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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught thousands of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.


Written with my talented co-author, Gene Openshaw, this book offers you a balanced mix of Belgium’s lively cities and cozy towns, from medieval Bruges to slick, fashion-forward Antwerp. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of Flemish art museums, we recommend only the best ones. And it’s in-depth: Our self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into the country’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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We advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of our money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


We visit Belgium to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging by the positive feedback we receive from our readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Have a prachtig trip! Happy travels!
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INTRODUCTION


Belgium at a Glance


Planning Your Trip


TRIP COSTS


SIGHTSEEING PRIORITIES


WHEN TO GO


Before You Go


Travel Smart


Digging into a dish of mussels while seated on a sunny square beneath the outline of a lacy medieval spire...you’re in Belgium.


This book presents the best of Belgium—its great cities, fine food, rich history, and sensuous art, as well as the modern scene that makes Belgium the face of Europe today. You’ll see the predictable biggies and experience a healthy dose of Back Door intimacy.


Bruges is the Belgium of the past—a wonderfully preserved medieval gem that once was one of the largest cities in the world. Once mighty, now mighty cute, it comes with fancy beers in fancy glasses, lilting carillons, and filigreed Gothic souvenirs of a long-gone greatness.


The thriving towns of Ghent and Antwerp—also former medieval powerhouses—demonstrate how the country has rebounded to again be a global trendsetter. Design-forward Antwerp offers interesting contrasts, from its high-fashion couture scene to its racy red light district. In the university town of Ghent, you’ll find a richly detailed Renaissance altarpiece amid a vibrant urban landscape.


And finally, there’s Brussels: the unofficial capital of the European Union, with a low-rise Parisian ambience that exudes joie de vivre. With the finest town square in the country (if not the Continent), a chocolate shop on every corner, a French taste for class and cuisine, and a smattering of intriguing museums, it’s equally ideal for a quick stopover as it is for a multiday visit. Wherever you go, find time to leave the quaint-but-touristy central square to wander the back streets. You’ll find a Belgium that’s lived-in, a bit funky, and authentic.


Belgium is ready for you. Like sampling a flavorful praline in a chocolate shop, that first enticing taste just leaves you wanting more. Go ahead, it’s OK...buy a whole box of Belgium.


Planning Your Trip


This section will help you get started planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.


TRIP COSTS


Five components make up your trip costs: airfare to Europe, transportation in Europe, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, and shopping and miscellany.


Airfare to Europe: A basic round-trip flight from the US to Brussels can cost, on average, about $1,000-2,000 total, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter). Consider saving time in Europe by flying into one city and out of another; for instance, into Brussels and out of Amsterdam. If you’re sticking to Belgium, you’re never more than about two hours from Brussels’ international airport. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights on a combination of mainstream and budget carriers.


Transportation in Europe: For getting around, you’re best off enjoying tiny Belgium’s excellent and affordable train system. Trains travel several times hourly between its major cities. It costs about $10 for a ticket from Ghent to Brussels. If you plan to rent a car, allow at least $250 per week, not including tolls, gas, and supplemental insurance. If you need the car for three weeks or more, leasing can save you money on insurance and taxes. If your travels extend beyond Belgium, a short flight can be cheaper than the train (check www.skyscanner.com for intra-European flights).


Room and Board: You can thrive in Belgium on $125 a day per person for room and board. This allows $20 for lunch, $30 for dinner, and $70 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a $140 double room that includes breakfast). That leaves you $5 for frieten, beer, or chocolate. To live and sleep more elegantly, I’d propose a budget of $145 per day per person ($20 for lunch, $40 for dinner, $5 for snacks, and $80 each for a $160 hotel double with breakfast). Students and tightwads can enjoy Belgium for as little as $60 a day ($30 for a bed, $30 for meals and snacks).


Sightseeing and Entertainment: In big cities, figure about $10-15 per major sight (Royal Museums, Rubens House, climbing Bruges’ bell tower); $5-10 for minor ones (beer tour or chocolate museum); $10-20 for guided walks, boat tours, and bike rentals; and $30-60 for splurge experiences such as concerts, special art exhibits, and big-bus tours. An overall average of $25 a day works for most people. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience Belgium.




Belgium at a Glance


▲▲▲Bruges Perfectly pickled Gothic city with charming cobbles, cozy squares, dreamy canals, divine chocolate, and unbeatable beer.





▲▲Brussels Urbane capital of Belgium, the European Union, and NATO, with one of Europe’s grandest squares, colorful urban zones, and a beloved statue of a little boy peeing.





▲▲Antwerp Gentrified port city with excellent museums, Belgium’s best fashion, and an engaging mix of urban grittiness and youthful trendiness.





▲Ghent Pleasant, lively university city with historic quarter and breathtaking Van Eyck altarpiece in its massive cathedral.





Flanders Fields Infamous WWI battlefields near Ypres with artillery craters, memorials, and cemeteries amid pastoral pastures and fine museums.





Shopping and Miscellany: Figure $1-2 per postcard, tea, or ice-cream cone. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong and wonderful memories.


SIGHTSEEING PRIORITIES


So much to see, so little time. How to choose? With affordable flights from the US, minimal culture shock, almost no language barrier, and a well-organized tourist trade, Belgium is a good place to start a European trip. Depending on the length of your trip, and taking geographic proximity into account, here are my recommended priorities for a great week in Belgium:








	2 days:

	Bruges






	4 days, add:

	Brussels and Ghent






	6 days, add:

	Antwerp






	7 days, add:

	Flanders Fields (near Bruges) plus time to just slow down









WHEN TO GO


For tourist hotspots like Bruges, peak season is summer, especially June and early July. Business towns like Brussels, Antwerp, and Ghent tend to be more crowded in spring and fall. With long days, lively festivals, and sunny weather, summer is a great time to visit despite the crowds in places like Bruges. It’s rarely too hot for comfort. Plus, Brussels’ fancy business-class hotels are deeply discounted in the summer.


Late spring and fall are also pleasant, with generally mild weather and lighter tourist crowds (except during holiday weekends—see “Holidays and Festivals” in the appendix).


Travel from late October through mid-March is cold and wet, as coastal winds whip through the low, flat country. It’s fine for city visits, but smaller towns and countryside sights feel dreary. Some sights and TIs keep shorter hours, and many outdoor activities vanish altogether.


Before You Go


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more information on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter (and www.ricksteves.com, which has helpful travel tips and talks).


Make sure your passport is valid. If it’s due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Figure out your main form of transportation within Belgium: It’s worth thinking about buying train tickets online in advance, getting a rail pass, or renting a car. (You can wing it once you’re there, but it may cost more.)


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card. You don’t need to bring euros for your trip; you can withdraw euros from cash machines in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce your costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translation, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Rip up this book! Turn chapters into mini guidebooks: Break the book’s spine and use a utility knife to slice apart chapters, keeping gummy edges intact. Reinforce the chapter spines with clear wide tape; use a heavy-duty stapler; or make or buy a cheap cover (see Travel Store at www.ricksteves.com), swapping out chapters as you travel.
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My Rick Steves Audio Europe app makes it easy to download audio content to enhance your trip. Enjoy my audio tours of many of Europe’s top destinations and a library of insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from Belgium and around the globe. The app and all of its content are entirely free. (And new content is added about twice a year.) You can download the app via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or Amazon’s Appstore. For more info, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. Bring a single carry-on bag and a daypack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.


Travel Smart


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days (for example, many museums in Bruges are closed on Mondays), crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check the latest at www.ricksteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Visit local tourist information offices (TIs). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring photocopies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and files frequently.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as making advance reservations, or sightseeing early or late.


