

[image: Front Cover]





[image: Lonely Planet Logo]


Belgium & Luxembourg


[image: Map]






[image: How To Use This eBook]




CONTENTS


Plan Your Trip


Welcome

Map Belgium & Luxembourg

Our Picks

Regions & Cities

Itineraries

When to Go

Get Prepared

The Food Scene

The Outdoors





The Guide


Brussels

The Pentagon

EU Quarter, Cinquantenaire & Schaerbeek

St-Gilles, Ixelles & Forest

Along the Canal

South and East Brussels & Forêt de Soignes

Northwest Brussels

Outskirts of Brussels

Ghent, Bruges & Northwest Belgium

Ghent

Beyond Ghent

Bruges

Beyond Bruges

Ostend

Beyond Ostend

Ypres

Beyond Ypres

Antwerp & Northeast Belgium

Antwerp

Beyond Antwerp

Mechelen

Leuven

Beyond Leuven

Wallonia

Waterloo

Mons

Beyond Mons

Namur

Bouillon

Central Ardennes

Liège

Beyond Liège

Luxembourg

Luxembourg City

Beyond Luxembourg City

Müllerthal & Éislek





Toolkit


Arriving 

Getting Around 

Money

Accommodation

Family Travel

Health & Safe Travel

Food, Drink & Nightlife

Responsible Travel 

Accessible Travel

LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Nuts & Bolts

Language





Storybook


A History of Belgium & Luxembourg in 15 Places

The Art of Zwanze

Don't You Dare Call Them French Fries

The Brown Pub, A Taste of Belgium

Contemporary Art & Architecture in Bruges

This Book








BELGIUM & LUXEMBOURG

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

As a Brit visiting my Belgian cousins, I was mesmerised by the futuristic architecture of the Atomium in Brussels. Years later, I discovered the extraordinary historical complexities underlying these two small but dynamic countries. Having married a Belgian, it became ever clearer how the humorous self-deprecation in the art of René Magritte summed up something very real within the Belgian psyche.
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La Ducasse, Mons | Anibal Trejo/Shutterstock ©

Mark Elliott

@markbekaz

Mark has contributed to over 70 guidebooks, writes cultural and pro-conciliation articles for the CaspianPost website and is the author of Culture Shock! Belgium. He wrote the Antwerp & Northeast Belgium, Wallonia and Luxembourg chapters.
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My favourite experience is somehow surviving the chaotic swirling sea of humanity that is the Ducasse de Mons with hundreds of bodies heaving and straining to grab a hair from the tail of Doudou the dragon.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Belgium & Luxembourg.
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Place Sainte-Catherine in Brussels is the embodiment of the city’s history and the changes it experienced through the years. The church that stands where ships once docked is a testimony to the great urban planning revolution made during the 19th century – a plan that changed the face of Brussels forever. However, the square retains that village-like charm that characterises Brussels’ 19 communes.

[image: ]

Mélissa Monaco

@mellovestravels

Mélissa is a travel blogger and guidebook author. Brussels has been her home for 18 years. She wrote the Brussels chapter.
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Catarina Belova/Shutterstock ©

I spent four years in Ghent as a student, so I’m slightly biased. But I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of strolling around the medieval city centre. (The Archetypal European City Centre)
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Sander Van Den Broecke

Sander is a copywriter, founder and editor of travel blog Ars Currendi, and author of The Solo Traveller’s Bible. Born and raised in Belgium, Sander is also a passionate home cook and — believe it or not — equally a dog and cat person. He wrote the Bruges, Ghent & Northwest Belgium chapter.
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MEDIEVAL MARVELS

As well as great churches and monasteries, medieval Flanders developed begijnhoven, religious refuges for single women who stopped short of becoming nuns. What's now Belgium was also one of the first places in Europe where the economic power accumulated through crafts (especially weaving) led townsfolk to assert their civic rights, helped by trade guilds. Despite many a fight with reticent nobility, this power shift occurred and was symbolically demonstrated architecturally through guildhalls, belfries and grand market squares.

[image: ]

Minnewater, Bruges | Mistervlad/Shutterstock ©

Beautiful Belfries

No fewer than 33 Belgian belfries are UNESCO-listed, representing visually in stone and brick the development of secular municipal power in the early Middle Ages.
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Anton_Ivanov/Shutterstock ©

Market Squares

The heart of each medieval city is a grand central square, Grand Place in French or Grote Markt in Dutch, typically ringed by beautifully gabled guildhalls.

[image: ]

Sira Anamwong/Shutterstock ©

Idyllic Begijnhoven

The idea of the begijnhof dates from the 13th century. Soothingly calm, 13 Flemish begijnhoven are UNESCO-listed.


BEST MEDIEVAL EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

In 1 Bruges, swoon at the fabulous canal scenes, visit the Historium, climb the belfry, then take a horse-cart ride from the Grote Markt to the idyllic begijnhof.

Stroll around the Grande Place in 2 Brussels, wondering how such an incredibly ornate enclosed square could have survived so many wars.

Explore northeast Belgium, comparing the many lovely begijnhoven. Do you prefer those in 3 Lier,  3 Turnhout or  3 Diest?

At the 4 Kortrijk 1302 museum, learn about how the nobility had a rude awakening at the Battle of the Golden Spurs.

Stand on the little Grasbrug Bridge in 5 Ghent to admire the picture-perfect 'medieval' scene of waterfront gabled houses, gorgeous if largely rebuilt in 1913.








INDUSTRIAL INNOVATOR

People in what's now Belgium and Luxembourg have been at the forefront of trade and new technologies for millennia. Both countries were major metallurgical centres and today they're hubs for international business and cooperation, symbolised in part through the EU institutions based here.

[image: ]

Euro Space Center | MAKASANA PHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Industrial Heritage

The Borinage around Mons, the hinterland of Liège and the Minett region of southern Luxembourg all have mining museums and heavy industry experiences for visitors.

Always Cutting Edge

From transport infrastructure and space technology to the use of blockchain in tracing genuine diamonds, this region is proud to display its track record of innovation.


BEST TRADE & INDUSTRY EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

In Antwerp, learn all about the trade and processing of diamonds at 1 DIVA or the ways in which 16th-century printing changed the world at 1 Museum Plantin-Moretus.

Appreciate human resilience by going down the 2 Blégny coal mine near Liège, or the 3 MNM iron-ore mine at Rumelange.

Be wowed by the rapid advances in science and technology at  4 Technopolis near Mechelen.

At the 5 Euro Space Center, experience reduced-gravity training exercises that ESA astronauts undergo before heading into space.

Stay in a mind-bending anti-hostel while trying to process the bleak dystopia that is post-industrial  6 Charleroi.








THE GREAT OUTDOORS

Whether for sport, relaxation or as a spectator, cycling is a passion for many Belgians. But there's a myriad other ways to get outside including kayaking and gentle river cruises, zip lines and activity parks, sporting events and long-distance hikes. There's many a cave to explore and the Belgian coast has some remarkably fine beaches.

[image: ]

Schiessentuempel waterfall, Müllerthal | FALKENSTEINFOTO/Alamy Stock Photo ©

On Your Bike

Cyclists get both the flat, well-tended canalside routes of northern Flanders and the steep hills and high fenlands of the Ardennes.

Caving In

You don't need to be a speleologist to enjoy some of the numerous beautiful caves that form part of Belgium's newly declared Famenne-Ardenne UNESCO Global Geopark.


BEST OUTDOOR EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Head out on a musical hike on the Flanders–Wallonia border in Ronse’s so-called Musical Forest,  1Muziekbos, to enjoy the sounds of nature.

Test your mountain-bike legs on the forest trails around 2 La Roche-en-Ardenne, or take a contrastingly gentle glide at FDHW near  Bokrijk, where you’ll feel like you’re cycling right through a lake.

Take an idyllic walk through the beechwoods and mossy micro-canyons of Luxembourg's 3 Müllerthal region.

Delve deep underground at Rochefort's awe-inspiring 4 Grotte de Lorette, or for more stalactites and fewer steps, choose the Grottes de Han at Han-sur-Lesse.

Exhaust the family with countless activities at the extensive Adventure Valley complex at  5 Durbuy, Belgium's 'smallest city'.








PERENNIAL SURVIVOR

For centuries the region has seen battles between dukes and counts, nobles and townsfolk, and against many an outside enemy sweeping across the land. The result is a vast number of castles, forts and historic battlefields. Today a great deal of what once represented the worst of human aggression and the indulgence of overlords has been transformed into beauty or fascination for 21st-century visitors.

[image: ]

Bastogne War Museum | Vilius Veitas/Shutterstock ©

Castles & Forts

Impenetrable medieval castles like Bouillon's, grandiose châteaux like Chimay, Modave and Beloeil, and harsh fortresses like Namur and Luxembourgare all fascinating in their own way.

[image: ]

Traveller70/Shutterstock ©

Battlefields

Some of Europe's defining battles have been fought on Belgian and Luxembourg soil; various attractions help visitors to envisage what really happened.
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Alexandre Tziripouloff/Shutterstock ©

World War Memorials

Silent memorials, vast white graveyards and many a moving museum commemorate the appalling tragedies of the world wars for soldiers and civilians alike.


TOP WAR-RELATED EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Find yourself right in the midst of the horrifically bloody  1 Battle of Waterloo with a 4-D experience that's part of the highly interactive Memorial 1815 complex.

The brooding stone beast of a medieval castle at  2 Bouillon is utterly atmospheric and takes on a whole new persona when illuminated at night.

Devastated in WWI, the magnificently rebuilt  3 Lakenhalle in Ypres (Ieper) retells personal stories from terrible trench warfare in the surrounding Ypres Salient. Gravesites abound.

The Ardennes region was pummelled in Hitler's last-ditch counter-attack at Christmas 1944. Several specialist war museums are based in 4 Bastogne.

WWII occupation horrors and murderous deportations are movingly memorialised at  5 Kazerne Dossin in Mechelen.








