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For Catherine, who got me there.



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 …


One



My girlfriend Catherine and I crossed the frontier from Holland into Belgium at 10.48 on a grey May morning in 1997. It was raining but that hardly mattered. When you have just arrived in a foreign country everything seems exciting, even bad weather. You marvel at the shape of the chimney-pots, the colour of the number-plates, the odd sloping way the inhabitants write the figure 1. On the other hand some things are puzzling. You can’t work out where they hide the fresh milk in the supermarket. It takes you ages to find the right platform on the Métro, and when you do the train leaves without you because you cannot fathom how to open the doors. Being in a foreign country is like a return to the wide-eyed wonderment of childhood, or a sneak preview of senility. At the moment Catherine and I were definitely leaning towards the former.

We stopped at a motorway service station on the E313 somewhere in the flat, sandy-soiled Kempenland near Beringen. The buildings were asphalt-roofed block-houses surrounded by pine trees. I half-expected someone to approach me and whisper, ‘The peacock has left his nest and joined the bear in the turnip field,’ it looked so much like a border post in Eastern Europe.

Inside, half-way to the restaurant, the toilet attendant, an old lady with the crimped white hair of a poodle, was chatting with a bulky Flemish family who were decked out in velour tracksuits of such vivid unpleasantness they looked like the symptoms of a migraine. Why is it that 90 per cent of all people you see in motorway service stations have leisure-suits on? I suspect that even in Afghanistan there is a special Taliban-approved polyester leisure purdah, so that Kabuli women can go down to the local equivalent and hang around outside the ‘travelshop’ feigning interest in the machine that tests your blood pressure.

Catherine handed the white-haired lady five francs and disappeared into the lavatories. I loitered, listening to the conversation. Flemish is a language full of metallic consonants, hard vowels and odd, hiccuping squeaks. It is not a romantic tongue. Recited in Flemish the Song of Solomon probably sounds like a sales catalogue for machine-tool parts. Nevertheless, there is something about Flemish – the intonation, the tone of the speaker’s voice – which is oddly reminiscent of English, so that if you half-tune in it is quite possible to imagine you can understand what is being said. In this case the father of the family was clearly complaining, ‘Four hundred francs for two cups of coffee, a Coke and an apricot Danish? I said to her behind the counter, “Does the cake come wrapped in a hundred-franc note, pet?” And she just sort of laughed, like.’

We drove on. Just beyond Hasselt we came off the motorway and wiggled along country roads, through cherry orchards, neat, low villages and past big, courtyarded farms like the ones the British infantry had defended at Waterloo.

At our hotel in Limburg the owner asked if we were on holiday. ‘Tourism is quite a new idea here, I think,’ she said. I nodded in agreement. I had had some dealings with the Belgian Tourist Board. The idea of tourism seemed quite new to them, too.

When you phoned the Belgian Tourist Board you got an answering-machine. First it informed you that you were being charged for the call at a rate of 30p per minute, then it ran through a series of computerised questions to which you were supposed to answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Like a lot of ideas connected with computers, this was great in theory but in practice led to frustration. After a couple of encounters with the Belgian Tourist Board answering-machine my considered opinion was that they would be better off replacing the whole costly system with a simple taped message saying: ‘Thank you for telephoning the Belgian Tourist Board. This call has cost you £3.75. Now sod off.’

Admittedly my view was somewhat jaundiced. The first time I phoned them there was a lot of noise going on outside my house and it kept confusing the machine. Our conversation went like this. The robotic voice would ask, ‘Would you like to receive more information on Flemish hotels?’ I would open my mouth to reply in the negative, but before I could speak the machine would pipe up, ‘I’m sorry, I do not understand your answer. Do you wish to receive more information on Flemish hotels?’

‘… N—’

‘I’m sorry, I do not understand your answer …’

After half a dozen failed attempts to reject Flemish hotels, I waited my turn to speak, and when it came, instead of saying yes or no, I yelled, ‘Of course you don’t understand my answer! It’s not a bloody answer at all! It’s my next-door neighbour’s collie barking because there’s a pheasant perched on top of his fucking wood-shed and all the while you’re fleecing me at 30p a minute you thieving Belgian bastard!’