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, strikes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Attempt the language. Many Belgians—especially in the tourist trade and in cities—speak English, but if you learn some Dutch or French, even just a few phrases, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. Practice the survival phrases near the end of this book, and even better, bring a phrase book.


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Belgian people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best local beer, lace doily, or handmade praline. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”
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Belgium...here you come!
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BELGIUM


Map: Belgium


Belgium falls through the cracks. Wedged between Germany, France, and the Netherlands, and famous for waffles, Smurfs, and a statue of a little boy peeing, it’s no wonder it can get lost in the mix.


But Belgium rewards with richer sights than you might expect—and fewer tourist crowds. You’ll encounter some of Europe’s finest cuisine, including the best beer, creamiest chocolates, and tastiest French fries. Belgium’s town squares bristle with soaring spires and warm-brick gables. Its museums house lush paintings celebrating the glories of everyday life. From funky urban neighborhoods to tranquil convents, from old-fashioned lace to high-powered European politics—little Belgium delights.


With nearly 950 people per square mile, Belgium is the second most densely populated country in Europe (after the Netherlands). When viewed from space, Belgium shines at night as a single patch of light—a phenomenon NASA astronauts call the “Belgian Window.”


Despite its small size, Belgium is diverse. It’s divided—linguistically, culturally, and politically—between French-speaking Wallonia in the south and Dutch-speaking Flanders in the north, with bilingual Brussels in between. (“Flemish,” the Dutch spoken in Belgium, is even more guttural than textbook Dutch—insert your own “phlegmish” pun here.) And, because of its international business and political connections, more than 25 percent of its residents are foreigners who speak English as their common language.


Belgium is at the crossroads of Western Europe, where Romance languages meet the German world, and where the Protestant north meets the Catholic south. It was born as a merchant entity in medieval times (c. 1300-1500), when energetic traders made it one of Europe’s richest, most cosmopolitan, and sophisticated lands. On the other hand—located as it is in the cross fire between larger powers—it’s also been Europe’s battlefield. From Charlemagne to Napoleon, from the Habsburgs to Germany in two world wars, this country has paid a heavy price.
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But tiny Belgium has survived by producing savvy businesspeople and excellent linguists, and by welcoming new trends. I recently asked a local, “What is a Belgian?” He said, “We are a melting pot. We’re a mix culturally: one-third English for our sense of humor, one-third French for our love of culture and good living, and one-third German for our work ethic.”


Belgians have a directness that some find refreshing (and others find brusque). They revel in their wry, sardonic sense of humor—it can be hard sometimes to tell whether they’re putting you on. The art of the comic strip is deeply respected—the Smurfs and Tintin were created by Belgians. If you ask twentysomething Belgians what career they’re pursuing, and they say “comic books,” nobody snickers. Belgians are said to be born with a “brick in their stomach”—meaning they feel a deep-seated need to own a house, decorate it just so (hence the abundance of furniture shops), and invite their friends for dinner. Belgians are social, meeting up at sidewalk cafés or cozy pubs after work. On a beautiful spring day, it might seem like nobody here has a job—they’re all outside drinking beer.


Belgium flies the flag of Europe more vigorously than any other place on the Continent. There’s a feeling of being at the center of global events. But even with a thousand years of history behind it, the country seems determined to write a new chapter in its long and illustrious tale.




Belgium Almanac


Official Name: Royaume de Belgique/Koninkrijk België, or simply Belgique in French and België in Dutch.


Population: About 11.5 million Belgians are packed into their little country—58 percent are Flemish, 31 percent are Walloon, and 11 percent are “mixed or other.” About three-quarters are Catholic, and the rest are Protestant or other.


Latitude and Longitude: 50°N and 4°E. The latitude is similar to Calgary, Canada.


Area: With only 12,000 square miles, it’s slightly smaller than the state of Maryland, and one of the smallest countries in Europe.


Geography: Belgium’s flat coastal plains in the northwest and central rolling hills make it easy to invade (just ask Napoleon or Hitler). There are some rugged hills and ridges in the southeast Ardennes Forest. The climate is temperate.


Biggest Cities: Antwerp has a half-million inhabitants, Ghent has 250,000, and little Bruges has almost 120,000. Brussels has 170,000 people in the city proper, but 2 million in the capital region.


Economy: With few natural resources, Belgium imports most of its raw materials and exports a large volume of manufactured goods, making its economy unusually dependent on world markets. It can be a sweet business—Belgium is one of the world’s top exporters of chocolate. It’s prosperous, with a Gross Domestic Product of nearly $526 billion and a GDP per capita of about $46,000. As the “crossroads” of Europe, Brussels is the headquarters of NATO and the de facto capital of the European Union.


Government: Belgium is a parliamentary democracy, and its official head of state is King Philippe. Voting is compulsory. An average of 90 percent of registered voters participate in general elections (compared with 55 percent in the US).


Flag: Belgium’s flag is composed of three vertical bands of black, yellow, and red.


The Average Belgian: The average Belgian is 41 years old and will live to be 81. He or she is also likely to be divorced—Belgium has the highest divorce rate in Europe, with 70 for every 100 marriages. Beer is the national beverage: On average, Belgians drink 20 gallons a year, just behind the Dutch and just ahead of the Brits.








BRUGES
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ORIENTATION TO BRUGES


Brugge • Bruges


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Overview


Map: Bruges


TOURIST INFORMATION


ARRIVAL IN BRUGES


HELPFUL HINTS


GETTING AROUND BRUGES


Tours in Bruges


NEAR BRUGES


With pointy gilded architecture, stay-a-while cafés, vivid time-tunnel art, and dreamy canals dotted with swans, Bruges is a heavyweight sightseeing destination. It’s also a joy: Where else can you ride a bike along a canal, munch mussels and wash them down with the world’s best beer, savor heavenly chocolate, and see Flemish Primitives and a Michelangelo, all within 300 yards of a bell tower that jingles every 15 minutes? And do it all without worrying about a language barrier?


The town is Brugge (BROO-ghah) in Dutch, and Bruges (broozh) in French and English. Its name comes from the Viking word for “wharf.” Right from the start, Bruges was a trading center.


In the 11th century, the city grew wealthy on the cloth trade. As the middleman in the sea trade between northern and southern Europe, Bruges was an economic powerhouse and became one of the biggest cities in the world (as large as London, for a time). By the 14th century, it was the most important cloth market in northern Europe.


In the 15th century, while England and France were slugging it out in the Hundred Years’ War, Bruges was the favored residence of the powerful Dukes of Burgundy—and at peace. Commerce and the arts boomed. The artists Jan van Eyck and Hans Memling had studios here.


But by the 16th century, the harbor had silted up and the economy had collapsed. The Burgundian court left, Belgium became a minor Habsburg possession, and Bruges’ Golden Age abruptly ended.


For generations, Bruges was a backwater. In the 19th century, a new port, Zeebrugge, brought renewed vitality to the area. And in the 20th century, tourists discovered the town. These days, Bruges seems to be a particularly hot destination among British people—for whom it’s an easy weekend getaway.


Today, Bruges prospers because of tourism, but even with the crowds, it’s the kind of place where you don’t mind being a tourist. Just an hour west of Brussels by train, this uniquely well-preserved Gothic city is a handy gateway to Europe.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Bruges needs at least two nights and a full, well-organized day. With one day—other than a Monday, when the Groeninge and Sint-Janshospitaal museums are closed—a speedy visitor could try this ambitious Bruges blitz (which is outlined in my Bruges City Walk):








	9:30

	Climb the bell tower on the Markt (Market Square).






	10:00

	Tour the sights on Burg Square.






	11:30

	Tour the Groeninge Museum.






	13:00

	Eat lunch and buy chocolates.






	14:00

	Take a short canal cruise.






	14:30

	Visit the Church of Our Lady and see Michelangelo’s Madonna and Child.







