Life in Belgium

Our new home
2/2/09 Leuven

Our flight landed and we sat at the
railway station in Brussels, waiting for
our train to take us to our new home. It
was dark already by the time we arriveo
We didn't get to pay too much attention
because of the jet lag, bwe were happy
to see that our new home was in an ugl
building facing a beautiful building, so
we are the ones with the nice view. We
woke up at 4am and had a wander
through our beautiful new city, with
stunning buildings, a multitude of statue
and a light dusting of snow. Our
adventure begins...

Q and A about Belgium
3/2/09 Leuven

Knowledge about Belgium in Australia is very limited, so whenever we tell people we are
moving to Belgium we get a host of questions. The regular questians big isBelgium?

(twice the size o8ydney),how many people0 million), what languages do they speak?
(Flemish, French, German and Wallpomwhat is the national disi8teamed mussels and fijes
Other questions range from the geographically limitegkéBelgiumhave a coastline? Is it near
Francé) to the geographically confusedlfat country iBelgiumin?), or from the culturally
limited (is it okay to wear bikinis ilBelgiun) to the culturally confusedi¢ you get danger pay
for working inBelgiunt).

(for the geographically and culturally limited/confusegks, yes, it is its own country, no but
only because it is too cold, no

This story may only be amusing to
Belgians
4/2/09 Leuven

A friend of mine was telling me an amusing
story about the language differences in
Belgium, where Belgian French is
considered by the French to be childish (in
fact, on French TV a Belgian accent is often
used to portray a silly character), while the
Belgians find classical French to be
excessively complicated. He was giving a
talk in English at a French University (being
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Flemish he is more comfortable talking in English than French) and after his talk a Professor in
the audience asked a technical questiofrench:

"Qu'estce que la plaque avamus utilise?'("What plate did you use?")
He replied in Belgian FrenchNonantesix puits”(literally "ninety-six wells")

The Professor repliedNonantesix? Qu'estce que c'est en francaig?Ninety-six? What is that
in French?") to much amusement of the audience, but my friend won with his retort (in English):
"That is four times twenty plus sixteen"

(my apologies if | mangled the French beyond recognition)

Belgian banking
5/2/09 Leuven

We opened upur Belgian bank account today, and they are very security conscious about online
banking. No simple password to open up your online banking page like in Australia or America,
instead they give you a small portable card reader and when you log on tokhedbesite and

put in your card details they give you a "challenge”(a series of random numbers) and you then
have to insert your card into the card reader,

enter the challenge, enter your pin number
and you then get an "answer", which you cs
then use torswer the challenge on the
website. | guess that stops anyone from
using spyware to figure out your online {og
in, because the challenge and answer is
different each time, but I'm sure it will be a
pain having to lug around the portable card
reader with me

Our commune
7/2/09 Leuven

| lost our first weekend in Belgium to an eal
infection, but things are getting better now.
After paying through the nose for health ca
in America | was worried at how much the
doctors visit would cost usbecause while |
registered in our commune on Friday, until
the registration is formalised | have to pay
the full cost for health care.

The commune registration is very quaint.
You have to line up at the town hall with
your residence contract to prove that you



Life in Belgium

live in thecommune. Some time over the next week the police will make a visit to your house to
ensure that you do indeed live there, then they will send you your registration card, which allows
you access to health care, unemployment benefits and so forth.

Registraion registers you in both a Community and a Region. Regions are basically States, with
Flanders, Walloon and Brussels being the three Regions, with responsibility over most physical
infrastructure. Communities are a parallel division of power, being negige for intangibles

such as language and culture, but also (oddly enough) health care. The three Communities are
the Flemish, French and German. So someone living in Flanders will be registered in the Region
of Flanders and the Flemish Community, songelbring in the French part of Walloon will be
registered in the Region of Walloon and the French Community, someone living in the German
part of Walloon will be registered in the Region of Walloon and the German Community, while
someone living in Brusseill be registered in the Region of Brussels and either the French or
Flemish Community, depending on their choice (since Brussels is the only officially Bilingual
city). The Communities and Regions are quite important, as the Federal Government has been
stripped of power by the Flemisfrench
dispute.

