in the south of Limburg about 70 km from the Belgian ski resorts of the Ardennes. It was a cold Boxing Day morning at his house and there had been a fresh snowfall overnight. Chicken-singing appears to be a predominantly male-orientated sport as I was only able to persuade Ruben, our twelve-year-old son, to come out with me to see the action. We followed Pa outside, through a path cut in the snow to his hen hutch at the end of the garden where his prime cockerel was waiting for us. 'Does he have a name?' I asked. He didn't. Names don't seem to be a feature on the cockerel-singing circuit. The bird didn't make a sound as Pa picked him up and placed him in a wooden container, about the size of a shoebox, with a hole at one end for his tail feathers to stick out. For a bird that was about to enter a singing competition, it was remarkably quiet. Pa has several cockerels but was only entering one in the competition today. His brother, Swa, who we would meet at the cafe in Bommershoven, was bringing another three birds. They always entered the competition together, and liked to field four birds at a time. This corner of Limburg is mercifully free of the ribbon development, motorways and power cables that blight much of the rest of the country and the route to Bommershoven, while rather scary in the snow, was certainly very picturesque. The small country lanes took us through apple and pear orchards where the fruit-packing depots, under wraps for the winter, had stacks of wooden fruit crates piled as high as houses. Between the fields, rows of tall poplar trees stood bare against the grey sky, with balls of mistletoe dotted amongst the branches. The houses that we came across were brick-built, and while the setting was rural, their immaculate gardens with trimmed box hedges and rococo-style mail boxes were typical of the suburban neatness found across Belgium. 


  We passed the church at Groot-Loon which my father-in-law tells me is famous for its toads. I didn't pick up any religious connotation in this – I don't think there has been a holy apparition involving toads at Groot-Loon, or that these toads perform any specific religious function. No, apparently the toads just like to overwinter in the church grounds and the local Green Party has built them special hibernation houses. In case, like me, you are one of those people who like to believe what they read in books, or are a biology student who is now thinking of writing a dissertation on the toads of Groot-Loon, I must point out that this Belgian toad 'fact' comes with some warnings: 1) I received this information from my father-in-law during a conversation completely in Flemish when no one else was around; 2) my father-in-law does not commonly talk about toads or the Green Party, holding neither in high regard; 3) I haven't been able to check the Groot-Loon fact with anyone; and 4) I can't find anything about this on the Internet. So the Groot-Loon church toads may be another 'lost in translation' moment and he may actually have misunderstood what I said and replied that the tarts at Van Grootloon (a cafe that he frequents) are very good. Which they are. 

  At the small village of Bommershoven, opposite the war memorial, we pulled in to a packed car park outside de Ware Vrienden ('The True Friends') cafe. I wasn't sure what we would find inside the cafe, but one thing for certain that I wasn't expecting was the wall of tobacco smoke that hit me as I opened the door. A common misconception about Belgium is that the country is at the forefront of European legislation. We are bombarded with press headlines such as, 'Brussels wants smoking ban across Europe' and 'Brussels weighs in on smoking laws' and we (OK, perhaps it's just me) quickly forget that these headlines refer to European legislators, not Belgian ones. So to my great surprise I found that the restrictive laws on smoking, much heralded by 'Brussels' and ensuring smoke-free cafes across most of the rest of Europe, did not yet exist in Belgium. The Belgium anti-smoking law only covered restaurants and cafes where food was being served. If no food were served, the punters could puff away to their hearts' and lungs' content. Fortunately, Belgium has now caught up with Brussels and the rest of Europe and you can now enter a Belgian cafe without being gassed. 


  While on the subject of cafes, pubs and bars, and as I have already made reference to language in this chapter, I feel I must warn readers about the potential confusion that can occur if the wrong term is used. If you say in Flanders that you want to go to a 'pub' they will understand you, as due to the good work of the British Tourist Authority, stereotypical TV programming and English lager louts, they are largely familiar with the concept of the traditional British pub. If you say that you are looking for a 'cafe', this too will be understood, as this is the word the Flemish use to describe what could also be referred to in English as a 'pub' or a 'bar'. However, should you choose to say that you are really looking forward to spending your evening in a 'bar' sampling what the locals have to offer, as I once announced to Conny, it may be useful to know that the word 'bar' generally denotes a 'brothel' in Flemish. 