BOOZY BRILLIANCE

Belgium is globally famous for its beers. The world's biggest brewer grew out of a family business based in Leuven, and the country has some truly fabulous drinking holes. Viniculture is a maturing novelty in Belgium but well established in Luxembourg, whose sparkling wines and pinot blancs are great discoveries.

[image: ]

De Koninck Brewery, Antwerp | Alexandros Michailidis/Shutterstock ©

Belgian Beer

Classics range from self-fermenting lambics to classic Trappist masterpieces created by monks in active monasteries. Enjoy them in hipster bars or timeless brown cafes.

Fizzy Fun

The beautiful undulating countryside east of St-Truiden is increasingly planted with vines, but for archetypal vineyard scenes do a tasting tour of Luxembourg's Moselle Valley.


BEST BEER & WINE EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Seek the holy grail of Trappist beers, a glass of Westvletteren 12, at 1 In de Vrede, located beside St-Sixtus Abbey where it's brewed.

Take one of the most amusing brewery tours imaginable at 2 De Koninck in Antwerp, then do a city cafe crawl.

Go direct to the source with a tour of the historic 3 Cantillon Brewery (gueuze museum.

Venture down the tiny alleys around Brussels' Bourse to discover a trio of Belgium's best preserved medieval bars.

Visit Belgium's last 'steam' brewery at  4 Pipaix.








CULTURE CLUSTER

Belgium's artistic pedigree is out of all proportion to its size. The van Eycks and Brueghels, Rubens, van Dyck and surrealist superstar Magritte all lived and worked here. Cartoons are also a major art form. And then there are all those wildly idiosyncratic festivals and carnivals. Who said Belgium was boring?!

Arrays of Art

On top of some truly world-beating galleries, Belgium also has a vibrant fashion scene, centred in Antwerp, and a penchant for large-scale street art.

[image: ]

KerrysWorld/Shutterstock ©;

Museum Marvels

So much culture and so many collectors mean that if you look hard enough you'll find museums celebrating virtually anything from 17th-century clocks to chips to ribbon-making.

[image: ]

CNMages/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Crazy Carnivals

Certain Belgian towns seem to live for their carnivals, some of which are deliciously weird. Foremost choices are at Binche, Stavelot, Aalst and Malmédy.


BEST CULTURAL EXPERIENCES

[image: map]

Be blown away by the collection of Flemish Primitive artworks at the 1 Groeningemuseum in Bruges.

Avoid Rubens overload in Antwerp by wandering round 2 Berchem and perusing the astonishing wealth of street art.

Jump on a bicycle in  3 Mons and follow a route around the Borinage mining villages, whose miseries turned Vincent van Gogh from wannabe priest to painter.

Immerse yourself in the surreal carnival world of the Gilles at 4 Binche.

Go on the trail of prolific Maigret author Georges Simenon in the 5 Outremeuse quarter of Liège, a district that semi-comically declares independence every year.








REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

The Main Marvels

[image: map]

Allow: 8 days    Distance: 260km

Belgium’s fab four historic cities are all within a hour or so from one another by train. Each could entertain you for days at a time but with just a week you can still get a pretty good taster.


[image: ]

Beguinage and canal, Bruges | Scirocco340/Shutterstock ©
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1 Brussels [image: ] 2 DAYS

As Belgium’s capital, Brussels is a logical starting point. Its flamboyant Grand Place is a phenomenal sight and the tiny alleys around the Bourse hide some of Europe’s most marvellous ‘secret’ cafes. Central Brussels has world-class galleries and amazing museums and on the outskirts there are countless more, including the extraordinary Atomium.

[image: ]

BEMBO DE NIRO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Waterloo Battlefield [image: ] DAY TRIP

This is a battlefield which changed the whole course of European history, and the state-of-the art Memorial 1815 experience is powerful enough to appeal even to those who thought Napoleon was a brandy trademark. There are several sub-sites, museums, walks and summer ‘animations’ making Waterloo a very satisfying day trip from Brussels.

[image: ]

BBSFERRARI/GETTY IMAGES ©

3 Bruges [image: ] 2 DAYS

Bruges has it all. Romantic canals lined by picture-perfect houses, a towering belfry, a mysterious secret in a medieval church, an idyllic begijnhof and so many great museums. The one caveat is that everyone knows. Ideally visit out of season, stay overnight, and rework your itinerary if necessary to avoid being here at weekends when visitor numbers peak.

[image: ] Detour: Grab a bicycle in Bruges and pedal gently alongside a long straight canal to reach the historic inland port village of Damme. After a quick look around continue at least a couple of kilometres further to get a more restful sense of the mesmerising flat landscapes with their towering trees.

4 Ghent [image: ] 1 DAY

With majestic canal views of its own and some spectacular medieval architecture, gorgeous Ghent feels like a slightly grittier, more lived-in version of Bruges. A day here will leave you wanting much more but it’s enough to climb the belfry, take a canal-boat trip, explore the medieval castle of Gravensteen, and adore the Mystic Lamb, a 20-panel altarpiece by Flemish Primitive artist Jan van Eyck in Sint-Baafskathedraal.

[image: ]

Thomas Dekiere/Shutterstock ©

5 Antwerp [image: ] 2 DAYS

If you’re not yet overloaded with medieval majesty, the old core of Antwerp has plenty more, including some fabulous museums and a Rubens connection at every turn. However, this is also a buzzing cradle of creativity, where immersive experiences give great insights into the diamond industry as well as chocolate making and brewing, alongside a cutting-edge fashion district and plenty of alternative culture.

[image: ]

Uwe Aranas/Shutterstock ©






ITINERARIES
The Other Side of Flanders

[image: map]

Allow: 4–5 days    Distance: 220km

The dazzle of Bruges and Ghent helps keep several other historic Flemish cities a little off the main tourist radar. So if you’re looking for beautiful medieval townscapes without the crowds, this route might suit as an alternative, or addition to, the Main Marvels itinerary.


[image: ]

Grote Markt, Mechelen | Catarina Belova/Shutterstock ©
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1 Antwerp [image: ] 1 DAY

On top of the couple of days you’ve been here with the previous itinerary, add an extra night in Antwerp and explore some of the great brown pubs. Next morning use the short-hop bicycle system to admire Art Nouveau architecture in Zurenborg and street art around Berchem. Drop off the bicycle beside Antwerpen-Berchem station and take the train to Lier.

2 Lier [image: ] 5 HOURS

If you arrive at Lier by 11.30am, there’s time to stroll into the centre and catch the noon ‘performance’ of Lier’s signature Zimmertoren clock. Afterwards you can spend the rest of the afternoon enjoying the canal, begijnhoven and laid-back pub-cafes that give this underrated city such a sense of effortless class. There’s a decent hostel here if you don’t want to go back to Antwerp or continue on to Mechelen.

3 Mechelen [image: ] 1½ DAYS

If it were located in a country with fewer superb medieval cities, Mechelen would be internationally famous. Attractions include an achingly photogenic main square, several grand churches, a toy museum and a hands-on experiential centre bringing science to life. If possible, time your itinerary so that you overnight here at the weekend which, in complete contrast to Bruges, is when accommodation prices typically fall.

4 Leuven [image: ] ½ DAY

You could happily spend days in Leuven, a major university and brewing centre where there’s always lots going on. However, if you’re on a tight deadline, a few hours give you just enough time to walk down from the station, climb the university belfry, admire the fabulous Stadhuis and inspect Oude Markt, sometimes nicknamed the ‘world’s longest bar’.

[image: ]

BOTOND HORVATH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Diest [image: ] 2½ HOURS

While it’s not an essential destination, many railway routes in northeastern Belgium pass through the handsome city of Diest. It’s well worth jumping off the train for an hour or two to stroll through the older sections of town and into the UNESCO-listed begijnhof. It’s one of Belgium’s loveliest and a soothing place to unwind with a snack in a former chapel turned cafe.

[image: ]

BERT BECKERS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

6 Tongeren [image: ] 1 DAY

Come to Tongeren if you’re interested in Gallo-Roman history and to discover another lovely old Flemish city with a small, historic core. Alternatively get off the train 15 minutes earlier in Hasselt and visit the jenever (local gin) museum. Head for Bokrijk and spend most of the day amid reassembled antique buildings before renting a bicycle to ‘cycle through water’.

[image: ]
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ITINERARIES
Driving Wallonia & Luxembourg

[image: map]

Allow: around 8 days    Distance: 560km

This route links many of the more important towns in Wallonia and Luxembourg, which all have characters of their own. While all have public transport access, this is a route to drive since many of the smaller stops en route are integral to what makes the region memorable.


[image: ]

Citadel and Collegiate Church of Notre Dame, Dinant | Dmitry Rukhlenko/Shutterstock ©
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1 Charleroi [image: ] 1 DAY

Love it or hate it, the ‘world’s ugliest city’ has a perverse fascination, and some budget airlines fly here. Hire a car for a driving tour across Wallonia, but start with Charleroi’s surprisingly impressive art gallery, out-of-town photo museum and the Bois du Cazier coal-mine site for an insight into the region’s industrial history (which, in the case of the Bois du Cazier, is sadly tragic). Then drive on to spend the night in nearby Namur.

2 Namur [image: ] 1 DAY

The old centre of Namur is a fine place to while away a day. The city has some fun museums and the vast bastions of the great fortress make for great exploration. Afterwards drive to Luxembourg City via Dinant and the Meuse Valley.

[image: ] Detour: Take a rest stop off the motorway at Redu to visit the highly imaginative Mudia art gallery.

3 Luxembourg City [image: ] 2 DAYS

Luxembourg City is the capital of Europe’s richest country, but while much is pricy, there are plenty of free attractions and public transport is gratis. Enjoy endlessly photogenic valley views and consider day trips to the post-industrial Minett region, driving to local castle villages or cycling between wineries along the Moselle.

[image: ] Detour: On your drive from Luxembourg City to Vianden, it’s worth visiting Larochette and Beaufort en route. Yes, more fabulous castles!

4 Vianden [image: ] 1 DAY

Hilly Luxembourg is a feast of castles, most impressively the the brilliantly restored monster crowning Vianden. Vianden town has a steep, cobbled main street on which you can sleep in an atmospheric, heavy beamed inn.