The Belgian health care system works as
a multisector universal healiinsurance
system with thirgparty health providers
financed through public taxation on the
Asolidarity principleo.
developed in 1894, and essentially
means that every pgon has to register
with a private fAsick fu
choice, which are dominated by the
Catholic, Socialist and Liberal funds.
People do not pay anything to their
health insurance directly, instead
insurance funds only get money when
people use healitare services. When
someone does use a health care service
they pay a small percentage (depending
on how vital it is- for life-saving

services they pay nothing) and the health
insurance fund pays the rest and claims
reimbursement (plus an administrative
cost) from the government. Since the
government is obliged to pay without
medical review, in Belgium the health
insurance funds try to get everyone to
access as much health care as possible,
unlike America where they tend to do
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everything possible to keeegple from using health care. As a result there is actually an
oversupply of health care, no waiting lists, a hospital within 20km of every person and a doctor
for every 300 people.

Luckily this meant | could just walk into a doctors surgery to get scppgion for my ear

infection, and even paying full price due to a lack of a registration card the appointment was
reasonablej ust 030. Our worries about | anguage i ss
seamlessly switched from Flemish to English andreekoddly embarrassed when he found the

only flaw in his English ability not knowing the English name for the skin lining the ear canal

(do we even have a word for that?).

The University Library
8/2/09 Leuven

In the centre of the city the largest age, the Ladeuzeplein, is dominated by the University
Library. The square is named after a former rector of the University, Monseigneur Paulin
Ladeuze, but is still known as the Clarisse, the religious order who had a monestery that was
pulled down in 17830 build the square.

The University Library was first built in 1725, built in baroque style. However the original
building was destroyed in 1914, when German troops set fire to it. It was rebuilt by Whitney
Warrens in Low Countries ne@naissance styia 1921 with aid from the universities in the

United States. This aid is reflected in the building, which is inscribed with the names of the
American universities who provided funding, sports an American Eagle holding an American
flag and has the numbet8" incorporated into the building to reflect the 48 states (such as the
48 bells of the carillon). The building was largely destroyed again in 1944 (ironically enough by
American bombs), but was reconstructed according to the 1921 design.

There are twonteresting statues in the square outside the University Library. The first is "Ode to
Friendship", a statue of a hot air balloon rising up into the sky bearing three men and a dog. The
second statue, the Totem,

was built in 2005 by Jan

Fabre on a commissioby

the University to celebrate its

| 575th anniversary. Oddly

enough, he created a 23

metre tall steel spike

skewering a giant bug.

Garbage Day
9/2/09 Leuven

Everything is a travel
experience when you are
living overseas. It is
interesting how some thisg
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are so much cheaper than you are use to, while others are incredibly expensive. We went to our
local chocolatetier, Leonidas, and bought four exquisite Belgian chocolates to have for desert.

We couldndét believe our e amreschangeeand inddcteshehaslk e d f
to show us the receipt before we understood. Divine bread and gourmet cheeses are available far
cheaper than you could get anywhere in Australia or America.

Other things, by converse, are far more expensive. Arollgfa0r bage bags? 020. A
a very clever system. Instead of paying a fixed fee for the service of garbage collection, in

Belgium households pay instead a fee for brown garbage bags and collection is free. It is a very
clever use of the financiah¢entive- in Australia you pay the same regardless of how much

garbage you produce, while in Belgium if you halve the number of garbage bags you produce

you halve the cost of garbage disposal. It also encourages recycling, as plastic bottles can be put

out in a cheaper blue garbage bag, so separating out recycling saves significant amounts of

money. Just woe betide anyone who attempts to dispose of regular garbage in a blue bag!

Divided in all things
10/2/09 Leuven

Across Europe lies what is called thntibiotic border". South of the border in the Romantic
countries (France, Spain, Italy, etc) antibiotic use is very high, while north of the border in the
Germanic countries (the Netherlands, Germany, Scandinavia, etc) antibiotic use is halved. This
provides a differential selective pressure for antibiotic resistance, and indeed in southern Europe
25% ofStreptococcus pneumoni#ections are antibiotic resistant, while in northern Europe

only 5% are antibiotic resistant. In what may be no surprise @id, this "Antibiotic border"
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runs straight through Belgium along the language border, with the Flemish having lower
antibiotic use and resistance and the Walloons having higher antibiotic use and resistance.
Exactly why is the cause for much argumeat® the Walloons overly demanding for
medication? Or is it a relic of coal mining and industrial history giving more frequent lung
infections in the south?), but it is interesting that in this, as in many other things, Belgium is
divided.