The machine took this as an affirmative answer and sent me the brochure on Flemish hotels along with a pamphlet on a James Ensor retrospective in Ostend which finished the following day.

In the end I was glad of that brochure. The ‘Holiday Flanders Hotels Guide 1996’ is a minor classic. I have read it from cover to cover frequently, and found something fresh to delight me each time. ‘Suitable for sailors, tourists and associations,’ an establishment in Antwerp proclaims. ‘Our multilingual receptionists are at your service all day long,’ declares the Egmont in Mechelen. ‘Green setting. Large collection of old-timers (the 30s). Always welcome, all year round,’ explains the Mollenhof in Mol enigmatically. The Keravic at Lichtaart, meanwhile, is closed ‘from 24/12 through 8/1 and all construction holidays’. De Croone in sophisticated Ninove has ‘excellent comfort and an advanced infrastructure,’ while T’Witte Huis in the more stolid environs of Sint-Niklaas is a ‘hotel with standing in calm area’. The Viane in Turnhout, on the other hand, advises that ‘since April 1995 we have been working together closely with a local beauty parlour. Bicycle rental available’, while the owner of an establishment at Zolder, seeking a catchy name, had cast his eye about the local Grand Prix circuit for inspiration and unhappily settled on The Pits. After I had read the latter I went out and gave my neighbour’s dog a biscuit. He deserved it.

The following day was brighter. We headed south, crossing the language border between Flemish-and French-speaking Belgium near Heers. At Waremme we stopped and bought a picnic at a delicatessen. It was presided over by a stubby, steel-haired woman with a jaw like a gin-trap and the customer-care skills of a prison bloodhound. We were heading for an area known as the Boot of Hainaut; she might have been its mascot.

Somewhere south of Dinant we got lost and ended up in France. Anyone who has ever wondered why the Francophone Belgians (the Walloons) don’t want to be part of France should pay a visit to the town of Givet, thirty or so miles to the north of Charleville-Mézières. Givet is a place of cratered streets. There are clusters of ochre-coloured council flats that look like sawn-off tower-blocks, dead-eyed youths loitering outside the entrances and endless scrapyards. Rimbaud and Verlaine visited Givet, presumably attracted by its suicidal gloominess.

It wasn’t the sort of place where we would normally have chosen to linger, but Givet’s one-way system quickly took us in its vice-like grip and we did several tours of the centre. The town’s brightest spot was one of the dilapidated squares on the western bank of the Meuse. Here, on a sooty brick wall, was a massive poster advertising Suchard chocolate. It featured a young black woman, naked save for a few thin slivers of gold foil. Next to it was an advert for Outspan oranges with the slogan, ‘Small ones are the juiciest’. I expect it drew people from miles around.

There were, of course, run-down and forlorn towns north of the border in Belgium, too. But there were strong differences between them and Givet. There are just over three million Walloons, but they have their own Federal parliament, with the possibilities of being heard which that implies. As part of Belgium they are significant, powerful even. As part of France they would be, like Givet, distant and unnoticed, perhaps worse.

The French have a deep-rooted contempt for the Belgians, whom they regard as stupid, unattractive and lacking all finesse. A typical French joke about the Belgians goes: ‘How do you make a Belgian spill his chips? Ask him the time!’ (Substitute Irish for Belgian and Guinness for chips and you will detect a parallel here, I think). The French hold the Walloons in particularly low regard. ‘We speak the language only in a bastardised form,’ a restaurateur from Dinant I encountered in the rather unlikely surroundings of Northampton explained to me. ‘And you know what the French are like about their language,’ he added, rolling his eyes ceiling-wards. ‘In Paris they can have you shot for saying le weekend.’

While it is true that the Wallonian dialect, which includes Flemish words and pronunciations and outbursts of Germanic grammar, is as different from ordinary French as, say, the Geordie dialect is from standard English, it is increasingly rare to encounter anyone in Belgium who actually speaks Walloon (though there is a Wallonian language enclave in Wisconsin, strangely enough). More often than not they talk in French with a strong accent and the occasional indigenous phrase. ‘For example,’ the restaurateur in Northampton said, ‘we say septante for seventy and nonante for ninety. Now, if you say that to a Frenchman he will just laugh at you.’ Possibly so, but in my view it is the bitter mirth of someone who realises he has wasted part of his life saying sixty-ten and four-twenties-and-ten for no logical reason whatsoever.