[image: ] Detour: En route to Spa, visit The Family of Man exhibition at Clervaux Castle (pictured) and pop into Stavelot where the former abbey has a multi-themed museum. Travelling with children? Then spend time instead at Coo.

[image: ]

Jesus Barroso/Shutterstock ©

5 Spa [image: ] 1 DAY

The elegant original spa of Spa is a charmer whether for dining well, ‘taking the waters’, or pampering yourself with massages and steam baths.

[image: ] Detour: Although the shortest route from Spa to Liège is around 40km, a much more satisfying drive takes you across the Haute Fagnes (High Fens) via Baraque Michel, then offers stops in lovely little Limbourg, underrated Verviers and the Val-Dieu abbey-brewery gardens.

[image: ]

Stanislava Karagyozova/Shutterstock ©

6 Liège [image: ] 2 DAYS

Liège takes a bit of effort to love, but it’s rewarding to stroll around Hors Chateau, visit the Grand Curtius museum, cruise down to La Bovarie on a river ferry and practise your French with ebullient, fun-loving locals everywhere you go. Timing your visit so you’re here on a Sunday adds to the fun.

[image: ]
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WHEN TO GO

With a temperate climate, Belgium and Luxembourg are enjoyable all year long, although November and January–February are often gloomy.


Belgium is known for overcast skies and a rainy, unpredictable weather while Luxembourg, with a slightly more continental climate, has a reputation for colder winters and sunny summers. Regardless, you will need to pack an umbrella or a raincoat, no matter the season.

Brussels and the Belgian 'Art Cities' (Antwerp, Ghent and especially Bruges) are flooded with tourists between May and September and during the weekend. Try to avoid these periods or visit during the week if you can.

Things are a bit quieter in below-the-radar Luxembourg, although Luxembourg City may feel crowded at times because of its small size.


I LIVE HERE

HIKING IN THE HIGH FENS

Maxime Alexandre is a passionate outdoors lover and content creator @trekkingetvoyage

In wintertime, dawn is spectacular in the High Fens. I typically spend the night at Malmedy Youth Hostel, park my car at the Signal de Botrange and start walking on the trail until sunrise. It’s simply fantastic. With luck, you get to see wildlife as well. When the crowds start coming in, I head for the nature centre or the restaurant at Baraque Michel for a meal.




THE GOOD LAND AND THE BAD

An extension of the Ardennes, Oesling, roughly covering a third of Luxembourg in the north, is called the 'bad land', while Gutland ('good land') makes up the rest of the country. Winters and summers are a bit colder there because of the higher altitude.



Accommodation Lowdown


There are no real low or high seasons, although prices drop slightly during the winter, especially in Bruges and the North Sea towns. In Brussels and Luxembourg City, both 'congress towns', rates may be a bit cheaper on the weekend but prices can jump when there are large events.

[image: ]

Hautes Fagnes, Malmédy | R.CLASSEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

THE COAST EFFECT

The North Sea coast benefits from the most 'even-tempered' climate in Belgium. In winter, it’s warmer than the rest the country, while in summer, it’s cooler, and with the influence of the sea and the winds, it has its own microclimate. Check the regional weather forecast.

Festivities & Festivals in Belgium


Carnival The festival season kicks off with carnival; Binche's Gilles are dressed in intricate costumes and masks, throwing oranges to repel evil spirits. [image: ] February

In Mons, during the UNESCO-listed Ducasse, the Lumeçon reenacts Saint George's battle against the dragon. [image: ] May or June

Ommegang Brussels welcomes summer with the Ommegang, commemorating Emperor Charles V's visit in 1549.

Gentse Winterfeesten Ghent is engulfed by music, arts and culture for 10 vibrant days. [image: ] July

Tomorrowland Summer is marked by renowned music festivals such as this electronic dance fest. [image: ] July

Flower Carpet Every two even-numbered years, the Grand Place in Brussels is covered with a magnificent Flower Carpet. [image: ] August

Winter Wonders Every large city has a Christmas market but the main one is Winter Wonders in Brussels. [image: ] December


I LIVE HERE

GRAND DUCHY PLEASURES

Sharon Taylor is an expat living in Luxembourg for over two decades.

I always enjoy early summer: the sun is often out, trees are green, terraces come alive and people are excited with the prospect of the warm months. City walks or forest hikes are a particular pleasure at this time of year, while at home, the outdoor furniture comes out and the BBQs fire up as we make the most of the weekends and the bank holidays of May.



[image: ]

Müllerthal forest, Luxembourg | THOMAS BLANCK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Festivals in Luxembourg


Springprozession On Whit Sunday, Echternach hosts this UNESCO-listed event commemorating the founding of the abbey by St Willibrord. [image: ] May/June

Fête de la Musique Held in several towns, including Luxembourg City, but especially in Dudelange, with a large free festival. [image: ] Mid-June

National Day Festivities erupt across the entire country, particularly in the capital. Don't miss the Fakelzuch (torchlights procession) on [image: ] 22/23 June

Wiltz Festival The largest festival in Luxembourg, with the picturesque backdrop of Wiltz Castle. [image: ] First half of July

Blues'n'Jazz Rallye Music fills the air of Luxembourg City. [image: ] Mid-July

Mittelalterfest Step back in time at the Vianden Castle, with the largest medieval festival in Luxembourg. [image: ] August

Winter Lights Embrace the holiday spirit as lights illuminate Luxembourg City. [image: ] Late November to New Year

THE GAUME EFFECT

Being located far from the sea and sheltered by the Ardennes, the Gaume region (south of the Belgian Luxembourg around Virton) is the sunniest, warmest place in Belgium. The 'Little Provence' is warm enough to allow orchids to grow in the wild.

Weather through the year

[image: jpg]

JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 5°C
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 6°C
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 9°C
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 13°C
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: jpg]

MAY

Ave. daytime max: 18°C
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 21°C
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: jpg]

JULY

Ave. daytime max: 23°C
Days of rainfall: 9

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 23°C
Days of rainfall: 9

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 9

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 14°C
Days of rainfall: 9

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 8°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 5°C
Days of rainfall: 12




GET PREPARED
FOR BELGIUM & LUXEMBOURG

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.


[image: ]

Hiking in the Ardennes | NANCY PAUWELS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothes

Season-appropriate Belgium and Luxembourg have four well-defined seasons. Bring light clothes in summer and warm attire in winter, and proper winter gear if you plan on hiking; the Ardennes and Luxembourg can get cold (–5/5°C). Spring and autumn are trickier with unpredictable weather and temperature changes. Dressing in layers is recommended.

Comfortable shoes and/or boots Those cobblestone streets can be a pain. Unless you have a night out planned during your trip, leave the fancy shoes at home. Hiking in the Ardennes or Luxembourg? Pack your walking boots.

Umbrella or waterproof vest With 200 days of rain on average, you never know what you're in for so it's best to be prepared. A windbreaker jacket is also worth it if you plan to visit the Belgian coast.


Manners

Be mindful of languages This is especially important in Belgium where Dutch is spoken in Flanders, French in Wallonia, German in Ostbelgie; Brussels is bilingual (French and Dutch). In Luxembourg, French and German are dominant, with Luxembourgish as the third official language. If you are unsure which language to use, English is widely spoken in both countries.

Punctuality Don’t be late if you have an appointment – being on time is highly valued.




READ
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The Sorrow of Belgium (Hugo Claus; 1983) Semi-autobiographical tale about growing up in Flanders around WWII.
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Real Life (Adeline Dieudonné; 2020) A girl’s coming-of-age story inside a dark and violent home.
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A Tall Man in a Low Land (Harry Pearson; 1999) The many, and funny, experiences of an Englishman in Belgium.
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Your Heart of Ice Is Hot as Vice (Guy Rewenig; 2016) Four novellas by Luxembourg’s most celebrated author.




Words


	English
	French
	Dutch
	German


	Hello (informal)
	Salut (silent ‘t’)
	Dag (pronounced Dach)
	Hallo


	Good morning (formal)
	Bonjour (Bon-joor)
	Goeiedag (Goo-ye-dach)
	Guten Morgen (Goo-ten Mor-gen)


	Good evening (formal)
	Bonsoir (Bon-swar)
	Goedenavond (Goo-den-ah-vond)
	Guten Abend (Goo-ten Ah-bend)


	Thank you
	Merci
	Dank U (dank-oo; formal), Bedankt (buh-dankt; informal)
	Danke schön or Danke (dan-kuh-shun)


	Please (or Here you go)
	S’il vous plait (sil-voo-play)
	Alstublieft (Ahl-stu-bleeft)
	Bitte (bi-tuh)


	Excuse me
	Excusez-moi (ex-coo-say-mwa)
	Sorry
	Entschuldigung (ent-shool-dee-gung)


	Help
	Au secours (O-se-koor)
	Hulp (sounds like ‘help’)
	Hilfe (heel-fuh)







WATCH
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In Bruges (Martin McDonagh; 2008) After a job gone wrong, a hitman and his partner lay low.

Black (Adil & Bilall; 2015) A Romeo and Juliet story set against a backdrop of gang warfare in Brussels.

Rosetta (The Dardenne Brothers; 1999) A young unemployed girl in Wallonia is ready to do anything to find a job.

Undercover (series; 2019–2021) In Limburg, two undercover agents try to infiltrate a drug lord’s network by any means necessary.

Capitani (series; 2019–2022) Detective Capitani investigates the death of a young woman in the small Luxembourg village of Manscheid.




LISTEN

Les 50 Plus Belles Chansons (Jacques Brel; 2008) The best songs by the best French-speaking singer of all time.

Racine Carrée (Stromae; 2013) A worthy successor of Brel, the maestro mixes electro, hip-hop and world music with disenchanted lyrics.

The Ideal Crash (dEUS; 1999) The masterpiece of the cult pop-rock band from Antwerp.

The Early Years (Seed to Tree; 2012) Dreamy Californian melodies from Luxembourg’s top indie band.