	15:00

	Tour the Memling collection inside Sint-Janshospitaal (St. John’s Hospital).






	16:00

	Catch the De Halve Maan Brewery tour (can reserve in advance).






	17:00

	Relax in the Begijnhof courtyard.






	18:00

	Ride a bike around the quiet back streets of town or take a horse-and-buggy tour.






	20:00

	Enjoy the low light of magic hour on the Markt, then lose the tourists and find dinner elsewhere. Finish the evening with a unique Belgian beer in a local pub.









If this schedule seems too ambitious, skip the bell tower and the brewery—or stay another day.


Overview


The tourist’s Bruges is less than one square mile, contained within a canal (the former moat). Nearly everything of interest and importance is within a convenient cobbled swath between the train station and the Markt (Market Square; a 20-minute walk). Most tourists are concentrated in the triangle formed by the Markt, Burg Square, and the Church of Our Lady; outside of that tight zone, the townscape is sleepy and relatively uncrowded. Many of my charming recommended accommodations lie just beyond this zone.
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TOURIST INFORMATION



The main TI, called In&Uit (“In and Out”), is inconveniently located in the big, red concert hall on the square called ’t Zand (Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun until 14:00, ’t Zand 34, tel. 050-444-646, www.brugge.be). Better-located branches are at the train station and on the Markt, sharing a building with the Historium museum (both open daily 10:00-17:00). Look for the Bruges City Guide (€5, map, walking tour routes, sights/services), the free English-language What’s On Guide (train schedules, events), and the free “Use-It” map (tips for backpackers and the young-at-heart, also downloadable at www.use-it.travel).


ARRIVAL IN BRUGES


By Train: Bruges’ train station is situated in a clean, parklike setting, where travelers step out the door and are greeted by a taxi stand and a roundabout with center-bound buses circulating through every couple of minutes. Coming in by train, you’ll see the bell tower that marks the main square (Markt, the center of town). The station has a TI branch, ATMs, and lockers.


The best way to get to the town center is by bus (for details, see “Getting Around Bruges,” later). A taxi from the train station to most hotels is about €10-15.


It’s a 20-minute walk from the station to the center. To reach the Markt, cross the busy street and canal in front of the station, head up Oostmeers, and turn right on Zwidzandstraat. You can rent a bike at the station for the duration of your stay, but other bike-rental shops are closer to the center (see “Helpful Hints,” later).


By Car: Driving in town is very complicated because of the one-way system. The best plan for drivers: Park at the train station, visit the TI there, and rent a bike or catch a bus into town.
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Park in front of the train station in the handy two-story garage (€3.50 for 24 hours). The parking fee includes a round-trip same-day bus ticket into town for up to four people in your car (show parking ticket to staff at Lijnwinkel ticket office just outside the station).


There are pricier underground parking garages at the square called ’t Zand and around town (€9/day, all well-marked). Paid street parking is limited to four hours.



HELPFUL HINTS



Sightseeing Tips: The “Museumpas” combo-ticket is a good deal (available at the ’t Zand TI and city museums; see the next chapter for details). If you’re in Bruges on a Monday, when several museums are closed, consider the following activities or attractions: bell-tower climb on the Markt, Begijnhof, De Halve Maan Brewery tour, Basilica of the Holy Blood, City Hall’s Gothic Room, Bruges Beer Museum, Historium, chocolate shops and museum, and Church of Our Lady. You can also join a boat, bus, or walking tour, or rent a bike and pedal into the countryside.


Market Days: Bruges hosts markets on Wednesday morning (on the Markt) and Saturday morning (’t Zand). On good-weather Saturdays, Sundays, and public holidays, a flea market hops along Dijver in front of the Groeninge Museum. The fish market (vismarkt) sells souvenirs daily and seafood Wednesday through Saturday mornings until 13:00.


Bookstore: A good travel bookstore (which carries my guidebooks) is at #12 on the Markt.


Laundry: Bruges has several self-service launderettes. Ask your hotelier for the nearest, but one of the most central is The Laundrette (daily 10:00-22:00, Mon from 12:00, next to Hotel Marcel at Niklaas Desparsstraat 5, tel. 050-335-502, www.thelaundrette.be).


Bike Rental: Rates are generally the same around town (about €4-5/hour, €13-15/day, more for specialty bikes).


Bruges Bike Rental is central and cheap, with friendly service and long hours (show this book to get student rate—€10/day, no deposit required—just ID, daily 10:00-20:00, free child seats, behind the far-out iron facade at Niklaas Desparsstraat 17, tel. 050-616-108, www.brugesbikerental.be). Fietsen Popelier Bike Rental is also good (electric bikes available, 24-hour day is OK if your hotel has a safe place to store bike, no deposit required, daily 10:00-19:00, sometimes open later in summer, free Damme map, Mariastraat 26, tel. 050-343-262, www.fietsenpopelier.be). Koffieboontje Bike Rental is just under the bell tower on the Markt (tandem bikes available, daily 9:00-22:00, free child seats, Hallestraat 4, tel. 050-338-027).


De Ketting is less central, but cheaper than most (Mon-Fri 10:00-18:00, Sat-Sun from 12:30, Gentpoortstraat 23, tel. 050-344-196, www.deketting.be). Fietspunt Brugge is a big outfit at the train station (7-speed bikes available, Mon-Fri 7:00-19:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-20:00, just outside the station and to the right as you exit in the huge bicycle parking garage, tel. 050-396-826).


Best Town View: The bell tower overlooking the Markt rewards those who climb it with the ultimate Bruges view.
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GETTING AROUND BRUGES


Because the city is easily walkable, most visitors won’t need a bus or taxi except for traveling between the train station and the city center at the Markt.


By Bus: Nearly all city buses go directly from the train station to the city center and fan out from there. From the station, any bus marked Centrum will get you to the center in about four minutes. Buses #4, #13, and #14 drop you right on Markt square; #4 and #14 continue to the northeast part of town (to the windmills and recommended accommodations on and near Carmersstraat, stop: Gouden Handstraat). Buses #1, #6, #11, #12, and #16 stop on Dijver street, a block south of the Markt. After 20:30, catch the (less frequent) “evening line” #90 bus to the town center (marked Avondlijn).


If traveling from the city center back to the train station, catch any bus labeled Station. The handiest stop is Stadsschouwburg, two blocks north of the Markt on Vlamingstraat, right across from the City Theater—buses stopping here all go to the station (every five minutes).


A bus ticket is €3 and good for an hour. At the train station, you can buy tickets at the Lijnwinkel shop that’s curbside, just outside the station (cash or credit card; buy as many tickets as you need in advance); or simply hop on (with exact change) and pay the driver. If you’re going to Antwerp and/or Ghent and plan to use public transportation there as well, consider the 10-ride ticket for €16. You can use it in all three cities (and anywhere else in Flanders), and you can share the ticket with others. Though various day passes are available (such as a 24-hour pass for €6), there’s really no need to buy one for your visit. Bus info: www.delijn.be.


By Taxi: You’ll find taxi stands at the station and on the Markt (€10-15/first 2 kilometers; to get a cab in the center, call 050-333-881).



Tours in Bruges



Boat Tours


The most relaxing and scenic (though not informative) way to see this city of canals is by boat, with the captain narrating. All companies offer essentially the same thing: a 30-minute route (roughly 4/hour, daily 10:00-17:00), a price of €8 (cash only), and narration in three or four languages. Qualitative differences are because of individual guides, not companies. Let them know you speak English to ensure you’ll understand the spiel. Two companies give the group-rate discount to individuals with this book: Boten Stael (just over the canal from Sint-Janshospitaal at Katelijnestraat 4, tel. 050-332-771) and Gruuthuse (Nieuwstraat 11, opposite Groeninge Museum, tel. 050-333-393).