We eventually fought our way out of Givet by heading south. A few miles outside the town we crested a small hill and found ourselves gazing on the squat cylindrical bulk of a nuclear power station. The French are a notoriously thrifty people. After all, who but they would save grape pips to stick on the outside of cheese? In one area, however, they are generosity personified – the sharing of radiation with their neighbours. Heart-warming. And I’m sure the Irish feel exactly the same about Sellafield.

When we finally arrived at our destination in the Botte de Hainaut, the hotelier and his wife were waiting for us. Monsieur Bonfond, a pear-shaped man in a weekend sweater, greeted us with elaborate formality. ‘Welcome, welcome. It is the great pleasure of Minette’ – he gave a brief, doe-eyed glance to his wife, who was a good deal younger than him and had the slender, pallid beauty of one of the female revellers in Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights (though she was wearing considerably more clothing, obviously); Minette smiled weakly in response – ‘of Minette and myself to welcome you here, dear Sir and Madame, to our amenities and beautiful countryside.’ He spoke in a flutey voice, accompanying his words with small and precise movements of his fingers as if he were massaging the shoulders of a particularly delicate pigeon.

‘Please come through to the sitting-room, where it is more comfortable. A log fire is lit in there daily and you will find it …’ – he made a gesture which involved narrowing his shoulders, sinking his head down between them and then rubbing the palms of his hands together – ‘… most cosy,’ he said in a little-boy tone.

M. Bonfond ushered us through a side door and into the sitting-room, which was heated to a temperature that would have wilted a cactus. We sat down in dark velvet armchairs around a low table patterned in tessellated veneer. The fringed and tasselled upholstery, the marquetry and the appliqué pictures in the pokerwork frames on the walls were a reminder that minimalism plays as small a part in Belgian interior design as dirty-realism does in the novels of Barbara Cartland.

Minette went and stood beside the fire. Though the blastfurnace heat of it would have caused a salamander to shed his skin, it made not the slightest impression on her pale cheeks.

M. Bonfond came and joined us at the table. ‘Your journey was not too fatiguing, I trust?’ he asked.

We explained that we had got lost and wandered into France by mistake. The hotelier’s eyebrows knitted together and he expressed himself aghast on our behalf: ‘But so easily done, so easily done!’ he tutted, fingers working away busily on a hard knot of tension just above the pigeon’s left wing.

‘And now, I am afraid, the formalities,’ M. Bonfond said. He took a folder from the coffee-table and began sifting through forms. The wad of paperwork he ended up with looked like the sort of thing you might expect to be confronted with if you were attempting to commit a wealthy and perfectly sane maiden aunt to a mental hospital and simultaneously seize power of attorney over her estate away from her only child.

‘But, you must excuse us, Sir and Madame,’ M. Bonfond trilled suddenly. ‘Of what can we be thinking! We are forgetting ourselves. You must of course be thirsty from your travelling. A drink perhaps?’ We said that would be good, a beer and a mineral water. M. Bonfond smiled. ‘A beer and a mineral water?’ he confirmed. ‘Excellent.’ He turned to his wife. ‘A beer and a mineral water for our guests, Minette.’ Minette smiled her faint smile and disappeared.

‘You are not familiar with our lovely region?’ M. Bonfond asked rhetorically. We agreed. When Minette returned with our drinks and we began to fill in the forms M. Bonfond thoroughly rectified this situation. ‘We have here in the vicinity many things of particular interest,’ he said. We have, for example, our many fascinating and ancient caves, some accessible only by water. The land above ground, meanwhile, is known for its picturesque gorges and wild meadows. There is also a steam railway. You understand my meaning?’ He continued without waiting for an answer. ‘It is not a normal railway, you appreciate, but one which is powered by steam. Sometimes you may hear from your bedroom the whistle.’ He made a little toot-toot noise. ‘But,’ he said quickly, heading off any possible worries we might have about this before they could develop, ‘never at night. The steam train runs only between the hours of 10 and 1800. At night all is quiet. We hear only nature!

