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DISCLAIMER


 


ALTHOUGH ALL THE basic information and visitor attractions contained in this book are factual, the aberrant prejudices, irrational bigotry and unrelenting contempt expressed belong solely to the author and definitely do not reflect the views of the publisher. Not only that, but the accuracy of his so-called translations is risible. Quite frankly we should have never agreed to this book in the first place but by the time we realised what it would be like, we’d already commissioned it, and he said that if we rescinded his contract he’d haul us before the European Court of Human Rights. Talk about bloody irony!


 


 


 


 







 


 


I don’t hold with abroad and think that foreigners
speak English when our backs are turned.
Quentin Crisp
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When in Rome, don’t do what the Romans do … don’t even go


THINK OF THIS less as a guide book and more as a warning; the last time Great Britain went into Europe with any degree of success was on 6 June 1944 and since then things have gone rapidly downhill faster than you can say ‘Veto’.


The UK’s mistrust of, and disenchantment with, Europe is at an all-time high. In fact the only people who actually care about this landmass are overpaid MEPs and their staff who ride the EU gravy train (or as they say, ‘le train de sauce’). Even the most passionate of Europhiles realise that the word ‘Europe’ has so many negative associations that they call it ‘The Continent’ and promote the notion of ‘ooh-la-la’ to try to make it seem more exotic and appealing. However, this ploy doesn’t work either, as the word ‘continental’ is always associated with inferior cold breakfasts; likewise, ‘ooh-la-la’ is supposed to conjure up images of saucy French maids whereas the reality of European ‘sexiness’ is obese, oiled-up, bald businessmen wearing Speedos and women with an aversion to shaving.


EUrrgh! exposes these and hundreds of other lies and misconceptions about Europe; not just about the conniving, treacherous EU but the countries themselves and what’s wrong, repellent and laughable about their people, customs, cuisine and so-called ‘attractions’.


There are those, of course, who promote Europe as a great big cultural melting pot – a metaphor used to symbolise different ingredients mixing and fusing together to form a harmonious whole. What they don’t realise is that one of the consequences of a melting pot is that there will naturally be a scum on the surface. That’s the French.


Mark Leigh, Surrey, England 2013


PS For the purposes of this book Europe consists of the twenty-six countries currently in the EU, obviously excluding the UK and Ireland. This means I’ve left out places like Andorra, Belarus, Kosovo, Liechtenstein, Moldova and a few others. To be honest, these places don’t really count for anything and are basically just irritating pimples on the spotty backside of the European mainland.






SO, YOU THINK YOU’RE A XENOPHOBE . . .


XENOPHOBE . . . IT’S IRONIC that even the word that means someone who dislikes or fears foreign customs, behaviour or foreigners themselves is actually foreign. If I were paranoid (and I’m not … who’s been saying I am?), I’d say the introduction of this word into our language is further proof of Johnny Foreigner infiltrating our culture, trying to destroy it from within.


The following simple yet very scientific test will indicate whether you’re a bona fide xenophobe (my god … there’s another two foreign words creeping in … they’re bloody everywhere!)


Anyway, tick the boxes if you agree with these statements:






	[image: image]


	Does hearing someone speak English with a European accent instinctively make you think ‘spy’ rather than tourist?
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	Does reading the following words make you feel uncomfortable and anxious: smorgasbord, fettuccine, maelstrom, zeitgeist, jalapeño, abattoir, Luftwaffe?
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	Do you believe that foreigners are over here to steal your job and your partner rather than just go on the London Eye or watch the changing of the guard?
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	If you hear someone talking in a different language do you automatically presume they’re talking about you? And not in a good way?
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	When discussing foreign food do you automatically replace the word ‘cuisine’ with the word ‘muck’?
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	If you’re walking home at night and hear footsteps behind you do you automatically assume it’s Gerard Depardieu?
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	Does the presence of two small dots above a letter, or an O with a diagonal line through it make you want to scream or punch someone really hard?
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	Do you think people wearing berets are members of a dark, insidious cult?
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	When you hear the words ‘European unity’ is your first thought an invasion by stormtroopers rather than the establishment of a free market and common laws to combat social exclusion and discrimination?
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	Do you blame your poor sexual performance on your anxiety about being able to live up to the reputations of the Italians, Spanish and French as better lovers?
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	When you see subtitled speech on a foreign film do you think, ‘I wonder what they’re really saying?’
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	Do you instinctively feel morally superior to anyone wearing clogs?
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RESULTS