THE FOOD SCENE

Belgians and Luxembourgers have a love for the finer things in life, and yes, that includes food.
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Belgian and Luxembourgish cuisines are often described as a unique blend of French quality and German quantity, fashioned by the intersection of Latin and Germanic civilisations and various migration waves that shaped their modern societies. This fusion results in dishes rich in local elements heavily influenced by foreign cultures. Specialities vary across landscapes, environments and people, from north to south and east to west.

When you think of Belgian cuisine, classic dishes such as fries, mussels, waffles, chocolate and beer immediately jump to mind. However, Luxembourg's Judd mat Gaardebounen and Gromperekichelcher (potato pancake) are less well-known, and may draw a blank stare even from their close neighbours.

From humble dry sausages served with beer in brown pubs to world-class gastronomic restaurants, both Belgium and Luxembourg showcase their zest for life through their gastronomy. You can be sure that you won't leave either country feeling hungry.

A Gourmet's Paradise

The word 'gourmand' seems to have been coined to describe Belgian gastronomy. The traditional cuisine is essentially local, firmly rooted in the country’s different regions. Grey shrimps and plaice from the North Sea, white asparagus from Flanders, chicory (au gratin), potatoes (whole, mashed, fried), meatballs, cured meats, game from the Ardennes and cheeses are among the classics of Belgian gastronomy. Plenty of cream and various sauces accompany these rich and satisfying dishes. And of course, there's the Belgian gold: fries. Cut from Bintje potatoes, twice-cooked in beef fat, to be enjoyed with one of the many sauces available at a fries kiosk, which you can find in almost every city and village. Belgian expertise also shines in sweets, with scrumptious waffles (from Liège, Brussels etc), speculoos (biscuits), cuberdons (raspberry jelly covered in a hard sugar shell) and, above all, chocolate, the making of which is elevated to the level of an art.

Luxembourg's Hidden Delights

Luxembourg's gastronomy is unfortunately not well-known beyond its borders, but it's worth tasting. Although influenced by the recent waves of migration (especially Italian and Portuguese), its culinary essence remains rooted in rustic traditions. Staple ingredients include potatoes, river fish (such as trout) and pork (including sausages and charcuterie). Moselle wine is not only enjoyed as a beverage but also used in various dishes such as the Rieslingpaschtéit, a meat pie with Riesling wine jelly, or the Hong am Rèisleck, a chicken dish cooked in a creamy wine sauce. For dessert, the Quetscheflued (or Quetschentaart), a plum tart, is a must-try.

Time to Cheer

Belgium is the world's undisputed beer capital, with a countless array of different varieties to sample, including those made by the country's five Trappist breweries and hipsters in their basements. Jenever is a kind of gin that comes straight or sometimes outrageously flavoured, while wine has made a strong comeback in the past decade, producing excellent results, especially in both still and sparkling white wines.

In Luxembourg, the pride of the country is Moselle wine, which is just as good as its French and German neighbours, boasting a variety of grape types, with Riesling reigning supreme. The river slopes are lined with vineyards, making it a beautiful location to visit.
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FOOD & DRINK FESTIVALS

Antwerpen Proeft Antwerp's established and promising chefs show off their skills in this multiday culinary event.

Festifood (festifoodrtl.be) In Mons, get a chance to sample food prepared by Michelin-starred chefs.

À l'Ostendaise An annual food festival in Ostend where fresh seafood is the star of the show, of course!

Streat Fest (streatfest.be) Chefs and artisans gather around Brussels to cook street food dishes. Concerts, DJ sets and workshops during the events.

Belgian Beer Weekend Fifty breweries and more than 500 beers with the Brussels' Grand Place as a background. Need we say more?




Best Belgian & Luxembourgish Dishes

MOULES FRITES/MOSSELLEN MET FRIETEN

Mussels cooked in broth with fries cooked in beef fat.

STOEMP

Mashed potatoes mixed with vegetables and served with sausage and bacon.

BOULETS SAUCE LAPIN

Liège veal-beef meatballs served in a syrup-based sauce.

STOOFVLEES/CARBONNADES FLAMANDES

Beef cheek stewed in a beer and carrot sauce.

WITLOOFGRATIN/CHICON AU GRATIN

Gratinated ham-rolled chicory, topped with béchamel sauce and cheese.

FILET AMERICAIN

Raw minced beef prepared with eggs, gherkins, mustard, Worcester sauce…

JUUD MAT GAARDEBOUNEN

Luxembourg’s national dish: smoked pork neck and fava beans.

F’RELL AM RÈISLECK

Battered and fried trout served in a Riesling wine sauce.



Local Specialities

Frites Sauces

Andalouse Tomato-based with mustard and sweet chili.

Samouraï Spicy red-pepper sauce.

Américaine Spicy-sweet tomato sauce with onions, peppers and mustard.

Brasil Sweet and sour sauce with tomatoes and pineapple.

Sweet Pursuits

Waffles From Brussels (light and airy) or from Liège (thick and caramelised), these are the go-to sweet snacks.

Speculoos/speculaas Cookie made of brown sugar, ginger, cinnamon, nutmeg and cloves.

Lierse vlaaike A small cake made with candy syrup and four spices mix.

Gayette du Pays Noir A kind of chocolate truffle made to look like a lump of coal.

Pagnon borain A pie dusted with brown sugar and flavoured with coffee.

Bamkuch Luxembourg’s ‘tree cake’, made by drizzling the dough onto a spinning spit.
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Try if You Dare

Paling in ‘t groen/anguille au vert Eel dressed in a green, herbal sauce.

Perzik met toninj/pêche au thon Half of a canned peach filled with a mix of tuna and mayo.

Caricoles Steamed periwinkle; a snail-like seafood cooked in its shell within a broth.

Konijn met pruimen/lapin aux pruneaux Rabbit stewed with prunes.

Kuddelfleck Fried beef tripes or stomach served with a tomato sauce.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Sel Gris Creativity and sophistication in an interior of fifty shades of grey in Knokke, Michelin starred.

Boo Raan Michelin-recognised for refined traditional Thai cuisine, also in Knokke.

Humus & Hortense Indulge in a vegan feast in a beautiful Brussels maison de maître.

L'Air du Temps Two Michelin stars for veggie-centric cuisine from the kitchen-garden of a stylish farmstead north of Namur.

La Distillerie Within Bourglinster Castle, this place was voted the world's best meat-free restaurant in 2020. No lactose or gluten either.

Dans le Noir? In Luxembourg City, taste fine food in pitch blackness, served by blind waiters: an extraordinary dining experience.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

The first produce of the year appears: chicory and white asparagus. The latter is cooked, drizzled with melted butter, lemon, crushed hard-boiled eggs and parsley (asperges à la flamande). In May, strawberries hit the shelves.
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SUMMER

Make the most of the season’s bounty: green-leaf veggies (spinach, lettuce), beans and peas, cabbages, cucumbers and tomatoes, plus raspberries, mulberries, blueberries and rhubarb. It’s also the perfect timing for mussels.
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AUTUMN

Harvest brings countless varieties of apples, pears and potatoes. People are going out in the woods looking for mushrooms and chestnuts. Hunting season means game meat (boar, doe, pheasant) will be on the menu.
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WINTER

Time to enjoy the last root vegetables and pumpkins; it’s also peak time to pluck the misunderstood Brussels sprouts. Sautéed with bacon and roasted potatoes, it’s a great winter warmer.
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THE OUTDOORS

Despite their small size, Belgium and Luxembourg have plenty to offer: from surfing and river kayaking to hiking in the Ardennes and, of course, cycling!
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From the shores of the North Sea to the banks of the Moselle, small Belgium and Luxembourg pack a lot of punches. The 65km of Belgian coastline provide opportunities for all kinds of water sports, from sailing to windsurfing. Flanders and its flat terrain are the playground of cyclists, while mountain bikers will prefer the hilly, wooded trails of Wallonia. The south of Belgium and Luxembourg, with their lakes and rivers, are ideal for kayaking. In both countries, hiking trails abound.

Walking & Hiking

Even though heavily populated, both countries are rich in charming trails waiting to be explored. The Ardennes region of Belgium is an excellent choice for hikers, with its dense forests, rolling hills and meandering rivers. The famous GR 5, also known as 'Europe's trail', takes you through east Flanders and Liège before veering south to the Ardennes and Luxembourg, offering a long-distance hiking adventure amid breathtaking cultural and natural landscapes. Additionally, the High Fens, Belgium's largest nature reserve, boasts a unique moorland environment and is perfect for shorter day hikes.

Over in Luxembourg, the Mullerthal Trail is quite popular. It passes through 'Little Switzerland' and offers stunning views of rock formations and lush green valleys. Meanwhile, the challenging cross-border Escapardenne Eislek Trail will take you through Belgian Luxembourg and the Grand-Duchy's most picturesque sceneries and villages.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

The Muziekbos (musical forest) in Ronse is a wonderful place for hiking and cycling routes fit for all ages.

In Oostduinkerke, the little ones will marvel at the shrimp fishers on horseback demonstrating their 500-year-old tradition.

Test your astronaut abilities, train for life on Moon/Mars and learn astronomy at Euro Space Center.

Durbuy is a good choice with its large range of outdoor adventure activities for all ages, especially with the Durbuy Adventure Valley, mixing nature with thrill-seeking activities.

Hop into a kayak in Bouillon and join a cherished Belgian family tradition: rowing down the Semois River.

Go down a closed iron mine at Luxembourg's National Mining Museum to explore Rumelange mine's entire site.



Cycling

Cycling is Belgium’s other national sport (along with football/soccer) so it's no wonder that the country is criss-crossed with bike-friendly paths. Flanders is particularly well-equipped and suited for easy and safe bike escapes. For instance, you can discover Bruges on two wheels before heading to nearby Damme, following a tranquil canal. Another option is exploring WWI sites along one of the 10 Flanders Fields Routes.

Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent and Namur each operate their own bike-sharing programs, namely Villo, Velo Antwerpen, Donkey Republic and Libiavello, respectively.

In contrast, Wallonia offers more challenging terrain, but for those who prefer leisurely rides, the RAVeL network is here. These former trains and tram tracks were converted into a network of well-marked, car-free paths, suitable for biking and walking.