[image: Image]


Bike Tour


QuasiMundo Bike Tours leads daily five-mile bike tours around the city (€28, RS%, 2.5 hours, departs March-Oct at 10:00, in Nov only with good weather, no tours Dec-Feb). For more details and contact info, see their listing under “Near Bruges,” next page.


City Minibus Tour


City Tour Bruges gives a rolling overview of the town in an 18-seat, two-skylight minibus with dial-a-language headsets and video support (€20, 50 minutes, pay driver). The tour leaves every 30 minutes from the Markt (10:00-19:00, until 18:00 in fall, fewer in winter, tel. 050-355-024, www.citytour.be). The narration is slow-moving, but the tour is a lazy way to cruise past virtually every sight in Bruges.


Walking Tour


The TI arranges two-hour walks through the core of town (€12.50, 4/week July-Aug, Sat only in off-season, depart from TI on ’t Zand Square at 14:30, see schedule at www.visitbruges.be). Though earnest, the tours are heavy on history and given in two languages, so they may be less than peppy. Still, to propel you beyond the pretty gables and canal swans of Bruges, they’re good medicine. In the off-season, the TI occasionally organizes “winter walks”—ask.



Local Guides



Sylvie Brems gives three-hour walks (€120) and full-day tours (€240), and organizes guided tours of Ypres and WWI battlefields (mobile 0478-822-978, sylvie.brems@gmail.com). You can also hire a guide through the TI (typically €75 for a two-hour tour, reserve at least one week in advance).


Horse-and-Buggy Tour


The buggies around town can take you on a clip-clop tour (€50, 35 minutes; price is per carriage, not per person; seats five; buggies gather in the Markt).


NEAR BRUGES


Popular tour destinations from Bruges are Flanders Fields (famous WWI sites about 40 miles to the southwest; see that chapter for more information) and the picturesque town of Damme (four easy-to-bike miles to the northeast).


Quasimodo Countryside Tours


This company offers those with extra time two entertaining, all-day bus tours through the rarely visited Flemish countryside. A Flanders Fields tour concentrates on WWI battlefields, trenches, memorials, and poppy-splattered fields (Tue-Sun at 9:15, no tours Mon or in Jan, 8 hours, visit to In Flanders Fields Museum not included). Another tour focuses on Flanders’ medieval past and rich culture, with tastes of chocolate, waffles, and beer (departs Mon, Wed, and Fri at 9:15, 8 hours, no tours Dec-mid-Feb). Be ready for lots of walking.


Tours cost €69.50, or €59.50 if you’re under 26 (cash preferred, includes sandwich lunch, make required reservation online, at TI, or by calling 050-370-470, www.quasimodo.be).


Bike Tours


For do-it-yourself bike tours, see my bike ride to the historic town of Damme (here). My self-guided walk from the Markt to the moat is also good fun on a bike (here). For bike rental shops in Bruges, see “Helpful Hints,” earlier.


QuasiMundo Bike Tours offers a daily “Border by Bike” tour through the nearby countryside to Damme (€28, €16 if you already have a bike, RS%, reservations required, March-Oct, departs at 13:00, 15 miles, 4 hours, tel. 050-330-775, www.quasimundo.com). Meet at QuasiMundo’s office at Predikherenstraat 28 (be there 10 minutes before departure). Jos, who leads most departures, is a high-energy and entertaining guide.


[image: Image]


Charming Mieke of Pink Bear Bike Tours takes small groups on an easy and delightful 3.5-hour guided pedal along a canal to Damme and back, finishing with a brief tour of Bruges. English tours go daily through peak season and nearly daily the rest of the year (€27, €18 if you already have a bike, RS%, meet at 10:25 under bell tower on the Markt, tel. 050-616-686, www.pinkbear.be).
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SIGHTS & EXPERIENCES IN BRUGES


Bruges at a Glance


Sights in Bruges


Experiences in Bruges


BEER


CHOCOLATE


BIKING


While Bruges has several worthwhile museums and churches, the ultimate sight here is the town itself. After seeing the essential sights, I enjoy slowing down and savoring the city, whether it’s getting lost on the back streets, away from the lace shops and waffle stands, taking a bike ride along a quiet canal, learning about beer from passionate locals, or sampling chocolate at one of Bruges’ fine chocolatiers. This chapter covers both the top sights and best experiences Bruges has to offer.


Sightseeing Pass: The ’t Zand TI and city museums sell a “Museumpas” combo-ticket for €28 (valid for 3 days at 16 locations). Because the Groeninge and Sint-Janshospitaal museums cost €12 each, you’ll likely save money with this pass if you plan to see at least one other covered sight.


Sights in Bruges


ON OR NEAR THE MARKT


▲Markt (Market Square)


▲▲Bell Tower (Belfort)


▲Historium


▲▲Burg Square


▲Basilica of the Holy Blood (Heilig-Bloedbasiliek)


▲City Hall (Stadhuis)


SOUTH OF THE MARKT


▲▲Groeninge Museum


▲▲Church of Our Lady (Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekerk)


▲▲Sint-Janshospitaal Memling Collection (St. John’s Hospital)


▲▲Begijnhof


NORTHEAST OF THE MARKT


▲Markt to the Moat Stroll


Map: Markt to Moat Stroll


▲Folklore Museum (Volkskundemuseum)


Lace Center (Kant Centrum)


These sights are listed by neighborhood, covering the area around the Markt (Market Square) and Burg Square; the cluster of sights south of the Markt; and the less touristy area northeast of the core.


ON OR NEAR THE MARKT


All of these sights (except the Historium) are described in greater detail in the [image: Image] Bruges City Walk chapter—including details on visiting the interiors of the Basilica of the Holy Blood, the City Hall’s Gothic Room, and Renaissance Hall.



▲Markt (Market Square)



The crossroads of Bruges is one of the most enjoyable town squares in Belgium—and in this country, that’s really saying something. In Bruges’ heyday as a trading center, a canal came right up to this square. And today it’s still the heart of the modern city. The square is ringed by the frilly former post office, enticing restaurant terraces, great old gabled buildings, and the iconic bell tower. Under the bell tower are two great Belgian-style French-fry stands. The streets spoking off this square are lined with tempting eateries and shops.




Bruges at a Glance


▲▲Bell Tower Overlooking the Markt—the modern heart of the city—with 366 steps to a fine view and carillon close-up. Hours: Daily 9:30-18:00, last entry at 17:00. See here.





▲▲Burg Square Sight-filled historic square with impressive architecture. See here.





▲▲Groeninge Museum Top-notch collection of mainly Flemish art. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:30-17:00, closed Mon. See here.





▲▲Church of Our Lady Tombs and church art, including Michelangelo’s Madonna and Child. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, Sun from 13:30. See here.





▲▲Sint-Janshospitaal Memling Collection Art by the greatest of the Flemish Primitives, displayed in a medieval hospital. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:30-17:00, closed Mon. See here.





▲▲Begijnhof Peaceful medieval courtyard and Beguine’s House museum. Hours: Courtyard—daily 6:30-18:30; museum—Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00, closed Sun, shorter hours off-season. See here.





▲▲De Halve Maan Brewery Tour Fun beer tour. Hours: Tours on the hour Sun-Fri 11:00-16:00, Sat until 17:00. See here.





▲Historium Multimedia exhibit re-creating the sights, sounds, and smells of 1430s Bruges. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00. See here.





▲Basilica of the Holy Blood Romanesque/Gothic church housing a relic of the blood of Christ. Hours: Daily 9:30-12:00 & 14:00-17:30. See here.





▲City Hall Beautifully restored Gothic Room from 1400, plus the Renaissance Hall. Hours: Daily 9:30-17:00 (Renaissance Hall closes 12:30-13:30). See here.