Dikke truiendag
12/2/09 Leuven

Tomorrow is "dikke truiendag”, sie university is going to drajpe heating down to 19

degrees. It is part of a Flemish government campaign to heighten awareness about energy usage
and climate change, with the drop in temperature byalégrees cutting carbon dioxide

emissions by 7%. I'm not sure if the best approach is really to make a slightly cold day and
encourage people to wear sweaters and provide free hot drinks to everyone, but at least they are
promoting public awareness. Fartaal change though, it would be better if the public wasn't

aware- just drop the temperature by half a degree every year, increase insulation and feed more
wind power into the grid. Real progress will happen on climate change when people realise that
ther day to day lifestyle doesn't need to be effected.

House hunting in Brussels
14/2/09 Brussels

We had a nice lead on
an apartment near
South Brussels train ==
station, so we hopped §§|
on a train from Leuven =
to Brussels. Lydia was [
tickled when the ticket &=
lady gave her a ‘
chocolate bar for
Valentine's day,
covered in pink
wrapping "For You :
For your love". It was
such a beautiful day
that we got off the
train at central station
and walked around the
Grand Place. | wanted a chance to take photos of the be#idtilde ville and Museum de la

ville de Bruxelles, standing either side of one of the most beautiful town squares in Europe. We
also saw Manneken Pis dressed up for carnival, then we took the train to south station. The
apartment we were there to lookvads rather cramped and in an old crumbly building, but up on
the 11th floor the view was magnificent, looking out north onto the high town and south onto
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greater Brussels. It also had a view over beautiful Hotel des Monnaies, the type of view that
makes p for a lot...

The Men of the Year and the statues of Leuven
14/2/09 Leuven

Leuven is packed full of odd little statues, partly because it has been an important town for
hundreds of years, a centre of learning and religion, and partly becausdviairthen van het

jaar, the "Men of the Year". This is a friends' association unique to Leuven, based around men
who share a birth year. Each year has it own club with its own emblem, flag and costume, which
are displayed in the Town Hall. When each circla$u40 they start to organise activities,

festivals or parades, one each year until they turn 50, which they celebrate with a major event,
such as the unveiling of a new statue. The circle members are then called Abrahams and have no
further obligations t@rganise events.

With our beautiful blue sky for Valentine's Day, we walked around the city to see a sample of the
statues. There is Fiere Margriet (Proud Daisy), hovering naked above a rock. There is the
Kattenpomp, built in 1729 to illisate a tradibnal folk song:

ATwee emmer kes water hal en,
Twee emmerkes pompen,

De meisjes met hun klompen

De meisjes van de kattestraateeo

A crude translation doesn't seem to make any sense,ibatfilk song after all.

ATwo buckets of we’
Two bucket pumps,

The girls with their wooden shoes

The girls of Cat S

Just outside an apartment block on Brusselstraat is a si
statue "De Koeieschieter" (the Cowshooters). The citiz
of different towns around Flanders all have a nickname|
and for Leuven theyra called "Cowshooters". This is
because of an event during the siege of 1691, when the
Leuven militia heard footsteps in fog and bravely set uf
formation to battle the approaching French army, who |
turned out to be a herd of cattle. There is a st&alPaep
Thoon, a jester at the Church in the 15th century, one t
Erasmus (1461536), the famous scholar, reformer and
lecturer at the University of Leuven, and one to Edouar
Remy, a 19th century industrialist who actually cared
about the conditionfavorkers. Another statue, outside
the Augustinian convent on Brusselstraat is dedicated t
Jozef de Veuster, who (as Father Damiaan) went to
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Hawai'i to look after lepers, insisting that their carers should live among the lepers rather than
keeping them aarms length. He died in 1889 from leprosy.

Villers Abbey and Carnival for children
21/2/09 Villers le Ville

We were flicking through the list of Carnival festivals in French Belgium and came across
Carnival for Children in Villers le Ville. Since theined Villers Abbey is meant to be one of the
most spectacular sites (and, indeed, sights) in Belgium, we thought it would make a nice day trip.
From our small Flemish town we could hop onto a train and watch as the small brick Flemish
houses turned intBrench farm houses. The farmland and forests didn't seem to notice that we
had crossed the language border.