[image: image] 10–12 Congratulations! As Darth Vader might have said, ‘The xenophobe is strong in this one.’ You’re the sort of person whose dream holiday would involve a) a long weekend in Paris, b) total immunity from prosecution and c) a baseball bat.


[image: image] 6–9 Not bad. You’re obviously someone who agrees with Nancy Mitford, who said, ‘… abroad is unutterably bloody and foreigners are fiends’. Keep up the prejudice and intolerance.


[image: image] 5 or less Shame on you! Don’t you realise it’s completely natural to distrust anyone who’s not British? After all, it’s not just a coincidence that nearly all of the major wars since history began have involved foreigners.









FIFTY-ONE REASONS TO HATE EUROPE


THE MAIN REASON to hate Europe of course, is the EU, a grotesque, totalitarian, officious, unaccountable, corrupt money-sucking machine that costs the UK over £50,000,000 each day and which devours national sovereignty and pukes out unwanted, unwelcome and intrusive legislation – however, there are many other grounds to hate this entire continent:


1.   Shops that open at 10 a.m. and close at 4 p.m. – with a two-hour lunch break in between


2.   Oompah bands


3.   Restaurant staff with the manners of a gibbon and the sense of urgency of a sloth


4.   Parisians


5.   Police forces who are the bastard offspring of the Gestapo and the Stasi


6.   Countries for whom the word ‘mañana’ conveys a sense of urgency


7.   National costumes that are as preposterous as they are pointless


8.   Taxi journeys where the meters go faster than the cab


9.   Yodelling


10.   £6 cups of coffee


11.   Tintin


12.   The metric system


13.   Quiche Lorraine


14.   Brussels sprouts


15.   Bouzouki music


16.   Hordes of foreign students with acne resembling the surface of a small asteroid and backpacks the size of Andorra


17.   Street signs that are a homage to small typography rather than acting as a helpful guide to your location


18.   Topo Gigio


19.   Asterix the Gaul


20.   City centres infested with hordes of cyclists who change direction and speed with even more unpredictability than Chaos Theory


21.   Donkey abuse


22.   Football teams with stupid names like the Zurich Grasshoppers and the Young Boys Bern (who, incidentally, are based in the Swiss town of Wankdorf).


23.   Drivers who view speed limits as targets rather than warnings


24.   Accordions


25.   Feta cheese


26.   Beer with the strength of diluted Fanta


27.   Lederhosen


28.   A history of brutal tyrannical despots (Vlad the Impaler, Torquemada, Hitler, General Franco and Angela Merkel)


29.   Women who subscribe to the misguided idea that armpit hair is alluring


30.   The twenty-four-hour clock


31.   Food where the core ingredient is offal


32.   Mime (not so much an art form as a sign of mental illness)


33.   The Smurfs


34.   Levels of bureaucracy that would astound even Kafka


35.   Small yappy dogs being walked by small yappy owners


36.   Feeling like a clown after discovering your shoes are size 44


37.   Cobbled old towns that confuse the word ‘quaint’ with ‘over-commercialised tourist traps’


38.   The locals’ insistence of communicating just by shrugging and waving their arms about


39.   Butter mountains and milk lakes (not a good place to visit if you’re lactose intolerant)


40.   The use of a comma as a decimal point


41.   Regulations that determine the acceptable shape of a banana


42.   German Measles


43.   Norwegian whaling


44.   Polish spelling


45.   Eurodisco


46.   Eurozone


47.   Eurotrash


48.   Eurovision


49.   Anything else preceded by the word ‘Euro’ (apart from Euro sceptic)


50.   The Vengaboys


51.   The Cheeky Girls








 