There is a network of cycling nodes covering both regions and Brussels.
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Water Sports

Famous for its strong winds, the Belgian coast is the perfect place for windsurfing and kitesurfing. However, sand yachting is a unique and exciting activity that is worth a try. De Panne is an excellent place to experience it. Did you know you could surf in the North Sea? There are clubs all along the coastline.

Over in Wallonia, the Lacs de l’Eau d’Heure are almost like an inland sea. For some, the star of the water activities here is a descent of the Lesse River by kayak from Houyet or Gendron to Anseremme, but it's arguably prettier to paddle the Semois River from Bouillon.

In Luxembourg, the Moselle River and the Upper-Sûre artificial lake are the perfect spots for water-sports enthusiasts, with kayaking, waterskiing and windsurfing on offer.


Off-Beat Adventures

STREET ART

Brussels becomes an art gallery with its Comics Murals trail.

BOATING

Take a guided 45-minute boat trip on Ghent's inland waterways to discover the history behind the downtown area.

BIRD-WATCHING

Grab a pair of binoculars and watch bird species while living full-time, or temporarily, at the Zwin Nature Park.

CRAZY BIKE RIDE

Biking through water? It’s possible at Bokrijk’s Provincial Domain.

CAVING

Visit Belgium’s most beautiful caves at Han-sur-Lesse and see the rare Przewalski’s horses raised in the animal park for reintroduction.

ORCHARD ART

Walk through Borgloon’s orchards along the public art trail. There’s more to see than just the famous ‘see-through’ church Read Between The Lines.







ACTION AREAS

Where to find Belgium & Luxembourg’s best outdoor activities.
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BELGIUM & LUXEMBOURG

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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BRUSSELS
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MULTICULTURAL AND FESTIVE CAPITAL OF EUROPE

Charming and far from boring, provincial yet global, fundamentally open and epicurean, the Belgian capital invites you to enjoy the finer things in life.
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Let’s face it: Brussels has long suffered from an unjustified reputation as a grey, dull and bureaucratic city, especially in comparison with its cool and glamorous neighbours (Paris, Amsterdam, London). Don’t fall for the stereotype!

Instead, give it a chance and you might just fall under its spell. How it works is a mystery though. At first, the city might look like a chaotic mess. Brussels has been disfigured by over a century of anarchic urban planning with no regards to previous heritage. Grand squares adorned with intricate guildhalls and Gothic churches stand alongside Art Nouveau, Art Deco and sleek glass buildings. This improbable mix has become an integral part of Brussels’ landscape, adding to its distinctive character.

With over 180 nationalities (second only to Dubai), Brussels is a human-scaled global city and it’s no wonder. As the capital of a trilingual country and the decision-making centre for over 400 million Europeans, Brussels proudly embraces its identity as an open city.

It is also a city of art, from the iconic Flemish masters showcased in the Museum of Fine Arts, to the avant-garde museums and galleries that dot the city. Talking about art, the 9th art, comics, has a special place here ever since Hergé, a Brussels native, started drawing The Adventures of Tintin. Many artists will tell you that Brussels has given them the freedom to create and turn their ideas into reality.

If you like food, you’re also in for a treat. From world-class Michelin-starred restaurants to humble but innovative cafes, the city offers a diverse range of gastronomic experiences. And then there are the ever-present temptations of chocolate, waffles, frites and beers that you’ll meet at every street corner.

But most of all, Brussels is all about conviviality and it knows how to party right. With a collection of 19 ‘villages’ and different districts waiting to be discovered, you will never feel lost or overwhelmed. Brussels welcomes you, just as you are.

For clarity’s sake, this guide refers to locations by their French names, the language of the majority of the Brussels residents.
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The Main Areas

THE PENTAGON

Brussels’ cultural, historic, vibrant heart.

EU QUARTER, CINQUANTENAIRE & SCHAERBEEK

EU appreciation and great museums.

ST-GILLES, IXELLES & FOREST

Great food and Art Nouveau.

ALONG THE CANAL

Post-industrial heritage.

SOUTH AND EAST BRUSSELS & FORÊT DE SOIGNES

The upper-class and green neighbourhoods.

NORTHWEST BRUSSELS

More than just the Atomium.

THE OUTSKIRTS OF BRUSSELS

Going beyond the capital.



Find Your Way

The heart of Brussels is rather compact, with the oldest section of the city retaining the winding charm of its medieval streets. While the central area, known as the Pentagon, is easily covered by foot, public transportation is recommended for visiting other neighbourhoods and attractions, including the iconic Atomium.
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Plan Your Days

Grab a good breakfast and a retractable umbrella (Belgian weather is unpredictable) – it’s time to discover all that Brussels has to offer.
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Day 1

Morning

• Kick-start your day with a visit to the Marolles Flea Market and then explore antique shops on Rue Haute. Take the elevator to Place Poelaert for a panoramic view of Brussels.

Afternoon

• Lunch in Brussels’ historical centre and don’t miss the allure of Galeries Royales St-Hubert shopping arcade. Marvel at the breathtaking Grand Place, and if time permits, visit the City Hall and Brussels City Museum. Don’t forget to greet Manneken Pis and his wardrobe.

Evening

• Relax with an aperitif at 58: Rooftop & Panoramic Eatery before heading to Zotte Mouche for dinner. End the day with a cocktail at Life Is Beautiful.




Day 2

Morning

• Get your culture fix going on with a visit to one of the Fine Arts Museums. Don’t miss the breathtaking view from Mont des Arts while heading back towards the centre.

Afternoon

• Enjoy a laid-back lunch at Mer du Nord and explore the stores and hidden gems of the Ste-Catherine and Dansaert neighbourhoods. Take a bike ride to admire the post-industrial architecture of Tour & Taxis, and make a pit stop at La Source microbrewery for refreshments.

Evening

• Go back to Tour&Taxis’ Gare Maritime food court for a meal, or take public transport to Friture René for traditional Belgian fares.




Day 3

Morning

• Make your way to the EU Quarter for a visit of the Parlamentarium and the Hemicycle of the European Parliament. Alternatively, go to the Musée des Sciences Naturelles for some dinosaur viewing.

Afternoon

• Go grab a cone of frites at Maison Antoine, then walk or take bus 54 to get to the start of the Art Nouveau walking tour.

Evening

• Have a well-earned beer and enjoy the fun atmosphere at Brasserie de l’Union before treating yourself to a delightful meal at iOda.



You’ll Also Want to…

Explore the green side of Brussels with its many parks and even a forest, enjoy lesser-known neighbourhoods and go see a football game…

EXPLORE SCHAERBEEK

Visit the Train World museum, relax at Parc Josaphat and find beer heaven at Le Barboteur.
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GET LOST IN THE FOREST

Get some fresh air and closer to nature by spending time among the trees of the Forêt de Soignes.
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GET TO KNOW INDUSTRIAL BRUSSELS

Visit Molenbeek’s La Fonderie museum to learn about Brussels’ working class.
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DISCOVER MODERN ART

Belgians love contemporary art: MIMA, Villa Empain or L’Atelier 34zéro Muzeum.
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TRY THE BEERS

Cantillon Brewery is renowned for its lambic-based beers. Other breweries: L’Ermitage and La Source.
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FEEL LIKE IN A MOVIE-SET

The Floréal and Logis garden cities and Coin du Balai feel straight out of a vintage movie.
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ATTEND A FOOTBALL GAME

Catch top-league team Union Saint-Gilloise and discover why their fans are known as Belgium’s friendliest supporters.
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The Pentagon

THE HEART OF BRUSSELS


The Pentagon refers to the heart-shaped area enclosed by the expansive boulevards that form what is known as the ‘Small Belt’. This belt serves as an urban highway, tracing the path of Brussels’ second defensive wall. Within these boundaries, you will find the essence of Brussels, encompassing the city’s core and most of its key attractions. Nowhere else can you feel the beat of what is Brussels today. A city of architectural contrast where guild houses, Haussmannian boulevards, brutalist towers, neoclassical squares, Art Deco buildings, Gothic cathedrals and churches coexist in close proximity.

The main arteries of that heart are the Great Boulevards, with Boulevard Anspach emerging as the centre of the largest pedestrian area in Europe. It pulsates with the energy of the city, serving as a vibrant hub for pedestrians to explore and immerse themselves in the soul of Brussels.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cathédrale des Saintts-Michel-et-Gudule

2 Grand-Place

3 Manneken Pis

4 Mont des Arts

SIGHTS

5 Belgian Beer World

see 5 Bourse de Bruxelles

6 Brussels City Museum

7 Centre Belge de la Bande Dessiné

8 City Hall

9 Église Notre-Dame de la Chapelle

10 Fin-de-Siècle Museum

11 GardeRobe Manneken Pis

12 Hospice Pachéco

13 La Bellone

see 17 Musée BELvue

14 Musée Magritte

15 Musical Instrument Museum

16 Old Masters Museum

17 Palais du Coudenberg

18 Rue de la Cigogne

19 Rue de Rollebeek

20 Théâtre Royal de Toone

EATING

21 58: Rooftop & Panoramic Eatery

22 Menma

see 24 Mokafé

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

23 Au Bassin

SHOPPING

24 Galeries Royale St-Hubert

25 Tropismes




TOP TIP

The Pentagon is easily walkable. Unless you feel tired by the end of the day, you won’t need to use public transportation. For a single-ride ticket, contactless payment is available. Simply swipe your bank card, smartphone or smartwatch on the grey validator at the entrance of metro stations or on buses and trams.