‘The steam train proceeds from Mariembourg to Treignes,’ he went on. ‘I would make the following proposal for your consideration: we have at this place’ – he indicated a point on the map he had begun unfolding and then refolding into a neat and relevant square a few minutes before – ‘a restaurant of great charm and good quality, yet with reasonable prices. The walk to this restaurant is through woodlands and small valleys of simple attractiveness and’ – he held up a finger to prepare us for the joyful coincidence he was about to lay before us – ‘the steam train stops only one hundred metres from the restaurant’s doors!’

There was a pause while we absorbed the import of this information. In case we had missed it, M. Bonfond proceeded to explain the significance further. ‘You may,’ he said, ‘if it pleases you, take the steam train to the restaurant, have lunch and walk back. Or, you may walk there, have lunch and catch the steam train back. Or, possibly, if the weather is fair, walk there, have lunch and walk back.’ He smiled at us beneficently. ‘It is entirely your choice,’ he said. We thanked him. ‘And, of course,’ he added, ‘when you come back from your walking you will always find the log fire lit. For myself it is the thing to which I most look forward. To walk here in the forests and return to a room which is …’ – he dropped into his little squirrel position and itsy-bitsy voice again – ‘… all cosy.’

At this point Minette, who had returned to her position by the hearth after bringing us our drinks, approached her husband and said something to him in a whisper so soft it would have been drowned out entirely by the noise of a passing butterfly. ‘Aaah!’ M. Bonfond said with delight, ‘my wife has reminded me of something more. You know where you are here?’ We shook our heads. The hotelier smiled triumphantly. ‘The heart of Europe!’ he laughed. ‘Yes, the very geographical centre of the European Union is right here!’

‘What,’ Catherine said, ‘in this room?’ I think it is the true mark of linguistic mastery when you can be sarcastic in more than one tongue. If only they had introduced a modicum of smart-arsed irony to O-level French I’m sure I would have done better than a grade D.

‘Oh, no, no, no, Madame!’ M. Bonfond cackled politely if condescendingly, ‘you take me too much at my word! No, the site is at a distance of some twelve kilometres from here. The point is marked by an obelisk and you may buy souvenirs in the nearby village, if you wish. It occurs that market day in the village of which I speak is on a Monday. I might therefore suggest that you visit the Centre of Europe on this day, thereby combining sight-seeing with shopping opportunities.’

Listening to M. Bonfond talk I started to think that Catherine had actually been spot-on. His hotel may not have been at the geographical heart of the EU, but M. Bonfond was surely at its psychological epicentre. He was just the man to lay down a thirty-page directive defining the exact nature of turnips. Fortunately – or unfortunately, depending on your point of view – M. Bonfond had other ways to occupy his time. ‘Now, if you are ready, Sir and Madame, I will guide you to your room, outlining our facilities here as we proceed. Do not worry about your luggage. Minette will bring it.’

A few days later, ignoring all M. Bonfond’s proposals, we drove northwards. We past Nismes’ Tunisian restaurant and crossed a narrow little hump-backed bridge over the Viroin river. Nismes had once been famous for its clog-makers, and it may be the subconscious impact of this knowledge more than anything I actually saw that has left me with the impression of a robust, chunky sort of a place. We stopped outside a bakery and I nipped in and bought a baguette and three cherry turnovers. I’d actually been hoping for some of those pastry cylinders filled with Gruyère cheese and white sauce, but I’d lost my nerve when I got inside. I’d tried to buy some once before, in Couvin, and things had gone awry. I asked the middle-aged woman behind the counter for roulottes aux fromages. Even though she was obviously a kindly sort of person who would normally have offered nothing but gentle encouragement to a patent idiot such as myself she could barely suppress her mirth. When I got back and looked in a French-English dictionary it transpired that I had requested a brace of cheese caravans. That’s pretty much the way it is with me and the French language.