  De Ware Vrienden was no bar, or if it was it was very well disguised. I sat next to Pa, his brother Swa and a fellow cockerel-singing punter named Ber. Looking around the cafe, from what I could see through the smoke, it was occupied by about thirty people. All men, mostly of advanced years and wearing flat caps. Pa, Swa and Ber tried to explain the rules to me. 


  The 'singing' element of the competition is to do with quantity, not quality. There is no judge of vocal merit and the only scoring relates to the number of times the bird sings. The premise of the 'sport', if that is the correct word for it, is based on the number of times your cockerel crows in an hour and as the owner of the bird, you place a bet on how often you think it is going to crow. To enter the competition it must crow a minimum of forty times and you can only place your bets on increments of ten crows. So you can bet that your bird will sing forty, fifty, sixty, seventy or eighty or more times, always increasing by ten. I understood these rules quite clearly but the betting combinations, explained to me by Ber in some detail in a heavy local dialect, defeated me. I could discern that, like lottery winners, the winnings were shared out by those who had guessed the correct numbers. Unlike lottery winners, if no one guessed correctly, those who were closest to the number they had predicted would receive a share of the takings. Bets were limited to a maximum amount, if I understood correctly, of €16, so no one was going to be getting rich quick on the proceeds of cockerel-singing. At least not unless they did it a lot, which my new friend Ber pointed out to me was possible. Here at de Ware Vrienden there was cockerel-singing on Saturday and Sunday mornings and Monday evenings. Other villages had establishments which catered for Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday evenings, so theoretically it was possible to spend the entire week on the cockerel-singing circuit. Ber was a Sunday morning man. 'It's a beautiful sport,' he told me, adding in a booming voice broadcast to the tables near us: 'Beautiful to be without the wife!' With this the whole cafe descended into laughter. It occurred to me that the Sunday morning sessions were also useful for church-dodgers. 


  The landlord was very active, making sure that everyone was served promptly. He had a sheet of hand-written scores on the wall where a record of the birds which had called out the most was kept. This was an additional monthly competition, with prizes ranging from €30 for the winner down to €2 for tenth place. The landlord, seeing his cafe filled at these normally quiet times three days a week, was keen to make sure that everyone's a winner at de Ware Vrienden. I noticed that he too was hurriedly filling out a betting form, so must have had a cockerel or two of his own in the competition. 


  At 9.15 a.m. in a surprising display of agility considering the average age in the cafe, everyone jumped up and ran outside. Car boots were flung open and in a scene reminiscent of a 1960s Le Mans start, the punters collected their precious cockerel-stuffed shoeboxes and sprinted off to a building at the far corner of the car park. 


  Gulping down the rest of my coffee, I ran outside to keep up with Pa and Swa. I lost them in the commotion and was called over by a man standing by his car boot with too many boxes to fit under his arms. I was about to explain to him that I was an English-speaker, unfamiliar with his sport, and that I was looking for my Belgian wife's sister's husband's father who I knew only as 'Pa' and his brother who was called Swa. However, taking a quick check on the situation, instead of attempting to strike up a conversation, I simply nodded to the man, picked up his two extra boxes and ran after him to the back of the parking lot. A strange sight met my eyes. There was a row of over a hundred cages, approximately one metre off the ground, each one cockerel wide by one standing cockerel high. The cockerels were being liberated from the peace and quiet of their travelling boxes and placed in their individual singing enclosures where they faced a two-way mirror, which ran the entire length of a long concrete shed. The owners split into two groups: one ran back to the cafe while the other, the scorers, entered the shed taking up their positions on a bench, each facing a set of four birds. Behind the scorers, on high stools, sat the controllers. The controllers, one per twelve birds, have the task of looking over the shoulders of the scorers to make sure that no cheating goes on. Scorers score their own birds and anyone else's that is sitting in their set of four. Behind the controllers is a wooden screen and behind the screen is the spectator gallery. I say 'spectator gallery' but it's more of a dusty corridor, one person wide, with the wooden screen on one side and the outer concrete wall of the shed on the other. There is a narrow horizontal slit along the wooden screen, through which you can see the back of the controller's head, the backs of the scorers sitting on their bench, the score sheets in front of them, and the magnificent cockerels lined up opposite. All hell had been let loose when the birds had been placed in their 'singing' positions. Eighty-two birds were in the competition today and each one was crowing at the top of its voice. A small brass horn, similar to an English hunting horn, was sounded, and the competition began. I shuffled along the spectator gallery, peering through the narrow slit in the wooden screen, until I recognised the back of Pa's head. He was sitting in front of his birds in cages 65 to 68. Swa was back in the cafe. 