In Villers la Ville we

had delicious pastries at
the local patisserie. One
of the most delightful
things about living in
Belgium is how
ubiquitousexcellent
food is. Good food is
not reserved for special
occasions, it is to be
enjoyed every day.

Interestingly, the
. appreciation of good
. food in French culture
iS not as ancient as may

’ 2 : - be expected. It is
probably only in the the 16th century that Fref[oxbd started to dlverge from English food. In
England, the Protestant Reformation, in rebellion to the decadent ways of the Catholics, praised
plain ordinary food that did not bring any sinful pleasure to the eater. Like sex, thgiead
intent of the at was to be functional rather than pleasurable, although unlike sex the Protestants
actually succeeded in ruining the pleasurable aspect of eating. In France, on the other hand, the
16th century ushered a period in which the art of eating was beingdefiitb gourmet chefs
being brought in by Catherine de'Medici from around Europe to fashion a unique fusion cuisine
for the tables of the French elite.

The menu of the elite was far different from that being eaten by the masses, until, as an
unexpected awsequence of the French Revolution, suddenly many great chefs were out of a job
in the aristocratic houses and looking to feed the common people. The love affair with great food
in everyday life has only grown stronger since.

Villers Abbey was surprisinglglorious. With no anticipation we had no expectation, and the
sudden shock of the virevered ruins of a great building flicking past us on the train was a
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pleasant surprise. The Abbey was founded in 1146 for the Cistercian order, a Catholic order
which placed great spiritual emphasis upon physical labour rather than intellectual pursuit. The
site was greatly expanded in the 13th century, with an entirely new Abbey being rebuilt and
25,000 acres being controlled in a feudal manner by the Abbott.

In 179%, the Republican French administration closed the Abbey and sold it to a material
merchant, who started to demolish it to sell as raw stone. Luckily, the market must not have been
as all consuming then as it was today, for it left behind most of therarkef the Abbey,

with mainly pillers and roofing stone being removed. Even half of the spectacular 300 foot long
and 70 foot tall Church is fully intact, with the vaulting ceiling remaining strong despite the
growth of vines and trees. The Cistercianl@ostyle of the building lends itself to being
appreciated in ruin. Unlike the ornate decadence of Catholic Churches best appreciated in full
glory, the Cistercian aesthetic prohibited glory in the form of rich details or materials. Instead
beauty was thee achieved only though the natural stone, with an emphasis on the mathematical
design of harmony. Such a building displays very well even when left to the ravages of time for
over 200 years, and | cannot imagine it being more beautiful if it werensiditi

The Children's Carnival of Villers le Ville was a small local affair, but one in which the town
obviously threw its heart into. Lead by a brass band a parade of costumed children entered the
Carnival Hall to elect a King and Queen of the Carni@adce there the children, dressed up as
furry animals, pirates, trees, Indian Princesses, cowboys or bizarre combination of many things
which interest children, were entertained by clowns. The plot of the show made little sense to

X . me, with the clown invitig a man up onto the

/ LIl stage then carefully seating him and, while

elaborating shaving the man, sneaking swigs out
of the bottle of red wine must to the delight of the
children.

Possibly it would have made more sense if |
understood French, but judging frahe look of

the other adults there the issue appeared to be age
rather than language. The small differences were
noticeable very few parents had cameras out to
record the moment, beer and wine were

obviously available and were consumed without
fuss in font of small children, and the street food
stall outside was selling escargot.

Belgian Labour
21/2/09 Leuven

The cost of labour in Belgium is quite high.
Taxes are the highest in Europe, at 55.4% (as an
aside, while the taxes are used in a progressive
manner, on health care, public transport and
education for all, they are raised in a regressive



Life in Belgium

manner, as there are no capital gains or wealth taxes to bother those born rich and the maximum
income tax bracket ki cks i nwetateammhtieextréng Aght2 7 0,
- a flat tax). Wages are also very high compared to the cost of living, even after tax, especially

for low income jobs. In the academic world, a PhD student orgustn Belgium makes far

more than they would in Americaltlgough at the upper end of the income scale the Professor
makes several times less than their counterpart across the pond.