 


What else is Europe but a conglomeration of mistakes?
Hans Enzenberger
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No one clings to former glories as the Austrians do, and since these former glories include one of the most distasteful interludes in history, this is not their most attractive feature.
Bill Bryson


 


 


ONCE HIDEOUSLY WEALTHY and the epicentre of the mighty Habsburg Empire that extended across much of Europe, modern Austria is now a mere shadow of its former self; a neutered, neutral, inward-looking country. Back in the day, Austria’s most illustrious sons included Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Johann Strauss, Franz Schubert, Alfred Adler, Sigmund Freud and Gustav Klimt; in more recent years the country has spawned Adolf Hitler, Arnold Schwarzenegger and Josef Fritzl. In a similar vein, historic Austrian inventions have included psychoanalysis, the waltz, the sewing machine and the Pulitzer Prize. In modern times its contributions have been limited to the Glock semi-automatic pistol and the Pez dispenser.


Austria today tries to put a brave face on its changed fortunes. Publicly it promotes itself as a small nation with a big past. However, the reality is that it’s the Miss Havisham of Europe; bitter, twisted and full of resentment – not just for the passing of its glory days but because of its lingering reputation as the Nazi Party’s most heinous collaborator. It’s a country that takes its frustrations out on visitors by offering over-hyped and overpriced tourist attractions, arrogant locals who pretend not to understand a word of English and a service culture where even being ‘adequate’ is seen as going above and beyond the call of duty.


Many Austrians demonstrate a stubborn refusal to acknowledge their country’s spectacular fall from grace and firmly believe their nation still has a role on the world stage. It does – except nowadays that role is just operating the curtains or moving scenery about.


 




DID YOU KNOW?


[image: image]   The first postcards were invented in Austria in 1869, presumably so visitors could write home and say how disappointed and unhappy they were.


[image: image]   There is a village called Fucking twenty-one miles north of Saltzburg. The locals are called Fuckingers.


[image: image]   Despite its great musical legacy the most famous Austrian musician nowadays is a drummer who played with B*Witched and Geri Halliwell.





VIENNA


Spend some time in Vienna and you’ll understand that when Midge Ure sang, ‘It means nothing me,’ he was absolutely correct. The trouble is that the Viennese treat their city as if it’s New York, London or Tokyo; dynamic, vibrant and thriving … whereas in reality it’s like its baroque architecture: ornate and over-elaborate but at its core, pompous, superficial and just impressive for its own sake. If the city was a person it would be suffering from massive delusions of grandeur and would require extensive therapy – a delicious irony when you consider Vienna is the home of psychoanalysis.


Attractions to avoid


[image: image] Hofburg Palace Until 1918 this was the residence of the Emperor of Austria; now it houses three museums that provide an insight into the everyday life of the imperial court. One of these museums contains the Imperial Silver Collection and a comprehensive range of tableware and other utensils. Fans of historic cutlery will not be disappointed; everyone else will be.


[image: image] Spanish Riding School Most guidebooks say that the dressage displays put on by the white Lipizzaner stallions will enchant spectators. It’s difficult to see how sad-looking, lethargic horses prancing around in a circle or being whipped so they momentarily rear up on their hind legs can be considered ‘enchanting’ in any sense of the word. Buying admission tickets here is likely to be one of the worst-value purchases of your entire life.


[image: image] Stephansplatz This is a square in the geographical centre of Vienna and named after Vienna’s most prominent building, the gothic St Stephen’s Cathedral. You can do three things at Stephansplatz; stare at the church, go shopping in exceptionally expensive stores or eat at exceptionally expensive cafés. Expect to have to fight your way through a mad scrum of tourists, more tourists, even more tourists and annoying men wearing cheesy Mozart costumes and wigs trying to sell tickets for overpriced classical concerts.