  Pa and Swa had spent much time in the cafe deliberating over the scores to predict for each bird. The conditions were tricky. Would the snow-laden sky be darker than usual, leading to a low call rate, or brighter, with more calls? Previous form was studied in detail. Pa's bird, number 65, had been steady with fifty-nine, sixty-one and sixty-two calls in previous weeks, but had dropped to a disappointing forty-four crows at its last outing. After much discussion, they decided number 65 would be back on form and they put him down for sixty crows. 


  Ruben, who had waited outside the mustard gas-filled cafe until now, joined me in the spectator gallery. We were under strict instructions not to make a sound. At this point in the game I could not see why they had such a heavyhanded ban on making any noise in the spectator gallery, as the combined din of eighty-two cockerels crowing in unison was deafening. At least it was for the first five minutes, until it fell ominously silent. For half a second. Then one started and they were all off again, like a Mexican wave, standing up proud and crowing, from number 1 to number 82. 


  I had never seen so many cockerels in one place before and was struck by the variety of shapes, size and colours that they come in. Some had golden manes over their black necks and great jowly wattles hanging down like rashers of bacon. Others had skinny little vulture heads with bare beaks and beady eyes. Number 59 looked like he had a goatee beard and number 72 tilted its head back and fluffed out like a sunflower when it crowed. One thing they had in common is that they all looked in prime condition. Pa had explained to me in the cafe that the birds have to be healthy. A bird pecking lice is not going to be crowing, and he told me that he checked their bottoms frequently. 'What do you want to look there for?' I asked him. 'This is where the lice will be, because this is where they can't peck,' he replied rather matter-of-factly. Ah, the glamour of the hanenzang trainer. 


  Every fifteen minutes, we had to squeeze up in the spectator gallery to allow half a dozen or so owners in. They were taking a break from the cafe to see if their birds were on target. Beer mats with scribbled notes were slipped under the wooden screen and messages passed between scorers and owners. Not a word was spoken. It was like Abramovich coming to check on his team, getting the score written on the back of a packet of pork scratchings and heading back to the pub until the final whistle. 


  After twenty-five minutes, the half-second periods of silence became more frequent. This was worrying for Pa, but I could see that his bird was right on track. Twenty-five minutes in and twenty-five crows. Rather alarmingly, I started to find myself being drawn in to the sport. There was a definite frisson of excitement as we neared the halfway mark. Could number 65 hold the line and keep his pace for a whole hour? 


  A minute later and number 65 stopped to preen itself. Pa had explained to me beforehand that you don't want your bird to be distracted in any way. This wasn't good. 'Come on number 65! Focus! Sing!' I thought as hard as I could, not daring to say anything out loud. It occurred to me that in any case, 'sing' was not really the right word to describe the noise these birds were making. They certainly don't 'cock-a-doodle-doo' as English language children's books would have you believe. The Belgian languages, using a similarly quaint combination of onomatopoeia and alliteration at least have the correct number of syllables but I'm sure these cockerels were not saying 'kukeleku' (Flemish), 'cocorico' (French), or 'kikeriki' (German). There was nothing remotely musical or quaint about this noise. More strangled cat than song. Some of them barely managed to retch the noise out, while others just grunted. One thing was for certain – you would not want to live next door to one of these places. 