Like many British people I cannot speak French or any other foreign tongue except at the most basic level. The continental view is that the British failure to learn foreign languages stems from a combination of arrogance and laziness. A personal view is that it is the result of nothing quite so glamorous. As far as I can tell, the British eschew foreign languages not because we are idle or scornful but because we are embarrassed. The British fear humiliation above all else, and what could be more guaranteed to make us look ridiculous than the failure to pronounce words correctly? After all, the correct pronunciation of words is integral to British life. The Americans may get away with saying bay-zil and stressing completely the wrong syllables in ‘oregano’, but let a British citizen stumble on Magdalen College, Beauchamp Place or the Forest of Belvoir and he will be reminded of it from now until his dying day. I know this for a fact, because I once asked a London bus conductor for a ticket to Vauxhall, pronouncing it ‘Vorks-hall’ instead of ‘Voxall’, and even now, a decade or so later, I still sporadically find Catherine sitting on her own giggling quietly about what I have come to think of as The Incident.

The only area of the French language in which I am normally remotely competent is food. I can read a menu without any bother. This is the result of spending three years at catering college. At English catering colleges you learn classical gastronomic French. This is because while the British are prepared to resist French claims to any other kind of intellectual or cultural hegemony, even we are prepared to admit that the French are the masters of cooking. The French probably take this as a grudging compliment. It is nothing of the sort. It merely confirms the depth of the contempt in which the British hold food.

At my college they had a kitchen organised into the old system of parties. A chef called an envoyeur would call out the orders and the sections responsible for preparing the dish would yell affirmatively to let him know they had heard it. When you took in an order from the restaurant and handed it to the envoyeur he would bellow in a London accent, ‘Der pooly so-tay avic sauce dee-arb-la’ and the meat section would roar ‘Oi’ in response. At least I took it to be ‘Oi’ at first. After a while I realised it was a Cockney version of ‘Oui’.

Classical menu French is based on the tenets of Edwardian chefs such as Auguste Escoffier. It is a deeply encoded, archaic and in many ways redundant tongue, the caterer’s version of Latin, but if you are starving and in a foreign land it is bloody useful. While I may struggle to ask for a rail ticket or engage a Francophone in even the most diminutive form of small talk, I know the French word for every cut of meat, internal organ, species of fish and crustacean, vegetable and fruit. I also know what all the garnishes and sauces are. I know, for instance, that any dish with du Barry in its name will contain cauliflower (Madame du Barry’s powdered wig supposedly looked like rosettes of that pallid brassica); that Parmentier indicates the involvement of potato (Parmentier was the government minister who introduced the potato into France); and that Normande signifies butter and cream (key food products of that dairy province). When others hear the word ‘Florentine’ they think of the Medicis or the Ponte Vecchio; I think of spinach and béchamel.

When I say I know all these things, I do not mean that they are at the forefront of my mind. Far from it. As the incident in the Couvin bakery proved, my knowledge is buried deep in my mental archives, along with cricketers’ bowling averages, historic dates and the fact that RWD Molenbeek of the Belgian football league once fielded a player named Lambic Wawa. Or, indeed, that the RWD of RWD Molenbeek stands for Racing White Daring. Nevertheless, given enough time I can rummage around in there and invariably find the necessary information. This is fine in a restaurant, where I can ransack the cerebral cupboard-under-the-stairs at leisure, chucking aside the knowledge that there is an amateur football club in Antwerp named Old God Sport, that Belgium’s leading ‘serious’ novelist Hugo Claus has a child by Sylvia Kristel from the Emmanuelle films (what would the British equivalent of this be, I wonder? Salman Rushdie and Suzanne Mitzi? A. S. Byatt and a Chippendale?), until I come across the fact that perdrix are old partridges (young partridges are perdreux, obviously), or that Polonaise implies the involvement of breadcrumbs, parsley and hard-boiled eggs. It is in any situation where a more immediate answer is required – such as a shop – that I run into problems. My solution to this has always been simple. If I can’t ask for the thing I want I settle for the thing I know. Since most of the things I know are food, I rarely go hungry. Though the number of times I have gone into a little grocery store to buy toilet paper and come out with an apple and frangipane tart are beyond counting. And it is no substitute, believe me.