▲Folklore Museum Well-presented exhibits of life in Bruges’ industrious Golden Age. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:30-17:00, closed Mon. See here.





▲Bruges Beer Museum History of Belgian beer and brewing, with tastings. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00. See here.





▲Choco-Story: The Chocolate Museum The delicious story of Belgium’s favorite treat. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00. See here.






▲▲Bell Tower (Belfort)



Most of this bell tower has presided over the Markt since 1300, serenading passersby with cheery carillon music. The octagonal lantern was added in 1486, making it 290 feet high—that’s 366 steps. The view is worth the climb...and probably even the pricey admission. Some mornings and summer evenings, you can sit in the courtyard or out on the square to enjoy a carillon concert (for details, see here).


Cost and Hours: €12; daily 9:30-18:00, last entry at 17:00 is strictly enforced—best to show up before; pay WC in courtyard, tel. 050/448-767.



▲Historium



I despise the Disneyfication of Europe, but this glitzy sight right on the Markt is actually entertaining—and it takes a genuine interest in history. It’s pricey and cheesy—sort of “Pirates of the Belgian-ean” (or maybe “Hysterium”)—but it immerses you in the story of Bruges in a way a textbook cannot.


Cost and Hours: €14, includes audioguide, virtual-reality option is more, daily 10:00-18:00, last entry one hour before closing, may be too creepy for kids, Markt 1, tel. 050-270-311, www.historium.be.


Visiting the Museum: The 35-minute audioguide tour leads you from room to room as it tells the story of medieval Bruges in the time of the painter Jan van Eyck. Using giant video screens, animatronic mannequins, fake fog, and even smell-o-vision, the rooms re-create life in Bruges during its heyday in the 1430s, bringing to life the gritty harbor, the sensuous (R-rated) bath houses, and Van Eyck’s studio. The story is engaging and—most important—rooted in real history, providing beautifully rendered glimpses of a medieval age when Bruges was a bustling and important metropolis.


[image: Image]


You emerge into a small museum that’s as good an introduction to the city’s history as you’ll find in Bruges. Don’t miss the panoramic terrace overlooking the Markt. One floor down, the Duvelorium, a self-described “grand beer café” (see details on here), lets you enjoy a pricey beer on the terrace with that same great view.



▲▲Burg Square



This opulent, prickly-spired square is Bruges’ civic center, the historic birthplace of Bruges, and the site of the ninth-century castle of the first count of Flanders. It’s home to the Basilica of the Holy Blood and City Hall (both described next). Today, it’s an atmospheric place to take in an outdoor concert while surrounded by six centuries of architecture.



▲Basilica of the Holy Blood (Heilig-Bloedbasiliek)



Originally the Chapel of Saint Basil, this church is famous for its relic of the blood of Christ, which, according to tradition, was brought to Bruges in 1150 after the Second Crusade. The lower chapel is dark and solid—a fine example of Romanesque style. The upper chapel (separate entrance, climb the stairs) is decorated Gothic. An interesting treasury museum is next to the upper chapel.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Church-free, treasury-€2.50, daily 9:30-12:00 & 14:00-17:30; Burg Square, tel. 050-336-792, www.holyblood.com.



▲City Hall (Stadhuis)



This complex houses several interesting sights, including a room full of old town maps and paintings, and the highlight—the grand, beautifully restored Gothic Room from 1400, starring a painted and carved wooden ceiling adorned with hanging arches. Your ticket also covers the less impressive Renaissance Hall (Brugse Vrije) next door, basically just one ornate room with a Renaissance chimney (separate entrance—in corner of square at Burg 11a).


Cost and Hours: €6, daily 9:30-17:00 (Renaissance Hall closes 12:30-13:30); tel. 050-448-743, www.brugge.be.


SOUTH OF THE MARKT


The following sights are covered in more detail in either a separate self-guided tour or walk chapter. Also in this area is the De Halve Maan Brewery, with an excellent beer tour (described later, under “Experiences in Bruges”).



▲▲Groeninge Museum



This museum houses a world-class collection of mostly Flemish art, from Memling to Magritte. While there’s plenty of worthwhile modern art, the highlights are the vivid and pristine Flemish Primitives. (In Flanders, “Primitive” simply means “before the Renaissance.”) Flemish art is shaped by its love of detail, the egos of its merchant patrons, and the power of the Church. Lose yourself in the halls of Groeninge: Gaze across 15th-century canals, into the eyes of reassuring Marys, and through town squares littered with leotards, lace, and lopped-off heads.


Cost and Hours: €12, more for special exhibits, ticket also covers nearby Arentshuis Museum (described on here); Tue-Sun 9:30-17:00, closed Mon; Dijver 12, tel. 050-448-743, www.brugge.be.


[image: Image] See the Groeninge Museum Tour chapter.



▲▲Church of Our Lady (Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekerk)



This imposing church brims with reminders of the wealth of medieval Bruges. Its prized possession is a delicate Madonna and Child sculpture, said to be the only Michelangelo statue to leave Italy in his lifetime (a Belgian cloth merchant with connections in Italy shipped the statue home in 1506). Note that the church is undergoing a major, years-long renovation, during which parts of the interior will be closed to visitors. It’s supposed to be finished by 2020—but it might take a miracle.


Cost and Hours: Entry to the rear of the church is free. To get into the main section costs €4; Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, Sun from 13:30; Mariastraat, tel. 050-448-711, www.brugge.be.


[image: Image]


For more on the church, see the [image: Image] Bruges City Walk chapter.



▲▲Sint-Janshospitaal Memling Collection (St. John’s Hospital)



This former monastery is one of the oldest hospital buildings in Europe. Besides preserving medieval wards where monks and nuns cared for the sick, its museum has a fine collection of artworks from the monastery chapel. Hans Memling, the greatest of the Flemish Primitives, created his St. John Altarpiece triptych for the hospital; you’ll also see his miniature, gilded-oak shrine to St. Ursula. Your ticket includes entry to the skippable old pharmacy (Apotheek) in a nearby building.


Cost and Hours: €12, Tue-Sun 9:30-17:00, closed Mon, across the street from the Church of Our Lady, Mariastraat 38, tel. 050-448-743, www.brugge.be.


[image: Image] See the Sint-Janshospitaal Memling Collection Tour chapter.



▲▲Begijnhof



The courtyard called the Begijnhof was once enclosed by buildings inhabited by members of a lay sisterhood, the Beguines. Though the original buildings are no longer there, the atmosphere may still make you want to don a habit and fold your hands as you walk under its wispy trees and whisper past its modest little homes. For a good slice of Begijnhof life, walk through the simple Beguine’s House museum.


Cost and Hours: Courtyard-free, daily 6:30-18:30; museum-€2, Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00, closed Sun, shorter hours off-season; museum is left of entry gate.
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Nearby: Just south of the Begijnhof is the waterway called Minnewater, an idyllic world of flower boxes, canals, and swans.


For more on the Begijnhof and Minnewater, see the [image: Image] Bruges City Walk chapter.


NORTHEAST OF THE MARKT


The less touristy streets north and east of the Markt are worth a wander—they don’t suffer from the intense crowd congestion of the main Markt-Burg-Church of Our Lady thoroughfare.



▲Markt to the Moat Stroll



(See “Markt to Moat Stroll” map, here.)


This tranquil walk takes you along postcard canals and through sleepy residential areas to the moat, where you can climb up inside a working windmill. The walk takes about 20 minutes (longer if you enter the sights). It’s also great on a bike and can be extended with a longer ride to Damme (described later).


[image: Image] Self-Guided Walk: From the Markt, head up Vlamingstraat (with the bell tower at your back, exit straight ahead up the top-right corner of the square).