  At least number 65 was doing better than its near neighbour down at 63, who was starting to peck around the floor, looking for food in the bottom of its cage. I wondered if there had ever been a case of sabotage – it would be easy enough to throw a few grains of corn into the bottom of a rival's cage. I had heard stories of scorers wearing red shirts which they revealed to their cockerels by subtly unzipping their jackets in the last few minutes of the competition in order to coax out a few more calls. I assume that this underhand behaviour is what had led to the installation of the two-way mirror that now separated the birds from the scorers. I didn't have the opportunity to inspect the facilities at the other hanenzang establishments, but there was to be no cockerel-rousing scandal at de Ware Vrienden. 


  Number 77 had sat down. That was one less competitor to contend with, but no, what was number 65 doing? He had turned around and was facing the back of the cage! Would he be disqualified? Could Pa count his crows? The tension was getting to me; number 65 was falling behind his crow-a-minute target and this unorthodox 360-degree move could spell disaster. Another Mexican wave began at the far end of the cages, and number 65 started stretching, turned around, stuck his chest out, strutted his stuff, head up proudly, and yes, there it was: another crow. 


  Caught up in the excitement, I failed to notice that Ruben had taken a handkerchief out of his pocket. It just caught my eye as he raised it to his nose, but it was too late. Bound by the rule of silence I could not call out to him and I watched helplessly as he took a deep breath and blew his nose at full blast. I signalled for him to stop but his head was buried in the handkerchief. It was a real trumpet of a blow, echoing down to the end of the spectator gallery and back, the sound reverberating around the concrete shed. The controller in front of us spun round and glared at him through the slit in the wood. 


  'I didn't say anything,' Ruben said to me, bringing a second glare from the controller. 


  It was time for us to leave the shed. Number 65 still needed nineteen crows and he had just fifteen minutes left. No spectators were allowed inside for the remaining quarter of an hour so that there could be no attempts at result-fixing from the gallery. We stood out in the cold, waiting for Pa to come out with the news. There were only Belgianregistered cars in the car park, so the sport doesn't appear to have a great international following. Perhaps lucrative television rights could be secured to bring the sport to a larger market. Would Mumm champagne like to supply a bottle or two to the winners? 


  With a final blow of the hunting horn, Pa and the fellow scorers emerged from the shed. He had mixed news. Swa's birds had been thirteen, ten and eight crows away from the predictions. These scores wouldn't be enough to get on the podium. But number 65 had crept back up again and managed fifty-eight crows, so just two short of the target of sixty. Would this be enough to get into the prizes? 


  I wish I could say that I hung around to find out, but I am afraid that with the prospect of a second round of cockerel-singing looming (de Ware Vrienden runs an additional half-hour competition after the main event on a Sunday morning), Ruben and I decided that we had experienced enough cockerel-induced excitement for one day. I heard later from Pa that number 65 just scraped into the winnings, but not enough to cover the losses from the other three birds. And this being Belgium, the small payout earned by number 65 had of course been subject to a large tax bill. Oh well, there's always next Sunday. 


  Hanenzang is certainly a different pastime and I am very pleased to have come across it on my quest. It is unusual. Very unusual. But is it materially very different from sitting in a concrete shed, placing bets on how long it is going to take patches of paint to dry? Not really. Pa, I want to say that hanenzang is interesting. I really do. But I'm afraid it's not. 


  Having seen enough of Belgian bird sports for one lifetime, I decided to cut my losses in this area and give the pigeon-fanciers of Arendonk and their dish-licking statue a miss. Pigeon-racing wasn't going to get on the interesting list any more than chicken-singing, but there is another sport, followed keenly by Belgian men in overalls, that could well help me with my quest. It takes place in Belgium once a year, in late August, deep in the forests of the Ardennes. Perhaps the very antithesis of cockerel-singing – the Formula One Belgian Grand Prix at Spa-Francorchamps. 
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