Manneken Pis & Wardrobe

The largest wardrobe for the littlest guy

Meet the ‘Most Disappointing Tourist Attraction in the World’ (and Brussels’ mascot): Manneken Pis. This little peeing boy has been relieving himself in the fountain below since 1619 when he was sculpted by Jérôme Duquesnoy the Elder. While his size may be underwhelming, what’s not is his wardrobe. ‘Little Julien’ (Manneken Pis’ given name) owns over 1100 costumes from around the world, gifted on various occasions such as festivities or dignitary visits. Just up the street, the GardeRobe Manneken Pis proudly displays 140 outfits.
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Cathédrale des Saints-Michel-et-Gudule

A Gothic masterpiece

Perched atop one of Brussels’ hills, the unmistakable twin Brabantine Gothic towers of the cathedral soar through the sky. Built as the church of St-Michel-au-Mont, it was later replaced by a Romanesque collegiate in 1047, housing the relics of St Gudula (Brussels’ other patron saint) brought from the church of St-Géry. Renamed ‘St Michael and St Gudula’, the cathedral underwent multiple expansions, predominantly in Gothic style, and attained cathedral status in 1962. Notable features include a magnificent baroque pulpit sculpted from wood and exquisite 16th-century stained-glass windows in the side chapels, based on designs by Bernard van Orley.
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Mont des Arts & Museums

Prepare to be dazzled

Sure, the Mont des Arts offers a fantastic panoramic view of Brussels, but what is truly remarkable is the high concentration of museums. Continuing up the hill, the splendid Art Nouveau building known as ‘Old England’ now houses the Musical Instrument Museum (MIM).

At Place Royale, you’ll discover the three fine arts museums: the Old Masters Museum showcasing mainly Flemish School artists from the 15th to the 18th century, and the Magritte Museum, a shrine to the master of surrealism (the Fin-de-Siècle Museum will close in 2024 for renovation). Go underground at the Palais du Coudenberg to explore the ruins of Emperor Charles V’s palace and immerse yourself in Belgian history at the Musée BELvue.

STAYING IN THE PENTAGON

Juliana Hotel Brussels

Luxurious stay in a beautiful neoclassical building with the feel of a private manor. €€€

Craves

A boudoir-like, sexy hotel, close to Grand-Place, with a top restaurant: Le Conteur. €€

LaTroupe

A stylish hotel-hostel (private rooms and dorms) right in the centre of town. €

The Grand Place

Brussels’ crown jewel

It’s impossible not to gawk at the gilded guildhalls of the Grand Place (Grote Markt in Dutch). They are a testament to the power and resilience of the guilds and notable figures who rebuilt the Grand Place after the devastating bombing of Brussels by the army of the King of France, Louis XIV, in 1695. The walls of the Gothic city hall remained standing as the sole testimony of the square’s medieval past. Its tall and slender tower supports a golden statue of St Michael, one of Brussels’ two patron saints. Since 2023, the City Hall has been open for daily visits. Across from the City Hall, the neogothic Maison du Roi now houses the Brussels City Museum. On the eastern side of the square, the House of the Dukes of Brabant comprises several houses built under the same facade, making it look like a palace decorated with busts of the several Dukes and Duchesses of Brabant.

The Grand Place serves as the stage for three noteworthy events: the biannual Flower Carpet, in mid-August, where the square is adorned with begonias, dahlias and other plants, creating a stunning floral tapestry. The Ommegang is an annual historical pageant taking place at the end of June and early July. It commemorates the ‘Joyous Entry’ of Emperor Charles V and Crown Prince Philip II and has been recognised as a UNESCO World Heritage event. In September, the Belgian Beer Weekend gathers 50 breweries and their 500 beers.
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THE CONTINENT’S FIRST MALL

Built in 1847, the Galeries Royales St-Hubert, just 80m away from Grand Place, is an elegant glass-covered shopping arcade – and was the first of its kind on the continent. With a delightful array of boutiques, chocolatiers, cafes and theatres, intricate architecture and high-end shops, it exudes a timeless charm that attracts both locals and tourists. Do not miss Tropismes, Brussels’ prettiest bookshop, and have a waffle or speculoos biscuit at Maison Dandoy at Mokafé.




BRUSSELS CITY MUSEUM

The Brussels City Museum ticket includes entry to the GardeRobe Manneken Pis. Admission is free on the first Sunday of every month.



MORE IN THE PENTAGON

Browse & Bargain at the Marolles Flea Market

The spirit of Brussels

Brussels residents will tell you that there’s only one place where you can find the ‘true’ Brussels’ spirit alive and well: in the Marolles (Marollen in Dutch). This predominantly working-class and multicultural neighbourhood has always had a rebellious streak and a joke on its lips. The best way to experiment it is by visiting its flea market on Place du Jeu de Balle. Every morning, starting at 9am, vendors fill up the whole square to sell everything you can imagine, and what you did not think you needed: secondhand clothes, furniture, old cameras, books, paintings… You can try your hand at bargaining, especially if you buy several items from the same vendor, or simply enjoy the mood and have a cup of coffee in one of the many cafes surrounding the square. Afterwards, make your way to Rue Haute – and stop for a drink at the iconic Le Petit Lion for a true ‘old Brussels’ experience if you haven’t had one yet – and the glass elevator to Place Poelaert and the Palace of Justice for a fantastic view.
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Flea market, Place du Jeu de Balle | CapturePB/Shutterstock ©


BEST HIDDEN SURPRISES IN THE PENTAGON

Rue de la Cigogne

It’s a miracle that this small, and hidden, medieval street even survived. Enjoy this pocket of serenity especially in early May when the wisterias are in bloom.

La Bellone

Push the door of this art centre dedicated to creation and stage artists, go through the passageway to discover a splendid courtyard and 17th-century facade covered by a glass roof.

Hospice Pachéco

The gardens of this former hospice and retirement home have been transformed into a trendy open-air cafe.

Piece of the First City Wall

Tucked away on Rue de Villers, this is a large and beautiful remnant of the 13th-century wall.

Théâtre Royal de Toone

At the end of an impasse, find this legendary puppet theatre and its charming pub.



The Elder’s Trail in Marolles

Bruegel and street art

When the artist Pieter Bruegel (who was not yet ‘the Elder’) married Mayken Coecke in 1562, it was under one condition imposed by his future mother-in-law: they were to stay in Brussels, close to her. Pieter, who was living in Antwerp, complied. He would never leave the Marolles, and it was here that he painted his most famous works, from his house at Rue Haute 132. In 2019, to celebrate the 450th anniversary of his death, 11 murals were inaugurated, offering a fresh perspective on the artist and his paintings, which revolved around daily life and biblical scenes, always infused with a sense of wonder and humour. An unusual way to discover the Marolles! Start at the bottom of charming Rue de Rollebeek with the Fall of the Rebel Angels, then walk up to the Église Notre-Dame de la Chapelle where Bruegel is buried. A statue of the painter with a monkey perched on his shoulder invites you to explore the area. You can find the Bruegel street art trail (and others) at parcoursstreetart.brussels/en.



Ste-Catherine by Foot

[image: map]

Welcome to Ste-Catherine, the former site of the city’s inland port. Start your walk at 1 Ste-Catherine church. It’s hard to imagine that the square and the whole church area were filled with water up until 1854. The city authorities decided to close the port and fill several basins connected to the Willebroek Canal. This coincided with the covering of the Senne River and the construction of the Haussmann-inspired Central Boulevards. The current church is the second iteration of the church, with the baroque bell tower being the only remnant from the original structure. Inside you’ll discover old photographs and painting reproductions depicting the neighbourhood’s past. From here, make your way to the 2 Vismet, the public space named after the fish market that was established after the filling of the basins. However, it was dismantled in the 1950s. The streets still bear names associated with the old merchandise quays. Walk along the left side of the first basin and turn around, and you will spot the Black Tower, a rare remnant of Brussels’ first defensive wall. At the end of the second basin, admire the 3 Anspach Fountain with a bas-relief representing an allegory of the Senne River, resting in a tunnel. On the left, notice the Maison du Cheval-Marin, a former inn dating back to the 17th century. Further along, the 4 Monument to the Pigeon Soldier pays homage to homing pigeons and their owners during WWI. Next head to 5 Rue de la Cigogne for Brussels’ prettiest street. Rue de Flandre offers an array of good restaurants and independent stores. If open, check out 6 La Bellone for a beautiful surprise.



The 9th Art Is Everywhere

Not just about Tintin

Belgium is known for its flourishing comic strip culture, particularly in the French-speaking region. Two schools emerged: the Marcinelle school, centred around Spirou magazine, combines cartoonism and realism, while the Brussels School, led by Hergé (creator of Tintin) and his ‘ligne claire’ style, is more academic and static. Both are celebrated at the Centre Belge de la Bande Dessinée, a museum dedicated to the 9th art, is located in a stunning former store designed by Victor Horta. Better yet, follow the Parcours BD (https://www.parcoursbd.brussels/en) to discover Brussels’ 70 murals located throughout the city.


TOP PICKS IN STE-CATHERINE

Lena Chapiro is a French expat who has been living in the Ste-Catherine neighbourhood for several years. She shares her favourite addresses in the area.

Au Bassin

It’s a huge bar on the Vismet with lots of different corners and rooms with different atmospheres, and they have beers that you can’t necessarily find elsewhere.

Menma

Also on the Vismet, this is a restaurant that makes absolutely delicious ramen. It’s small, they don’t take reservations, and everything is homemade, including the noodles.

58: Rooftop & Panoramic Eatery

A fabulous rooftop at the top of the city’s administrative centre with the best view of Brussels.



From Finance Temple to Beer Heaven

Hoppy pour-suits

The long empty Bourse de Bruxelles (stock exchange) has finally found a purpose: hosting the Belgian Beer World. Believe it or not, Belgium’s capital did not have a large beer museum until 2023. Here you will learn about the importance of beer to the Belgian culture, the brewing process, and of course enjoy a tasting at the rooftop bar. Even without visiting, you can go inside the building and look around. Its lavish interior (Auguste Rodin worked on some sculptures) is worth seeing.

EATING & DRINKING IN THE PENTAGON

Zotte Mouche

Classic Belgian grandma dishes; beers and parties during the weekend. €€

Mer du Nord/Noordzee

Enjoy your shrimp croquettes at this outdoor eatery by a fishmonger’s window. €

Life is Beautiful

Craft cocktails (the best in town) by Harouna and his team in a relaxed atmosphere. €€



EU Quarter, Cinquantenaire & Schaerbeek

WHERE EUROPE IS BEING MADE


Some neighbourhoods stand out for their significance and unique charm, but the EU Quarter buzzes with its own unique energy. In larger-than-life buildings, politics that shape the lives of 447 million European citizens are discussed, decided and implemented. The ‘EU Bubble’ might seem somewhat removed from the rest of the population but these people in suits, hailing from the 27 corners of the EU, are now as much part of Brussels as the Manneken Pis.