Vlamingstraat: Two short blocks up this street, on the left, you’ll spot the stately, Neo-Renaissance-style City Theater (Stadsschouwburg). Notice how atypically broad this street is for claustrophobic Bruges. That’s because several old buildings were torn down to build this theater in 1869. This was a time of Flemish cultural revival—when Dutch-speaking people began to take pride in what differentiated them from the dominant French-speaking Belgians—and Dutch-language theater was an important symbol of Flemish pride. Notice the large plaza in front of the main entrance, dating from a time when classy horse carriages would drop off well-heeled theatergoers. French speakers wish actors a hearty “break a leg!” with the expression, “Je te dis merde!” (“I say crap to you!”). Back then, more merde meant more horse carriages...and a bigger audience.
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• A few steps past the theater, on the left, notice the Friet Museum, dedicated to the esteemed fry (described later in the chapter). A bit farther up and also on the left, look for the angled building set slightly back from the street, with yellow bricks and narrow windows. This marks a small square known as...


Oude Beursplein (Old Stock Exchange): While Amsterdam likes to lay claim to inventing the stock market, Bruges’ actually predates it. (See the old sign reading Huis Ter Beurze—House of the Stock Market.) In the mid-13th century, the Van der Beurse family built an inn here and offered discounted beers to passing merchants on their way between the tollhouse (which we’ll see soon) and the Markt. Gradually these hangouts began to host more formalized trading of goods and services. Much of this business took place out in this square; traders would scurry under awnings in case of bad weather. To kick off these meetings amid this chaos, they’d ring a bell, which is still used today to start and end stock trading sessions. And to this day, in most European languages, some variation of the word “Beurse” (Börse, borsa, etc.) means “stock market.” (Conveniently, the family name also means “purse.”)


Just after the old stock market, turn right up Academiestraat. The big building near the end of the street on your right is the Burghers’ Lodge (Poortersloge)—a meeting place of the local businessmen, similar to today’s Rotary clubs. Pause at the building’s ornate doorway, just before the square. Just above, notice the Latin message in golden letters with a few seemingly random capitalized letters; if you add them up, they represent the year of the building’s reconstruction after a devastating fire (VIXXCIVVIVMDVIVI—1655).


• You’ll pop out into a square called...


Jan Van Eyckplein: A large statue honors the painter in the middle of this charming waterfront square. In this bilingual city, he’s identified twice: the Dutch Jan van Eyck on the side facing you, and the French Jean van Eyck on the side facing the canal.


[image: Image]


On the left side of the square, you can’t miss the building with the big, fire-engine red doors. Sure enough, this was once the firehouse. But before that, it was the tollhouse (tolhuis). Although this canal once went all the way to the Markt (and water still runs under this square), entering vessels had to pause here to pay duties. Today it’s the library and archive for the province of West Flanders.


The extremely skinny facade just left of the tollhouse (with the four carved figures over the red door) is the Dockworkers’ House (Pijndershuisje). Above the door, notice the detailed carvings showing hardworking stevedores hunched beneath heavy loads. It’s no wonder the Dutch word for this thankless occupation was pijnder—“one who feels pain.”


[image: Image]


As the entry point for trade into the city, this neighborhood was an eclectic zone of sailors from around the world. Many international dockworkers lived in little enclaves near here. Looking at a map, you’ll see street names that echo this past: Spanjaardstraat (“Spaniard Street”), Biskajerplein (“Basque Square”), and Engelsestraat (“English Street”).


Facing the canal, find the brick house on the left corner. On the upper story, a statue of Mary stands in a niche, next to an old lamp. In the 18th century, when Bruges was in decline and in need of beautification, local authorities made landowners a deal: If they added a statue of Mary to their house, the city would install a gas light to illuminate it (the homeowner benefited from more light and security). Many burghers took them up on the offer, and more than 350 statues of Mary continue to decorate the city (many still with a lamp nearby). Once you start looking for them, you’ll see them everywhere.


• From here, enjoy a stroll through a...


Residential Canal Zone: From the square, head straight along the canal (left side), simply enjoying the serene scenery. When you hit the wide cross-canal, jog left, cross the bridge, and continue straight up Carmersstraat. At the fifth street on the right—tiny Korte Speelmansstraat—you’re a short block from the Folklore Museum and the Lace Center (both described later). After detouring there, backtrack to Carmersstraat and carry on straight until you pop out at the dike that separates Bruges from the old moat that surrounds it.


• Sitting on top of the dike is the...


St. Janshuys Windmill: In its heyday, bustling Bruges had 28 windmills, mostly used to grind grains. Built in 1770, this one was funded by several local bakers. Notice how its narrow base allows it to swivel to catch the prevailing wind. Windmill keepers had to be as skilled at riggings as sailors—ready to cover the blades with canvas when the conditions were right. If you’re curious about how this remarkable old technology operated, you can climb up the steep ladder-like stairs to enter the windmill (€4, Tue-Sun 9:30-12:30 & 13:30-17:00, closed Mon and Sept-April, tel. 050-448-743). In the top section, you’ll see the mighty gears and appreciate how wind power not only spun the giant millstones, but also harnessed pulleys to hoist up heavy sacks of grain from the ground below. The grain steadily trickled into the ever-spinning millstones, which ground it and poured it down the spout, in the lower area of the windmill. There it was bagged and hoisted down to send off to the awaiting baker.


[image: Image]


• If you’re on foot, you can keep strolling and explore the moat and other nearby windmills, including the tourable Koelewei Windmill (covered by St. Janshuys ticket, different style and an interesting complement but open only July-Aug). When you’re ready to head back, retrace your steps—and consider detouring to the Folklore Museum and Lace Center, if you haven’t yet visited these.


If you’re on a bike, you can turn left and head up along the moat—past three more windmills—before you angle off to the right and head for Damme (see directions later, under “Bike Ride to Damme”).



▲Folklore Museum (Volkskundemuseum)



While “folklore” usually indicates farming lifestyles and colorful costumes, urbane Bruges dedicates its Folklore Museum to the occupations that kept the city humming through its industrious Golden Age. It’s a well-presented little slice of Bruggian life, with modern exhibits filling a row of eight charming, interconnected 17th-century almshouses.


Cost and Hours: €6, €10 combo-ticket with Lace Center; Tue-Sun 9:30-17:00, closed Mon; Balstraat 43, tel. 050-448-764, www.brugge.be. To find it, ask for the Jerusalem Church.


Visiting the Museum: As you enter, borrow the English descriptions, which bring each room to life. You’ll see a schoolhouse; workshops for a cobbler, clogmaker, and barrelmaker; a grocery; and exhibits featuring devotional objects and pipes.


In the garden courtyard, you can play a traditional folk game, then head back up to the main building to see the rest of the collection: the late-19th-century inn/pub (In de Zarte Kat—look for the resident black cat), a typical living room, fragrant candy shop, pharmacy, hatmaker, tailor, costume collection, and more.


Lace Center (Kant Centrum)


Across the street from the Folklore Museum, this lace museum and school lets you learn about lacemaking and then see lace being made.


Cost and Hours: €6, €10 combo-ticket with Folklore Museum; Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, closed Sun, demonstrations usually 14:00-17:00, come when the demonstrations are scheduled; tel. 050-330-072, Balstraat 16, www.kantcentrum.eu.


Visiting the Lace Center: Your tour starts with a brief movie about the history of lace (and why it was regarded as women’s work). Next are exhibits explaining the different ways to make lace. A computer lets you try different techniques for making lace yourself—it ain’t easy.