 




MOZART: MUSICAL GENIUS OR PERVERT?


Mozart would write letters full of references to excrement to his relatives and one of his musical compositions, a canon in B-flat major for six voices, was entitled ‘Leck mich im Arsch’ which translates as ‘Lick me in the arse’.





 




FIVE ABSOLUTELY TRUE FACTS ABOUT AUSTRIA



(NONE OF WHICH WILL INSPIRE YOU TO VISIT)


[image: image]   Approximately half of Austrian men are overweight, the highest rate in the EU.


[image: image]   Among men, the country has one of the lower incidences of hand washing after toilet use.


[image: image]   A recent survey showed that one in ten young people thought Adolf Hitler was ‘not all bad’.


[image: image]   You have to pay for tap water in most restaurants.


[image: image]   It’s now a criminal offence to make blonde jokes (punishable by up to two years in prison).





Other places in Austria to avoid


SALZBURG


Located at the edge of the Alps, Salzburg is most famous for its musical diversity; this is the city that gave the world both Mozart and The Sound of Music.


[image: image] For Mozart fans: You can see where he was born (the Mozart Geburtshaus) and where he lived (the Mozart Wohnhaus) but both attractions are shockingly poor, mainly containing facsimiles and reproductions of portraits, musical instruments and manuscripts, the real items being housed in different (i.e. better) museums around the world. The Geburtshaus does however contain some of Mozart’s hair and one of his buttons. Supposedly.


[image: image] For The Sound of Music fans: There are countless Sound of Music tours that let you follow in the footsteps of the movie and the real Von Trapp family. These tours usually entail cramming an old minivan with as many people as possible and driving at speed past various film locations while an indifferent guide shouts an ill-informed commentary in a thick German accent that’s so incomprehensible he might be talking about Julie Andrews … then again he might not. After experiencing this tour you too will want to escape over the mountains to Switzerland on foot. Less von Trapp than Tourist Trapp.


 




USEFUL AUSTRIAN PHRASES



[image: image]   I just wanted directions to the station, not your extremist views on politics, religion and race.
Ich wollte nur Richtungen zum Bahnhof, nicht Ihre extremistischen Ansichten über Politik, Religion und Rasse.


[image: image]   Thank you for your suggestion that I should buy lederhosen and a hat with a feather in it, but I will settle for a souvenir fridge magnet.
Vielen Dank für Ihren Vorschlag, ich solle Lederhosen und Hut mit einer Feder in es zu kaufen, aber ich werde für ein Erinnerungsfoto Kühlschrankmagnet begleichen.


[image: image]   Not only do you not understand the phrase ‘The customer is always right’, you have absolutely no concept of the word ‘customer’.
Sie verstehen nicht, den Satz: ‘Der Kunde hat immer Recht.’ Zusätzlich haben Sie absolut keine Vorstellung von dem Wort ‘Kunde’.





Five reasons you know you’re in Austria


[image: image] Beer is everywhere You can buy beer in coffee shops and even McDonald’s; it’s said that beer flows like water in Austria (and in many cases, tastes like it).


[image: image] … and so are dogs Austrians have a different understanding of the word hygiene; dogs are welcome in most places including cinemas, shops, hairdressers, bars and even cafés and restaurants.


[image: image] You’ll be coughing Smoking is rife in Austria with about half of all adults lighting up. Locals seem oblivious to the term ‘passive smoking’ or why blowing smoke in your face might actually be considered anti-social.


[image: image] Pessimism is as natural as breathing (or coughing) Demonstrating the same positive mental attitude as Eeyore, Austrians love nothing better than to criticise, moan and complain about everything in the most negative way. Regardless of the topic under discussion Austrians will think that it’s terrible/shocking/shameful or just plain bad.