The imposing double triumphal arch of the Cinquantenaire was built to commemorate Belgium’s 50th anniversary in 1880. It hosts captivating museums, a beautiful park and elegant cafes in nearby Etterbeek.

Finally, Schaerbeek is a vibrant and multicultural up-and-coming district that offers a blend of architectural styles, from Art Nouveau masterpieces to eclectic townhouses but also parks, bars and theatres, and for railways enthusiasts, a train museum.
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Cinquantenaire monument and park | TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 EU Quarter

2 Maison Autrique

3 Parc du Cinquantenaire

SIGHTS

4 Art & History Museum

5 Autoworld

6 European Council

7 European Parliament

8 House of European History

9 Musée des Sciences Naturelles

10 Parc Josaphat

11 Parlamentarium

12 Place du Luxembourg

13 Royal Museum of the Armed Forces & Military History

14 The Berlaymont

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

15 Mini-Golf Josaphat

EATING

16 Le Zinneke

17 Les Planches

18 Maison Antoine

19 Snack Efes

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20 Buvette Sint-Sebastiaan

21 La Laiterie

22 La Terrasse

23 Le Barboteur




TOP TIP

If you are planning to visit the EU Quarter, and especially the Berlaymont area, make sure that the timetable for the European Council meetings, which bring together the heads of government of the 27 member states, does not coincide with your visit, as access to the quarter is partly cordoned off for security purposes.



Maison Autrique

The seeds of Art Nouveau

Victor Horta, the famous Art Nouveau architect, was 32 when his friend Eugène Tassel asked him to design his house in Schaerbeek. Completed in 1893, it was Horta’s first private mansion. While still rooted in Eclecticism, the seeds of what were to become the codes of Art Nouveau can be found here: the use of iron and glass, industrial materials and curves as ornamental elements make it a milestone. The Maison Autrique has been lovingly restored and is now a museum, preserving Horta’s legacy.
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Maison Autrique | Werner Lerooy/Shutterstock ©

Train World

A Belgian choo-choo story

When the first railway linking Brussels to Mechelen was inaugurated in 1835, Belgium was the second country, after the UK, to welcome the train. It was only natural that a museum should be dedicated to it. Located in Schaerbeek’s historic stations, it features a permanent and temporary exhibition. Discover the history of the train, its impact on keeping Belgium synchronised, admire vintage steam engines, locomotives and royal carriages, explore interactive exhibits, listen to the captivating stories of the railway workers, and catch a glimpse of the future of train travel.
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Train World | Werner Lerooy/Shutterstock ©

Cinquantenaire Park & Museums

Where Brussels shows off

The green oasis of the Parc du Cinquantenaire was built in 1880 to commemorate Belgium’s 50 years of independence. It is renowned for its majestic triumphal arch monument and arcades. Standing tall in the centre of the park, the triple arch is an iconic symbol of the city. Surrounding the monument, visitors can explore no less than three museums. The Art & History Museum showcases an impressive collection of art and artefacts ranging from Egyptian sarcophagi to Art Nouveau ornaments, while the Autoworld museum offers a journey through the history of automobiles with its remarkable assortment of vintage cars and temporary exhibitions. Finally, the Royal Museum of the Armed Forces & Military History provides a comprehensive insight into Belgium’s military heritage.



TOP EXPERIENCE
The EU Quarter

Most of the EU bodies are located in Brussels, marking the urban landscape with their presence and transforming what was once a small capital into a cosmopolitan city. If you want to understand how these institutions work, impacting the lives of over 440 million Europeans, a visit is well worth your time. Some non-EU-related sights also deserve your attention.
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European Parliament | Hieu VO/Shutterstock ©


Scan this QR code to book your visit at one of the EU institutions
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Parlamentarium

If there is only one place associated with the EU that you can visit, this should be it. The Parlamentarium explores the history of the European Parliament and how it works. Among the highlights are the 360° panorama of the parliament, the interactive map of the EU member states and firsthand accounts from Europeans about their experiences with legislative changes brought by the parliament.


DON’T MISS

Parlamentarium

The House of European History

Ambiorix Square

The Berlaymont

The European Council

Musée des Sciences Naturelles

Leopold Park

Place du Luxembourg after work



European Institutions

The European Parliament is the EU organ closest to the citizens since its members are directly elected, and guess what, you can visit it for free! An audio guide (in 24 languages) will be handed to you (or download the EP Visit app on your smartphone). For a more in-depth approach, why not book a Hemicycle talks tour with a speaker? If you’re eager to witness the parliament in action, plan your visit during the week when the MEPs are in session. Limited spots are available to watch the debates, so make sure to register in advance.

The star-shaped European Commission building has become the icon of the EU in Brussels. Built in 1967 on the site of the former convent of the Ladies of Berlaymont, it houses the offices of the President of the Commission and the College of Commissioners. If you take a good look at it, you’ll notice that only the central part of the ‘star’ is connected to the ground, while its four branches seem to hover in the air, like tree branches. The Commission accepts group tours by reservation at least 10 weeks in advance. However, the exhibition centre Experience Europe is accessible to all.

At the European Council, guests are welcome to explore the visitors centre and common areas, an opportunity to admire ‘the egg’ structure enclosed within the building.


PRACTICALITIES

Entrance to the Parlamentarium and EU institutions is free, and audio guides and information are provided in all 24 EU languages. Booking in advance is highly recommended. Note that group tours are available for the European Council and other EU organs, but they must be reserved well in advance.



House of European History

In a beautiful Art Deco building overlooking Park Leopold, learn everything about the history of Europe and where it’s headed. What is Europe? Is there such a thing as a shared European heritage? The interactive exhibition offers a fascinating journey through the continent’s long and rich history while envisioning its future. The museum also features dedicated spaces for young adults, a special route for children, and a temporary exhibition.

Place du Luxembourg

The ‘EU Bubble’ is a work hard, play hard crowd. After a long day of work, public servants and interns gather at Place du Luxembourg (aka Place Lux or Plux) to unwind and socialise. This square, located just in front of the Parliament, is filled with bars and provides the perfect opportunity to experience the life of an EU servant and network.


TOP TIPS

• Avoid visiting the Institute of Natural Sciences on Wednesday afternoons, weekends or holidays unless you don’t mind large groups of children.

• The largest accessible toilet in the museum is on the 1st floor, near the dinosaur gallery.

• Remember to bring your ID card or passport, as it will be required for entry to the EU institutions.

• Don’t miss the Place du Luxembourg after-work event every Thursday from April to October. It is the largest after-work gathering in Brussels, and the entire square is closed to traffic.



L’Institut des Sciences Naturelles

Part museum, part scientific research institute, the Institute of Natural Sciences hosts an impressive collection of 28 iguanodons found in a Belgian coal mine. The gallery displaying these dinosaurs is the largest of its kind in Europe. Do not miss the Evolution Gallery, Man Gallery or the Mineral Room. The Living Planet exhibit (inside the Evolution Gallery) and BiodiverCITY (about urban fauna and flora in Brussels) will keep you amazed at the resilience of our natural world. The museum also hosts temporary exhibitions.



MORE IN SCHAERBEEK

Parc Josaphat, the People’s Park

A Sunday afternoon family outing

Parc Josaphat is Schaerbeek’s green lung and a main gathering spot for its residents. Amid the trees, winding paths and ponds of this English-style park, you can enjoy a leisurely stroll, admire statues of writers and artists, and let the children have fun at the playground. Need a break from playing? Head to the Buvette Sint-Sebastiaan to grab a bite to eat. Belonging to the St Sebastian guild of archers (which still offers archery sessions on Wednesdays), this refreshment bar has a frites day on Sunday. They’re exceptionally good, so it’s better to book your spot in advance.

Next, continue your afternoon at the park’s mini-golf course before stopping for a snack at La Laiterie. This contemporary cafe was built on the grounds of an old castle, which was transformed into a milk bar and reopened a few years ago.
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Parc Josaphat | Belga News Agency/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP PICKS IN SCHAERBEEK

Emmanuelle Hubert, a food and travel blogger (augoutdemma.be), suggests some local eateries for a relaxing dining experience in Schaerbeek.

Le Zinneke

A traditional brasserie with all the Belgian classics on the menu, but specialising in mussels prepared in dozens of sauces.

Les Planches

Tucked away in a former industrial building, Les Planches serves delicious boards ranging from savoury to sweet. The terrace is a great spot to chill, and later in the evening, they clear the tables for dancing.

Snack Efes

The place to go for a delicious durum (now a Brussels must-eat). What makes the difference? Their salad mix is the best around.



EATING & DRINKING IN ETTERBEEK & SCHAERBEEK

Maison Antoine

Some say these are the best fries in town, but you be the judge. €

La Terrasse

Old-school brasserie with a beautiful glass-roof terrace at the entrance of the Parc du Cinquantenaire. €€

Le Barboteur

Beer library where you can enjoy fine craft beers on tap or take one home.