The Right tell us constantly that we need to drive wages down, as the high cost of wages drives
up the price of goods (with the itngation that consuming is of greater importance than earning

a living) and wages that are too high will drive down the demand for labour (of course, it goes
without saying that the Right are concerned only that the cost of blue collar wages are too high
for the elite of course high wages are perfectly acceptable). You would expect, therefore, that the
Belgium economy would be orientated away from labour use.

Not so, we have noticed. In fact, labour use seems conspicuously higher. A new credit dard is no
sent to our mail box, instead it involved an héang visit with the bank manager. When we
registered in our commune the administration lady pulled out agpoioeof our apartment

building and confirmed which apartment was ours, so that our locakpalman (and | do mean

local, our policewoman patrols just a couple of streets) knew which one to visit when she came
to visit us, as they do all new residents. Our internet connection through clearwire gave only one
bar and a man came straight out to @eyund with it, and when he found one location fixed the
problems he helped rearrange the furnitundnen the same happened in Seattle we rang up and
were given phone directions as to the best position. The chocolatier gladly spends time helping
us to deide which flavour to buy, even with other customers waiting patiently behind us.

Waitors let you enjoy your table for as long as you desire, without anytnotseibtle hints to

leave and maximise twowver. In the fashionable stores lining the Bondgemi@e (and make no
mistake- they are all fashionable stores) employees outnumber customers and stare serenely out
of the windows. In the most fashionable stores employees even outweigh the number of items for
sale.

Into the mountains
22/2/09 Verviers

" As the train took us east from
Leuven to Verviers the land
slowly rose up and then turned
positively hilly. We started to
see more of towns than just the
rows of little brick houses with
their strangely elongated back
yards- the small hills allowed
housesand Churches to rise up
above the countryside and stare
down at us. By the time we
reached Verviers the track even
needed to cut through tunnels
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and arc across gulleys. Verviers itself is set in a valley, of the Vesdre River, and with the visible
presencef houses lining the cliff tops looked much larger than Leuven, which is so flat you
never see more than the next block, even though it is only half its size. Verviers took advantage
of its days as an international powerhouse in the textiles industryldoaliew nice monuments

and statues, an investment which paid off as it left it a pretty enough town even hundreds of
years after its heyday.

Cwarmé
22/2/09 Malmédy

From Verviers we caught a bus through/§§
the snowy highlands of Hautes Fagnes @
the town of Malmédy, in the German
speaking Eastern Cantons of Belgium. §
The Eastern Cantons only became part §
Belgium in 1920, after they were
annexed from Germany as part oét
Treaty of Versailles after the end of
World War | (as compensation for
Germany violating Belgium's neutrality
in the Great War). They were called in
Belgium thecantons rédimégshe
"redeemed cantons”, because originally

they had been part of the lod8elgian area, being taken over by Prussia following the
redrawing of the map of Europe at the Congress of Vienna in 1815.

We were in Malmedy to see the famous Cwarmé carniVed.celebration is an ancient one,

with the earliest recorded document in @48plying that the tradition was well established even
then. It has been banned several times but has always rebounded. Cwarmé is a simply delightful
event. It is fun, participative, genuine and histettie fifteen costumes worn can stretch back
hundrels of years and include not just a costume but an entire personna, with rights and
obligations, rules and exceptions. With ease, Cwarmé is the parade which | have enjoyed the
most, laughing at loud with pure

delight and anticipating the next quirk

% Beforethe parade a brass band marches
' la Haguete to the town square. La
Haguéte are dressed in rich velvets with
large coloured ostrich feathers pluming
from their hats. They carry around a
hapetchar (flesh snatcher) which was
originally designed to immobilise

lepars. During the medieval dance they
use it to make noise and in display, but
later on in the parade they would pinch
bystanders on the legs with it, until they




Life in Belgium

would bow down and beg for mercy "Pardo
Hagu te, °~ |l 6cawe d
jaméspus” (Forgive me, Haguéte, | swear o
the broomstick, | will never do it again).
Following the dance by la Haguéte, le
Harlikin entered, dressed as bright clowns, §#
and started to dance together in a knife figh

With the dances complete, the parade begags
With only 11,000 people in Malmedy and &=
2,500 of them in the parade, every onlooke
was right at the front and felt drawn into the™
parade by the different characters.