[image: Image]




Lace


Beginning in the 1500s and especially throughout the 1600s, lace collars, sleeves, headdresses, and veils became fashionable with members of royalty, the aristocracy, and the Catholic Church. All this fine lace was made by hand—and was expensive. For a time, lacemaking was a significant part of several European economies. Even so, it was primarily a cottage industry, with women working from their homes, using patterns and threads supplied to them by lace dealers. The lacemakers made little money for their effort, but the industry helped many peasant families support themselves (the lace dealers, however, became wealthy from the trade).


[image: Image]


Men stopped wearing lace with the French Revolution of 1789, when suddenly lace for men seemed undemocratic and unmanly. Around 1800, machines replaced human hands, and except for ornamental pieces, the demand for lace died out.


These days, handmade lace is usually also homemade—produced by dedicated, sharp-eyed hobbyists who love their work. Lacemakers create their own patterns or trace tried-and-true designs. It requires total concentration to follow the intricate patterns. Producing a piece of lace by hand is time-consuming—which is why a handmade tablecloth can easily sell for €250 and up.


There are two basic kinds of lace: bobbin lace (a specialty in Bruges) and needle lace. To make bobbin lace, the lacemaker juggles many different strands tied to bobbins, “weaving” a design by overlapping the threads. Needle lace is more like sewing. The lacemaker uses a threaded needle to make loops and knots on top of a pattern in a fancy design. To see lace being made, drop by a demonstration at the Lace Center.





The payoff is upstairs in the demonstration room, where ladies chat merrily while making lace, usually using the bobbin technique perfected in Bruges. Observe as ladies toss bobbins madly while their eyes go bad. They follow mazelike patterns with a forest of pins to help guide their work.


Lace handiwork is on sale in the gift shop, along with materials for making lace on your own.


Nearby: Just down the street from the Lace Center is a lace shop with a good reputation, ’t Apostelientje (generally 10:00-12:00 & 13:30-17:00 but closed Tue morning, Sun afternoon, and all day Mon, Balstraat 11, tel. 050-337-860).



Experiences in Bruges



Bruges has some top-notch museums, but many of its charms are experiential: beer drinking, chocolate tasting, and bike riding.


BEER


Much as wine flows through all aspects of French or Italian cuisine, Belgians prize beer above all else. Bruges offers a wide variety of places to sample brews, one of the most accessible and enjoyable brewery tours in Belgium, and an interesting museum on beer. For more on Belgian beers, see the “Eating” section of the Practicalities chapter. For recommendations on shops where you can buy bottles, see here.


Pubs and Beer Halls


Hoisting a glass of beer is a quintessential ▲▲▲ Bruges experience. Here, pubs are not just pubs, they’re destinations, and places in the old center—which you’d think would be overrun by tourists—are the proud domain of locals, who are happy to educate you on the (sometimes) hundreds of choices. I’ve listed some of my favorite spots to sample Bruges beer starting on here.



▲▲De Halve Maan Brewery Tour



Belgians are Europe’s beer connoisseurs, and this handy tour is a great way to pay your respects. The only working, family brewery in Bruges, De Halve Maan produces two beers: Brugse Zot (“Fool from Bruges”) and Straffe Hendrik (“Strong Henry”). They also give entertaining and informative 45-minute tours. Avoid crowds by visiting early or late.


[image: Image]


During your tour, you’ll learn that “the components of the beer are vitally necessary and contribute to a well-balanced life pattern. Nerves, muscles, visual sentience, and healthy skin are stimulated by these in a positive manner. For longevity and lifelong equilibrium, drink Brugse Zot in moderation!” You’ll also hear about their new beer pipeline that runs two miles underground to their bottling plant (it was partially crowdfunded).


Their bistro, where you’ll drink your included beer, serves quick, hearty lunch plates daily and dinner Thu-Sat. You can eat indoors with the smell of hops, or outdoors with the smell of hops. This is a good place to wait for your tour or to linger afterward.


Cost and Hours: €10 tour includes a beer; tours run on the hour Sun-Fri 11:00-16:00, Sat until 17:00; smart to book online as tours can fill up—and you get a minor discount; lots of steep steps but a great rooftop panorama; Walplein 26, tel. 050-444-222, www.halvemaan.be.



▲Bruges Beer Museum



With a red-carpet entrance just off the Markt, this homage to beer’s frothy history overlooks the square from the top of the former post office.


Cost and Hours: €9, €15 ticket includes three tastings, daily 10:00-17:00, Breidelstraat 3, tel. 050-699-229, www.mybeerexperience.com.


Visiting the Museum: Head up three flights of steep stairs to the museum’s entrance, where you’ll get an iPad and headphones to tour the exhibit and learn about the history of beermaking. The most interesting section is on the top floor, where you can run your hands through raw hops, yeast, and barley while getting a step-by-step guide to modern brewing.


When you’ve had your historical fill, saunter down to the bar and trade the iPad for three tokens good for your choice of tasting-size beers from a rotating list of 16 local drafts. The bar offers Markt views and is also open to the public (ticket not required).


CHOCOLATE


Bruggians are connoisseurs of fine chocolate. You’ll be tempted by chocolate-filled display windows all over town. While Godiva is the best big-factory/high-price/high-quality brand, there are plenty of smaller family-run places in Bruges that offer exquisite handmade chocolates. All of the following chocolatiers are proud of their creative varieties and welcome you to assemble a 100-gram assortment of five or six chocolates.


A rule of thumb when buying chocolate: Bruges’ informal “chocolate mafia” keeps the price for midrange pralines quite standard, at about €28 per kilogram (or €2.80 for 100 grams). Swankier and “gastronomical” places (like The Chocolate Line or BbyB) charge significantly more, but only aficionados may be able to tell the difference. On the other hand, if a place is priced well below this range, be suspicious: Quality may suffer.


By the way, if you’re looking for value, don’t forget to check the supermarket shelves. Since the country is the largest producer of raw chocolate, Belgium’s stores always have a wall of quality chocolate. Try Côte d’Or Noir de Noir for a simple bar of pure dark chocolate that won’t flatten in your luggage.



▲Chocolate Shops



Katelijnestraat, which runs south from the Church of Our Lady, is “Chocolate Row,” with a half-dozen shops within a few steps. Locals rarely buy chocolate along here (as the prices are marked up for tourists), but this is a convenient place to shop. For locations, see the map on here.


Dumon: Perhaps Bruges’ smoothest, creamiest chocolates are at Dumon, just off the Markt (a selection of 5 or 6 chocolates are a deal at €2.80/100 grams). Nathalie Dumon runs the store with Madame Dumon still dropping by to help make their top-notch chocolate daily and sell it fresh. The Dumons will happily describe their chocolates to you—and they do it with an evangelical fervor. Try a small mix-and-match box to sample a few out-of-this-world flavors, and come back for more of your favorites. The family runs the original location just north of the Markt at Eiermarkt 6 (Wed-Mon 10:00-18:00, closed Tue, old chocolate molds on display in basement, tel. 050-346-282). A bigger, glitzier Dumon branch is at Simon Stevinplein 11. While technically their flagship store, it lacks the charm of the original—but they produce similar chocolates, offer additional types of pralines, and have a full coffee-and-hot-chocolate bar (daily 10:00-18:30, tel. 050-333-360). A third, less-interesting branch is farther south, at Walstraat 6.


[image: Image]


The Chocolate Line: Locals and tourists alike flock here to taste the gastronomique varieties (pricey at about €7/100 grams) concocted by Dominique Persoone—the mad scientist of chocolate. His unique creations mix chocolate with various, mostly savory, flavors. Even those that sound gross can be surprisingly good: Havana cigar (marinated in rum, cognac, and Cuban tobacco leaves), Deadly Delicious (a chocolate skull filled with raspberry and hazelnut paste), wine vinegar, fried onions, lime/vodka/passion fruit, wasabi, and tomatoes/olives/basil. The kitchen—busy whipping up 80 varieties—is on display in the back. Enjoy the window display, refreshed monthly (Tue-Sat 9:30-18:30, Sun-Mon from 10:30, between Church of Our Lady and the Markt at Simon Stevinplein 19, tel. 050-341-090).