[image: image] The locals say what they really mean You’ll find that Austrians don’t pussyfoot around when it comes to telling you what they think. They call it being ‘honest’; you’ll call it being ‘aggressively hostile’.




[image: image]


Belgium is a nice place, though. It’s the place people go to when they’re on their way to another place, a place they’re going to spend more time at. It’s kind of the Jennifer Aniston of countries.
Craig Ferguson


 


 


THE BELGIUM TOURIST Office realises the country has a major image problem and vehemently disputes the fact that it’s mind-numbingly boring; instead it tries to put a bit of spin on the situation by calling Belgium ‘Europe’s most eccentric country’. If eccentric means dreary, they are indeed correct, but don’t just take my word for it. The fact that famousbelgians.net even exists shows that Belgians are very aware of their country’s reputation and will try anything to overcome what they call ‘gross misconceptions’. A quick look at this website shows that the famous Belgians listed include Edward de Smedt (the inventor of asphalt), Ernest Solvay (the man behind the process for extracting sodium carbonate from brine) and Walter Arfeuille (some bloke who lifted 281.5 kg 17 cm off the ground with his teeth). To make up the numbers the website also includes Hercule Poirot – and he’s not even real.


Museums here, which can often be a window into the soul of a country, let alone somewhere to get out of the rain, are equally lacklustre and uninspiring, with whole buildings in Belgium dedicated to the history of woollen clothing manufacture, crystals, French fries, brewery trucks, rural trams, masks, lace and artificial lighting (yes, really).


Historically, Belgium was known as one of the Low Countries. This has nothing to do with the height of its land above sea level, and everything to do with what your expectations need to be, in order to avoid disappointment.


 




BELGIUM AND THE CONTEMPORARY ARTS



Belgium has made two contributions to modern culture:


a) The Smurfs


b) Tintin


No more needs to be said.





BRUSSELS


Capital cities are meant to be exciting, dynamic and vibrant: a showcase of a nation’s history and its contribution to the fields of art and culture. Given Belgium’s reputation it shouldn’t surprise you to learn that Brussels is actually best known as being the unofficial capital of the EU, the world’s biggest, most tiresome, faceless, dull and loathsome bureaucracy.


Attractions to avoid


[image: image] The Manneken Pis fountain Rio de Janeiro has its 99-foot tall Christ the Redeemer, New York has its 150-foot Statue of Liberty, London has its 170-foot Nelson’s Column. Even Baghdad had that 40-foot statue of Saddam Hussein before it toppled over. The most famous statue in Belgium’s capital is the 2-foot bronze sculpture of a urinating boy. It represents what most visitors feel about this dismal city.


[image: image] The Parliamentarium This is the visitor’s centre of the European Parliament and, despite having an obscene promotional budget, fails dismally to sound at all interesting. According to its website the best come-ons it can offer are ‘The history of European integration using 150 iconic images and historic documents’ and an ‘innovative and entertaining role-play game to see what it’s like to be an MEP’. Admission is free but you’ll still feel short-changed.


[image: image] Atomium If you ever want to see what a unit cell of an iron crystal magnified 165 million times looks like, then this is it. If you want to pay to venture inside this relic from the 1958 World Fair you’ll see various exhibits on absolutely nothing that will hold your interest. Reactions to this landmark vary from ‘exceedingly disappointing’ to ‘why?’


 




TINTIN



Great Britain gave the world Chaucer, Shakespeare, Dickens, Wordsworth, Tennyson, Hardy, Blake, the Brontës, Tolkien, Austen, Keats, Coleridge, Eliot, Carroll, Wilde, Du Maurier and Orwell. Belgium’s contribution to literature is Hergé, creator of Tintin.


Adored and revered in Europe but despised or ignored everywhere else, Tintin books are as dull and long-winded as Brussels’ bureaucracy. It won’t come as a surprise to learn that the three most exciting Tintin books are Tintin Goes To The Library (1942), Tintin Opens A Window (1938) and Tintin Stays In Bed (1954).
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