My favourite were le LongNé, who walked around in strings of around six, with thainds in
white gloves folded behind their backs, the red noses of their maskes tilted into the sky and their
small pipe leading the way. When the lead Ldvgfound a victim, they would start to follow
and imitate them in every way, each in turn down ithe. [Their victim would join into the
parade and try to confuse them, walking backwards so the-Nérgpuldn't see them, dodging

1 —e—ae= behind other performers, running into
the crowd or dropping to do push ups.
Some people seemed oblivious to the
imitation, otkers ended up running laps
around the parade trying to escape.
They obviously didn't know the key to
getting them to stopbuying them a
round of drinks. Le LongeBresses
were also delightful, with their long
arm extensions they would steal a hat
from oneperson and then put it on
another.

- ! g‘}; > | T -
f %
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One gentleman had to constantly walk

up to me to regain his hat from my head after le Lofgy@sses ("long arms") started to pick on
him. Le LongésBresses stole Lydia's hat and made her run out into the paradé. &tere she

was in the middle la Haguete immobilised her with the Hapar. Seeing her at risk, le Savadje
Cayet (a blackface African costume) came and wacked her with a foam rubber club, while other
costumes hit her on the head with an inflated pigddaes and foxes tails. At least the boy with

a dead herring on a stick wasn't around at the time.

Nadia got dragged out into the parade for a mobiledrassing, she got off lightly compared to
the woman who was taken out by the shegairs and had tdo a round of the parade in a
borrowed gumboot after they stole her shoe (and threw pairs of thongs and old soles at the
crowd).
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Le LongRamon ("long brooms') walked around with a five metre broom and dusted our heads,
especially delighting in surprisinipose who were watching the parade from windows above. Le
Boldjji (bakers) dressed up as a fat baker covered in pretzels walked behind the crowd and used
their baking paddles to fondle the bottoms of women "as if they were warm, round loaves of
bread fronthe bakingoven". Le Pierot dressed up in white fluffy clothes and threw blood

oranges and walnuts to us in the crowd. Traditionally when le Piérot run out they are meant to
fall down so that the children can drag them to the cart while singing "Po¢ igmn'a pus dés
djeyes!" (Poor Pierot has no more nuts!)

Language
23/2/09 Leuven

Lydia and | are language impaired. | am learning Dutch and she is learning French, but we only
speak English and that is likely to take years to correct. The Australian education system simply
doesn't produce muitingual people, an hour of Chinese a wedien | was 12 and 13 never

stood a chance when compared to the rtaitjuage immersion from birth that the Dutch and
Scandinavians receive. So far it hasn't been a problem in Belgium. In Flanders, everyone speaks
English and nobody minds in the slightesking to you in your language. The Dutch have

survived for years on trading and were always prepared to pick up the trading language and use it
- and despite all the dire warnings Dutch has never been threatened as the mother tongue in their
homeland. m Brussels and Walloon, the French speakers are less comfortable in English (or even
completely incapable), still, nobody takes offense when we speak in English. If we can
communicate with a few words and points they are happy to play along, if we céothwe
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smile and shrug and no harm done.

Except this one guy, in Brussels, who approached Lydia with a question in French. She
understood the gist but had to reply in English. He switched to English to respond, but when she
asked a question in return heds (in perfect English) "I only speak French". | understand the
resentment people must feel when English is expected to be understooebngtish countries,

and | agree it is a shecoming in English countries that we don't place importance on lgarnin

other languages. | understand perfectly well that if he visited Australia or America he would
speak English and not expect us to understand French. | understand the particular loss that must
be felt by French speakers, as once it was French that wglebia¢ language of the elite, and
someone could not be anyone in England, Germany or Russia unless they could speak French. |
especially understand the irritation that must be felt in France, since their neighbours across the
channel never bothered to laedfrench but expect to be understood in Englishsomeone just

trying to live their life in Paris the influx of Englistnly speaking tourists could be a torment.