To circumvent the inconvenience that can result from my somewhat random selection criteria, before I go shopping on my own these days Catherine – who has lived in France and Brussels – teaches me the sentences I need to know to get the things we actually need. Only after I have repeated these to the shopkeeper am I allowed to start extemporising. This works very well. Most of the time.

Later that first week we left the tender care of the Bonfonds and moved into a cottage in a nearby village. On our second day there I went to the shop fully primed. My mission was a simple one. I was to pick up the bread and milk ordered by Catherine the previous day. Then I was to ask the shopkeeper if he had any eggs. If he did, I was to buy six. Then I was to buy a quarter of a kilo of butter. Catherine had me rehearse the weight quite a few times. This was because of an incident that occurred once in the Garrigues, when I was sent to buy a similar quantity of langoustines and made a bit of a hash of the pronunciation. A quarter of a kilo of langoustines makes a tasty starter for two. Four kilos of langoustines is slightly too much even for a main course, or indeed several main courses, light lunches and buffet breakfasts. God, how we were sick of the crusty pink black-eyed bastards by the end of that week. Unfortunately, as I had spent close to £50 on them, we didn’t have much money left for an alternative.

Having memorised my vital purchases I went off to the shop. At first everything proceeded brilliantly. Bonjour, monsieur. Ça va? Je vais bien, merci. Vous avez le pain et le lait pour Madame Barra-clew? Ah, bon, merci. Then came my supplementary question: Est-ce que vous avez des oeufs, monsieur? The shopkeeper, who had the jutting ears and rotund torso of a body-double for Babar the Elephant, fixed me with a quizzical look. ‘Mais oui, monsieur,’ he said, a little suspiciously, and with a slow movement of his hand he drew my attention to the fact that the entire counter of his shop was covered in neatly stacked egg cartons. ‘Des oeufs,’ he added for emphasis. I didn’t get the butter.

Beyond Nismes the countryside began to flatten out and lose its vaguely Alpine feel. Towns and villages, jumbled and compact in the valleys around Couvin, started to stretch themselves out along the roads until they interlocked with the elongated arm of the next settlement. In any other nation this might have led to a rather dull drive, but not in Belgium.

You see all kinds of strange and wonderful things from a car window as you pass by the gardens of Flanders and Wallonia: sheet-metal models of windmills, vinyl giraffes propping up clothes-lines, laden coal bogies mounted on steel rails – oh, and Belgians, of course. The same urge that drives the local DIY enthusiast to transform a pretty stone-built Ardennais farmhouse into a convincing replica of a Las Vegas bordello, complete with mock-alabaster Doric columns, Grecian-style portico with relief of capering maidens and bile-green roof-tiles, also afflicts many Belgian gardeners. Ornamentation begins at the gate, with the mail-box. To many Belgians this is merely a utilitarian item, a simple rectangular receptacle with a post-horn embossed above the slot; to others it is a field of dreams on which their imagination can caper barefoot and free; a place where the fervid desire for adornment which powered the flamboyant explosion of Brabant Gothic architecture in the sixteenth century can be unleashed, frothing, once more. There are mail-boxes made from miniature Tyrolean chalets and Roman temples, or straw beehives, or shaped like wine barrels bestraddled by Bacchus; there are little Chinese pagodas, metallic pink pigs, rendered pyramids and, in a nod towards post-modernism, concrete inverted commas to indicate the irony of it all.

Once beyond the mail-box into the garden proper, we enter a fantasy land wherein seven brightly-painted dwarves are attended by a blue-dressed glowing-cheeked Snow White; a cavorting Bambi watches, a smile upon his face, as a plaster Renaissance lovely who has gone to the marble fountain to collect water discovers that her dress has slipped from her shoulders revealing her nipples to passing motorists; pixie-heighted ballerinas pirouette amid the privets and naked nymphs cavort unselfconsciously across lobelia beds; a painted resin dalmatian stares hungrily at a pot chicken, while from nearby, atop its personal plinth, an imperial Napoleonic eagle surveys the scene with gimlet eye and wonders at the nerve of the sparrow who has just crapped on his head.