BbyB: This chichi, top-end chocolate gallery (whose name stands for “Babelutte by Bartholomeus,” for the Michelin-starred restaurateur who owns it) lines up its pralines in a minimalist display case like priceless jewels, each type identified by number. If you don’t mind—or actually enjoy—the pretense, the chocolates are top-notch (about €5 for a 5-flavor sleeve, €10 for a sleek 10-flavor sampler box; Tue-Sat 10:00-18:00, closed Sun-Mon; Sint-Amandsstraat 39, tel. 050-705-760, www.bbyb.be).




A Brief History of Chocolate


While Belgium’s chocolatiers rake in the euros today, their customers are just the latest in a long line of chocoholics.


[image: Image]


Ancient Central American indigenous groups—from the Aztecs to the Mayans to the Olmecs—indulged in cocoa products for centuries; the earliest evidence of cocoa consumption dates to around 2000 BC. Cocoa was so prized that some societies used it as currency.


In 1519, the Aztec emperor Montezuma served Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés a cup of hot cocoa (xocoatl) made from cocoa beans, which were native to the New World. It ignited a food fad in Europe—by 1700, elegant “chocolate houses” in Europe’s capitals served hot chocolate (with milk and sugar added) to wealthy aristocrats. By the 1850s, the process of making chocolate candies was developed, and Belgium, with a long tradition of quality handmade luxuries, was at the forefront.


Cocoa comes from a big orange fruit that grows primarily in the tropical climates of Central and South America. The fruit’s gooey pulp and beans are scooped out and left to ferment, then sun-dried for two weeks. The beans are roasted, creating “nibs”—the essence of cocoa.


Chocolate straight from the bean is very bitter, so nibs are processed into cocoa paste or cocoa butter, and the byproduct is ground again to make cocoa powder. Cocoa butter and cocoa paste are mixed together and sweetened with sugar to make chocolates. (Dark chocolate has a higher concentration of cocoa paste, while milk chocolate has more cocoa butter as well as milk powder.)


Europeans created the first chocolate bar in 1847. In 1876, a Swiss man named Henry Nestlé added concentrated milk, creating milk chocolate. And in 1912, Swiss confectioner Jean Neuhaus invented the Belgian praline in Brussels. Later innovators perfected the process, among them the Greek-American chocolatier Leonidas Kestekides, who started his internationally renowned company in Belgium.


Belgians divide their confections into two categories: Truffles have soft, crumbly chocolate shells filled with buttercream, while pralines are made of a hard chocolate shell with a wide range of fillings—totally different from the sugar-and-nuts French praline.


Belgians take chocolate seriously, and rightly so: It’s an essential—and delicious—part of the economy.





Confiserie De Clerck: Third-generation chocolatier Jan sells his handmade chocolates for about €1.50/100 grams, making this one of the best deals in town. Some locals claim his chocolate’s just as good as at pricier places, while others insist that any chocolate this cheap must be subpar—taste it and decide for yourself. The time-warp candy shop itself is so delightfully old-school, you’ll want to visit one way or the other (Mon and Wed-Sat 10:00-18:00, closed Sun and Tue, Academiestraat 19, tel. 050-345-338).



▲Choco-Story: The Chocolate Museum



This kid-friendly museum with lots of artifacts fills you in on the production of truffles, bonbons, hollow figures, and solid bars of chocolate.


Cost and Hours: €8, includes chocolate bar; various combo-tickets include the Lamp Museum, Friet Museum, and Diamond Museum; daily 10:00-17:00, last entry 45 minutes before closing; where Wijnzakstraat meets Sint Jansstraat at Sint Jansplein, three-minute walk from the Markt; tel. 050-612-237, www.choco-story-brugge.be.
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Visiting the Museum: Head up the stairs by the gigantic chocolate egg to follow the chronological exhibit, tracing 4,000 years of chocolate history. You’ll discover why, in the ancient Mexican world of the Maya and Aztec, chocolate was considered the drink of the gods, and cocoa beans were used as a means of payment.


Higher up, you’ll learn how chocolates are made and how Belgian pioneers perfected the process. And on the top floor, you’ll view a delicious little video and learn more about the big-name Belgian chocolatiers (including some less-than-subtle product placement for Belcolade, which owns this museum). The finale is downstairs in the “demonstration room,” where—after a 10-minute cooking demo—you get a taste.


Related Sights: The owners of the Chocolate Museum operate two similarly hokey but endearing museums that are open the same hours. Neither one is worth its €7 individual admission, but both are cheap add-ons with one of the Chocolate Museum’s combo-tickets.


The museum owner’s wife got tired of her husband’s ancient lamp collection...so he opened the Lamp Museum (Lumina Domestica) next door. While obscure, it’s an impressive and well-described collection showing lamps through the ages.


The same folks also run the Friet Museum, a few blocks away (at Vlamingstraat 33, www.frietmuseum.be). While this fun-loving and kid-friendly place tries hard to elevate the story of the potato, this is—for most—one museum too many. Still, it’s the only place in the world that enthusiastically tells the story of French fries, which, of course, aren’t even French—they’re Belgian.


BIKING


The Dutch word for bike is fiets (pronounced “feets”). And though Bruges’ sights are close enough for easy walking, the town is a treat for bikers. A bike quickly gets you into dreamy back lanes without a hint of tourism. Take a peaceful evening ride through the town’s nooks and crannies and around the outer canal. Consider keeping a bike for the duration of your stay—it’s the way the locals get around. You can try one of the following rides, or ask at the rental shop for maps and ideas (see “Bike Rental” on here for more info).



▲Markt to the Moat Ride



My self-guided walk from the Markt to the Moat (see listing earlier) is equally as fun on a bike. As this area is less touristy, it’s less congested and easy to navigate on a bike. When you reach the end of the described route, you can circle the moat in either direction on the fine bike paths or continue riding, following the route described next.



▲Bike Ride to Damme



For the best short bike trip out of Bruges, pedal four miles each way to the nearby town of Damme. You’ll enjoy a whiff of the countryside and see a working windmill while riding along a canal to a charming (if well-discovered) small market town. While Damme is cute, it’s sleepy, with little to see—take this ride mostly as an excuse to pedal through the countryside, between canals and farm fields. Allow about two hours for the leisurely round-trip bike ride and a brief stop in Damme. The Belgium/Netherlands border is a 40-minute pedal (along the same canal) beyond Damme.


• Head east from Bruges’ Markt through Burg Square and out to the canal. (Or, for a more entertaining route, follow the directions under my “Markt to the Moat Stroll,” earlier.) At the canal, circle to the left, riding along the former town wall and passing four windmills (including the St. Janshuys Windmill, described earlier). After the last windmill, at Dampoort, turn right across the second of two bridges (at the locks), then continue straight along the north/left bank of the Damme Canal (via Noorweegse Kaai/Damse Vaart-West).


[image: Image]


The Damme Canal (Damse Vaart): From Dampoort you’ll pedal straight and level along the canal directly to Damme. There’s no opportunity to cross the canal until you reach the town. The farmland to your left is a polder—a salt marsh that flooded each spring, until it was reclaimed by industrious local farmers. The Damme Canal, also called the Napoleon Canal, was built in 1811 by Napoleon (actually by his Spanish prisoners) in a failed attempt to reinvigorate the city as a port. Today locals fish this canal for eels and wait for the next winter freeze. Old-timers have fond memories of skating to Holland on this canal—but nowadays such a hard freeze is a rare event (ask locals about the winter of 2008-2009).
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