But, rude sir, you do not live in France, you live inlimgual Belgium, rift by langage wars

after forced language imperialism. And in short, that means you were just an arrogant jerk to my
wife. | would love to speak French but | carthe kid of low income parents in Australia just
doesn't get that opportunity. I'm not even learnirgnEh, since | work in a Flemish institution

and one language at a time is hard enough. But let's be tldan't expect you to speak

English, | only use it because it is our only opportunity for communication. If you don't speak
English | chide myseffor not speaking French. Yet | am fairly certain you don't speak Flemish

or German, since very few French Belgians do. You are living in an officially bilingual city (only
because of relatively recent influx of French into a historically Flemish citypdison down

the street to you may be Flemish and have family stretching back far longer than yours. Yet you
almost certainly didn't learn Flemish to talk to your fellow commune members or German to talk
to fellow citizens- most French Belgians learn Eigll as a second language because it is more
practical than Flemish or German, and few learn a third language. So if you expect your fellow
Flemish and Germaspeaking citizens to either learn your language or English, you don't really
have a leg to stanchovhen snubbing someone simply for the sin of not speaking French. In fact,
you are guilty of the very crime you rail against.

To everyone else in Belgiuathank you for being so kind and understanding to us while we

learn your languages. If you knew Hisf you acted like it wasn't a problem to switch

languages. If you didn't know English you were still successful in communicating your best

wishes to us, no harm done. More than most people, you understand that language competency is
more a function of wére you were born than any deliberate choice. Hopefully one day we will

be able to express our gratitude in your native tongue.

Carnival
24/2/09 Binche

Binche is not the type of town that would normally attract many visitors. An ordinary looking
town 0f30,000 in French Belgium, once a year it explodes into life for Carnival. The Carnival
festivities in Binche are so historic and particular that they are listed by World Heritage as one of
the few 'Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humarkiyr at least 500 years,
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and probably longer, the people of Binche have had an elaborate lead up during the 49 days of
Lent preceding Slwe Tuesday, with different rituals dictated for each week.

B Shrove Tuesday is the main event.

Lydia, Shen, Nadia and | got off the
train at the imposing station and
followed the flood of people to the
town centre.

As we walked the Gilles started to
enter the streets. The Gilles are local
men who dress up in a costume similar
to an orange and black jester's outfit,
with an enormous ostrich feather head
dress. Ahead of each Gilles was a
drum beater, who announced his
approach to allow the crowd to follow
him, as he threw out small blood
oranges. Unlik&€€warme this was not

a jesting event, the Gilles was solemn,
never smiling and never taking his
eyes off the route to theentre. The
Gilles would come out of houses or
shops and join the march, and the
crowd floated to the parade.

Along the main route thousands upon
thousands of people had gathered. We
got good positions, about five rows
back but standing on the rise bét
gutter, so that we had a good view.
Lead by police on horses, the first

- @ group of Gilles approached, just little
boys who could barely throw their oranges over the fences.

They all wore the same costume and all shuffled the same odd, slow and sereciagithey

very slowly progressed through the streets. Between batches of parade -@idawtownfolk

walked in procession, not dressed up, just filling the gaps, supplying music and refilling baskets
of oranges. There were then three@itles grous, the Harlequin, the Peasants and the

Pierrots, each throwing oranges. After that were more and more Gilles, over a thousand of them,
separated by age group and each throwing oranges. The teenage Gilles of course tried to look
nonchalant and disinterestdalit could not hide their glee at pitching oranges as hard as they
could at the crowd. You had to watch in all directions as an orange could hurtle from anywhere, |
even got a sharp thud in the back of my head as an orange bounced off a building &nonhit m

the recoil.
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One guy getting a
shoulder ride from his
friends was targeted
with a hundred
oranges until he
finally fell off under
the pressure, we

| realised pretty soon

| why all the buildings
on the main streets
had window shutters
stronger than wlave
seen anywhere else in
Belgium. The older
Gilles did not try to
punish with their

gifts, but you still had
to watch out as blood

oranges flew towards you.

It was strange, a slow repetitive shuffle, only one costume and just the throwing of oranges, ye
became exhilarating, the thrill of trying to catch as many oranges as you could (together we
caught 30), being part of the crowd surge and trying to avoid being hit.

On top of the carillon
26/2/09 Leuven

In the tower above the
university librarylie 63
bells. The carillon, the
only musical instrument
that is also a building, wag
first built in Flanders, in
around 1500. Within a
hundred years it became
iconic of the region, every
city of note in the region
had its own bell tower and
the daily playng of the
carillonneur became a
prominent aspect of ‘ '
Flemish life. Our carillonneur tonight was An Lommelen, who played for us a forty five minute
recital, high up above the city and surrounded by bells.
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The Australian Embassy
27/2/09 Brussels

We spent ouFriday night having drinks at the Australian Embassy. | read somewhere that there
are about 1000 Australians living in Belgiurabout 5% showed up to have drinks. True

Belgians would have been appalled at the way we drank the beer directly out afldse We

also got to comment on the lack of fresh milk in Belgiu®®.7% of all milk drunk in Belgium is
UHT.