For me, the zenith of horticultural tableaux was reached in the tiny front garden of a modern brick bungalow as we approached the outskirts of Philippeville. Here, a life-sized white plaster twelve-point red-deer stag leapt from a rockery mound, head thrown back, front hooves treading air, muscled flanks straining with noble endeavour. Meanwhile, the beast’s proud owner, a bulbous and bearded Walloon, stood on his veranda surveying the scene, bare-chested and wearing grey camo-patterned combat pants. Man, the Hunter.

In Philippeville we parked the car and caught the train into Charleroi. Charleroi was the centre of the Pays Noir, the Belgian Black Country. The Sambre valley in which it lay had been a rich coalfield and the hub of the Wallonian steel industry. Artists who visited the area at the turn of the century, such as the Parisian, Maximilien Luce, painted scenes of smoke and raging flame, confined inside a loose picket of brick chimneys, beneath sky the colours of a well-established bruise. Nowadays the coal has gone, the steel business, once the heart of all industrial production, is in need of a pacemaker and the sky above the Sambre is a less violent shade of blue. Unemployment is chronic even by the standards of Belgium, which has the third highest rate of joblessness in Western Europe.

Charleroi has a reputation for being run-down, but there was more to the atmosphere there than economic hardship. I had been to poorer places in Belgium. Mouscron, which lay across the border from the French rust-belt town of Roubaix, a grim satellite of Eurostar Lille, for instance. In 1995 my friend Steve and I had changed trains in Mouscron. As we had had forty-five minutes to wait for the connection to Tournai, we’d decided to go and get a beer. We wandered aimlessly around empty, terraced streets for ten minutes in a light drizzle until we came upon a car-boot fair in the lay-by of a dual carriageway. People were selling single pre-owned training shoes. The sole bar we could find was presided over by a character of indeterminate sex who looked like Mick McManus after a makeover from a short-sighted Avon lady with a bad case of the shakes. The only other customers were a man and his young son absent-mindedly playing a game which involved flipping beer mats. The bar smelled of yesterday’s cabbage and was so grubby you suspected there might be a sign on the inside of the front door advising departing patrons to ‘NOW WASH YOUR HANDS!’ We decided to go back to the station and put the waiting-room to the use for which it was provided. Mouscron was depressing, sad, haunting even, but it wasn’t disturbing. Charleroi was, though, and how.

At first things didn’t look so bad. The area in front of the railway station had recently been done up. It was an open sweep of concrete, shiny terrazzo flooring and tarmac, with fountains and ultra-modern street lights that looked like they had been bought in bulk from the Heal’s catalogue. Once across this gesture to the space age, however, and up through a few narrow streets of hostess bars, sex shops and secondhand tool emporia, you began to ascend into the wilds of Charleroi proper.

Catherine and I strode up the hill towards the town hall. Ahead of us, groups of strapping young men with slicked-back hair lurched about or lounged on public seating. Their trousers were hitched up to their chests; their T-shirts were tighter than George Best after a night in a gin factory. Moving or stationary, their limbs stayed akimbo as if they had a coconut under each arm and a pineapple tucked in the crotch of their Y-fronts. When girls came into view the macho-men yelped and wolf-whistled. Quite often the girls yelped back. Two youths walking towards us ogled a passing woman, and when she had gone one cupped his hands in front of his chest as if to explain to his mate the concept behind the phrase ‘big breasts’. This would have seemed slightly over the top anywhere, but in Belgium, where people normally behaved quietly and impeccably in public, it was nothing short of a debauch. It was as if Oliver Reed had staggered on stage naked during a piece of Noh theatre.

Up in Charleroi’s main square, the Place Charles II, things were no better. In the now baking heat, the coconut boys sat astride chairs outside the pavement cafés as if mounted on horses, black trilbies tipped back on their heads, mirrored shades glittering, white shirt-collars spread over dark jackets. They shouted, pointed, gestured. Motorbikes and mopeds circled, roaring and whining. In the centre of the square (which is round, incidentally, a state of affairs with which the English language is unable fully to grapple) was an elaborate fountain. As a piece of civic ornamentation it was pleasant enough, but I felt that it rather missed the point. What the Place Charles II was really crying out for was not spouting water. It was flashing blades and a smattering of automatic gunfire.