Since we were in the Australian embassy | thought | would pass oretlgigppropriate advice
the Australian government has for those rare tourists intrepid enough to reach the shores of
Flanders.

"When you are in Belgium, be aware that local laws and penalties, including ones that appear
harsh by Australiastandards, do apply to you."

"We advise you to exercise caution and monitor developments that might affect your safety in
Belgium because of the risk of terrorist attack."

"Demonstrations frequently occur in Brussels, often aimed at Embassies, theaBudoyen

and NATO. You should monitor the media and other local information sources for information
about possible demonstrations and avoid relevant areas. These protests can be large and can
occasionally turn violent."

"Australians are advised to maimta safe and legal distance when observing wildlife, including
marine animals and birds."

Yes Ambassador, | am mocking you. We have to be so worried about the harsh laws, terrorism,
violent demonstrations and the local wildlife in Belgium. Seriously?Wililife? The three

most venomous snakes in the world are common in Australia, and yet we have to be worried
about locabirds in Belgium? Are we meant to be wary of the Northern Shoveler, the Black
Woodpecker or the Pochard? Good grief, no wonder notestis this rubbish.

The cost of living in Belgium
28/2/09 Leuven

Lydia and | were chatting on the train about how the cost of living was so much cheaper here in
Belgium than it was in the US, when Nadia looked up and questioned us in surprise "but I've
aways heard that the cost of living was cheaper in the US!". It is an interesting question, which
place has a cheaper cost of living? As we were discussing it | think it came deivdepends.

It depends on who you are, your job, your personal carifepou are on the bottom of the heap,
better by far to be in Belgium, if you are on top of the heap you'll have more wealth and power in
the US than you could ever aspire to in Belgium. Taxes are higher in Belgium, but you get a lot
more out of them | find it mystifying when Americans vote for a larger initial paycheck but

then have to spend 17% of their income, on average, on private health care and a whole lot more
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on education. | guess if you are very young, a student or have children, if yockawe aiderly,

your lifestyle will generally be better in Belgium than it would be in the US. While if you are
young, already educated, employed in a good job, healthy and have no children, well then the
extra money that gets taken out of your pay in Reigisn't an immediate benefit to you.

But it also depends on what constitutes quality of life to you. For Lydia and I, it seemed without
guestion that we could have a better quality of life in Belgium for a lower cost than it would take
in America. Gooddod, beautiful buildings, an apartment in the city centre facing historic
buildings, respect for workfe balance, great public transport, personal safety and amazing
opportunities for travel. Oh, and thexttra year of lifas nice too. But looking deeper, that
assessment is based on the things we find important. Different priorities wouldepaovid

different analysis. If someone truly valued a big car, cheap gas and junkfood, the McMansion
and new DVDs and gadgets every week, well then they would not be wrong if they contended
that it is cheaper to have a better lifestyle in America.

Het Groot Begijnhof
1/3/09 Leuven

We had a very pleasant wander around Leuven today, accompanied by friends. We started at
Renee, a statue built to represent the female students of Leuven, just outside Sint Michielskerk, a
baroque church designed in 1650 by theiilé¥iest Willem Hessius. We then wandered down

to Geluksbrenger (Good luck), a statue of a duck with instructions of how to trick people into
thinking the water is activated by rubbing the tail when there is actually a secret button to push.

all designed to look inwards rather than to be &

connected to the rest of the city. Begijnhofs ro$s W e |
in popularity throughout #low countries : | ﬁ .
during this period, due to "a surplus of women T R i

(actually due to a shortage of men because of
war combined with a social structure that mad
it almost impossible for women to support
themselves).

Many of the "surplus” women joined convents
but the strict rules (and probably more

importantly- the high cost of admission)
required the formation of a semgligious

institution where women (the begijns) could livEssss
as part of a separate community but still have s
access to the greater economitivéty of the
town. The Begijnhof complex is still amazingly
intact, and was taken over by the Welfare
Commission in 1925 (except for the Gothic
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