Disoriented, Catherine and I stumbled off down a side street looking for something to drink – or somewhere to hide – but instead found ourselves outside a shop called Panty World. Two traffic policemen strolled into view. They wore baggy uniforms in a shade of mid-blue that seemed far too bright to command respect, though since they also had hefty revolvers riding on their hips perhaps the psychological effect of their garb wasn’t a major consideration. ‘Ask them where the Musée du Glass is,’ I hissed at Catherine. ‘What, there’s a whole museum devoted to ice-cream?’ Catherine replied. ‘You know what I mean,’ I snapped crossly. I had no particular interest in glass, it just seemed like a museum might offer some kind of sanctuary.

The Musée du Verre turned out to be just a few hundred yards away. We walked around a corner and into a tree-lined street. Many of the tall, slim houses had the ornate doors and curved, pale wooden window frames of Art Nouveau. They were run-down now; elegant, slightly racy structures gone to seed. There were gaps in the tiling on the balcony friezes and clear panels among the stained glass, yet they were also a reminder that life in Charleroi, for the middle class at least, had once been rather refined.

There were further glimpses of Charleroi’s past in the Glass Museum. Glass production had once been a staple industry of the Pays Noir, but then changes in the market had decimated it just as they had coal and steel. The main danger to the glass in the museum came not from changing fashion or increased overheads, however, but the heating system, which seemed liable to melt it like, well, glace. Someone had clearly set the thermostat to cope with a Siberian winter rather than a sunny day in June. If anyone had brought in a barometer the needle would have swung round to forecast a volcanic eruption. We struggled up and down looking at the exhibits and uttering the odd croak of delight. There were delicate Venetian ampoules, vivid blue flasks, slender-necked fin de siècle vases painted with intertwined wild irises. It had cost £1.20 to get in, which, including the free sauna, represented staggeringly good value.

Spiritually fortified we went in search of more corporal sustenance. Unfortunately all the restaurants we came across looked like the kind of places that would end up costing an arm and a leg. Literally. In the end we settled on alfresco dining at a mobile friterie down by the bus station.

Frites are one of Belgium’s great contributions to British life. It was a Belgian who first brought deep-fried strips of potato to our attention; he sold them from a handcart in Dundee in the 1850s. Sadly he chose to pair them with carling peas. As you might imagine, this combination never really caught on, and it was left to an Italian to ditch the peas in favour of fish and start a gastronomic tradition. Belgium’s other major impact on our culture was the introduction, by Flemish weavers, of hops into southern England. Chips and bitter beer: without them Britain would be a poorer place – though I dare say the medical services wouldn’t be quite so busy.

The woman behind the counter of the friterie had purple nail-varnish, nicotine-coloured hair, dangling golden earrings and skin that appeared to have spent considerable time in her own deep-fat fryer – the face that launched a thousand chips. Anywhere else she’d have appeared fearsome. In Charleroi she looked like an earth mother.

Catherine ordered fried chicken croquettes and chips. When she asked me what I wanted I said, ‘I think, half a baguette, split, with chips in it and samurai sauce.’ Samurai sauce was a speciality of the mobile friteries. The recipe was a closely guarded secret, though frequent tastings led me to conclude that it certainly involved mayonnaise, red chilli paste, possibly with a dash of lighter fuel.

Catherine outlined my request to the woman behind the counter. She seemed perplexed, and ran through the instructions again slowly in a voice with such a gurgling rasp to it that it loosened the plaque from your teeth.

‘Un sandwich des frites!’ I said to the woman helpfully, and with what I hoped was a hint of reckless joie de vivre. The woman laughed (or at least I assumed she did. It may just have been somebody unblocking a nearby drain). ‘Un sandwich des frites,’ she repeated to the vaguely disreputable-looking men who always seem to loiter in pairs around the side doors of such establishments in Belgium. The men chuckled gruffly, grinned and raised their heads in a gesture of acknowledgement to me. A Belgian had introduced the chip to Britain and now I had introduced the chip-butty to Belgium. Somehow I always knew I was destined to make a serious cultural impact on the world.
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