St-Gilles, Ixelles & Forest

MULTICULTURAL, BOHEMIAN, ARTISTIC AND FOR FOODIES


Nestled to the south/southeast of the Belgian capital, St-Gilles and Ixelles offer a captivating blend of culture, shopping and foodie hot spots. St-Gilles is renowned for its bohemian atmosphere, artistic affinities and Art Nouveau facades. The heart of the neighbourhood is Parvis de St-Gilles, where locals and visitors gather for the market or in the many cafes and bars. Adjacent to St-Gilles, Ixelles is a vibrant kaleidoscope with the lively Congolese neighbourhood of Matongé, elegant tree-lined avenues, upscale and independent boutiques, renowned art galleries, and the most exciting dining spots in Brussels. Place Flagey serves as the unofficial centre of Ixelles, boasting beautiful Art Deco buildings and the iconic Ixelles Ponds. Lastly, don’t overlook Forest, with its leafy parks and charming residential streets.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Étangs d’Ixelles

2 Horta Museum

3 WIELS

SIGHTS

4 Galerie d’Ixelles

5 Maisaf

6 Marché de la Place du Châtelain

7 Marché du Parvis de St-Gilles

8 Matongé

9 Place Flagey Market

10 Stade Joseph Marien

EATING

11 Humus & Hortense

12 iOda

13 Kuumba

14 L’Altitude

15 Le Soleil d’Afrique

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16 Bar du Matin

17 Brasserie de l’Union

18 La Callebasse

19 L’Amère à Boire

SHOPPING

20 Chez Nous Sawa

see 4 Galerie d’Ixelles

21 Jinny’s




TOP TIP

Ixelles and Saint-Gilles are famous for their markets, where, in addition to fresh produce, you’ll also find tempting food stalls. In Ixelles, the popular Place Flagey market is on Saturday and Sunday morning, the fancy Marché de la Place du Châtelain is on Wednesday afternoon, and Marché du Parvis de St-Gilles takes place on Wednesday, Thursday and on weekends.



Etangs d’Ixelles

Looking for the ‘ixelligator’

Next to the sprawling Place Flagey, the Etangs d’Ixelles (Ixelles Ponds) make for a gorgeous walk. These two large ponds are lined on both sides with mansions and villas in a variety of architectural styles such as Art Nouveau, Art Deco and Eclecticism. It’s the chicest address in Ixelles. Fun fact: in 2007, a pond keeper claimed to have seen someone release a large reptile into one of the ponds. The mayor had to send in the civil protection team to check, but the ‘ixelligator’ was never found.
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Etangs d’Ixelles | Werner Lerooy/Shutterstock ©

WIELS

Building bridges between art forms

This contemporary art centre is the kind of place that challenges artists and visitors with powerful and thought-provoking exhibitions. Since its creation inside the former Wielemans Ceuppens Brewery (a striking industrial building from the 1930s), WIELS has always sought to create connections between different art disciplines and inspire creativity through its exhibits and residency program. In addition to the temporary exhibitions, the centre organises events and debates. You can also browse art books at its library or simply visit to enjoy a drink or a meal at its lovely cafe situated in the old brewing room.
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WIELS | Hemis/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Horta Museum

A masterful design

At the turn of the 20th century, Victor Horta was already an important architect. He decided to design his own townhouse and workshop in St-Gilles, and when the two buildings were completed in 1901, it was a true work of total art. Horta meticulously created every aspect, from the letterbox to the mosaics and furniture. Today the museum includes some original pieces. The living area’s interior is bathed in light, thanks to the windows and a stunning glass roof, showcasing the characteristic Art Nouveau style with its emphasis on glass, metal and curves. The museum also serves as a research centre, making it an ideal place to learn more about this influential style that has left such a mark on Brussels.



An Art Nouveau Walking Tour

[image: map]

Start your day by taking the underground tram line 3 or 4 from the city centre to Albert or Berkendael and make your way to Rue de la Jonction 1 and 1 Maison Hannon – the only Jules Brunfaut Art Nouveau building. Allow time for a visit; the house is newly open to the public after extensive renovations. Just a few metres away at Ave Brugmann 55, the twin owls of 2 Les Hiboux have been watching passersby since 1899. Édouard Pelseneer, the architect, was the son of Henri, a furniture maker who worked with Victor Horta. Cross the avenue until No 80 and finally meet your first Victor Horta building: the 3 house and workshop of artist Fernand Dubois. It won’t be the last you’ll see by the master of Art Nouveau. The 4 house and workshop of Louise de Hem, by the prolific architect Ernest Blerot, can be found at Rue Darwin 15-17. Trek to 5 Hôtel Max Hallet at Ave Louise 346. Designed by Horta, it’s on the ‘sober side’ of Art Nouveau. Further up the avenue at No 224 is one of Horta’s masterpieces: 6 Hôtel Solvay, built for the industrialist Armand Solvay. Take a moment to admire the bow windows and porches or visit if you have the time. At Rue Paul-Émile Janson 6, find Horta’s first true Art Nouveau mansion: 7 Hôtel Tassel (1894), considered the ‘Manifesto of Art Nouveau in Brussels’. The architect designed everything down to the tiniest details such as door handles. On Rue Defacqz, you will find several houses built by Paul Hankar: the extravagant 8 Hôtel Ciamberlani at No 48 and the 9 architect’s own house at No 71. Round off the tour with a visit to 10 Horta’s house and museum.



Cheer On Belgium’s Nicest Football Team

ALLEZ, L’UNION!

Royale Union Saint-Gilloise is one of Belgium’s oldest clubs (registration number 10) and also one of the most successful. Although its glory days date back to before the WWII, the Union made its return to the Pro League in 2021, finishing as vice-champions of Belgium and third in the 2022 and 2023 season.

A true footballing fairytale that may be attributed, in addition to the players and coaches, to Tony Bloom, the current owner (and owner of Premier League’s Brighton & Hove Albion club), but also to the devotion of its fans. Renowned for their friendliness and good humour, the Unionists welcome anyone who wishes to support their club. Family-friendly and non-aggressive, they continue to sing even in defeat, earning respect from opposing clubs’ ultras like no other fans.

Attending a match is an experience in itself. Adding to the surreal Belgian twist, the Union stadium is located in Forest instead of St-Gilles. Although recently renovated, the Stade Joseph Marien remains far from being a modern arena. This 1919 stadium, with its beautiful 1922 Art Deco facade, appears to have changed little since the 1920s. Yet this is all part of the charm of watching L’Union play at home. Now, however, that a project for a more modern stadium, fitting the team’s level, is currently underway, time is of the essence to watch them play in their original home. Online tickets start at €12.


BEST PLACES TO EAT, DRINK & SHOP IN MATONGÉ

Le Soleil d’Afrique

A full immersion into African cuisine with specialities from the Congo, Senegal and Cameroon. €€

Kuumba

This Afro-Flemish house offers cooking or dance classes and cultural events. It’s also a cafe. €

La Calebasse

A small and lively pub where you can sample some bissap (ginger and hibiscus juice).

Jinny’s

Everything you need for African hair care, from chemicals to relax hair to wigs.

Chez Nous Sawa

From wax fabrics to jewellery and bags, this is a treasure trove for African design lovers.



EATING IN ST-GILLES, IXELLES & FOREST

Humus & Hortense

Indulge in a gastronomical, Michelin-starred vegan feast in a beautiful maison de maître. €€€

iOda

Bold, pretty and flavourful vegetable dishes prepared with the mastery of meat cuts. €€

L’Altitude

Audiophile bar offering fresh and seasonal lunches and dinners, curated wines and DJ sets. €€

Matongé: A Cultural Kaleidoscope

The Congolese side of Brussels

As you enter Ixelles through the Porte de Namur, Matongé, named after a neighbourhood in Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of the Congo, comes to life. The influx of a significant Congolese population began in the late 1950s when the Congo (along with Rwanda and Burundi) was still a Belgian colony. The Maisaf, also known as the African House, served as a gathering place for students and scholarship recipients. With the country’s independence in 1960, the migration to Belgium increased, leading Congolese expatriates to establish themselves in Matongé. Many opened shops in the neighbouring commercial galleries, transforming Matongé into a beacon of African culture in Europe. Over time, other African communities, including Rwandans, Guineans, as well as Indo-Pakistani and Latin American residents, also found a home here.

Take a leisurely stroll to the vibrant yet slightly neglected Galeries d’Ixelles. The area is bustling with hairdressers, occasional clothing stores and convenience shops. The main commercial artery, Chaussée de Wavre, offers plenty of exotic fruit and vegetable stands, wax shops and cosy little restaurants.

DRINKING IN ST-GILLES, IXELLES & FOREST

L’Amère à Boire

Searching for that elusive craft beer? This laid-back bar has got you covered.

Brasserie de l’Union

Perfect pit stop before (or after) a Union Saint-Gilloise game. Great beer selection and legendary lasagna.

Bar du Matin

Forest’s sunniest terrace and a fixture in the neighbourhood. Open from morning coffee to nightcap.



Along the Canal


URBAN, EDGY AND ON THE RISE

When industries disappeared from the canal area, Brussels turned its back on it. The municipalities, which were home to a large working-class, often impoverished community, many of whom were immigrants, were forgotten along with it. Molenbeek, once a countryside hamlet, was turned into a factory town by the construction of the canal. It welcomed people who were seeking work, first Belgians, then Italian and Spanish leftists fleeing fascism and the Franco regime, and then Moroccan workers who were invited to Belgium. This history makes Molenbeek a fascinating tapestry of cultures and architecture.

Similarly, Anderlecht is also affected by neglect and socioeconomic disparities. With a rich history, diverse population and a mix of residential and former industrial areas, it faces its own set of struggles. However, significant efforts are being made to invest in the canal’s potential, which will likely shape the future of Brussels.
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Brussels–Charleroi Canal | Werner Lerooy/Shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Béguinage d’Anderlech

2 Erasmus House

3 MIMA

SIGHTS

4 Entrepôt Royal

5 La Fonderie, Brussels Museum of Industry & Labour

6 Marché du Midi

see 14 Musée Bruxellois de la Gueuze

7 Park Tour & Taxi

8 Pixel Museum

9 World of Mind

EATING

10 Friture René

11 Gare Maritime – Food Market

12 La Source

13 Le Phare du Kanaal

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14 Brasserie Cantillon

15 Brasserie de l’Ermitage

SHOPPING

see 6 Marché du Midi




TOP TIP

On the left bank of the canal, you’ll find Brussels’ busiest cycle path, and it’s quite narrow. Make sure that you stay well off the lane (close to the railing) if walking, or why not join the cyclists and rent a bike to explore the area?



MIMA: Millennium Iconoclast Museum of Art

Art 2.0

Situated in a former Belle-Vue brewery building by the canal in Molenbeek, MIMA is a contemporary museum that opened in 2016. It provides a platform for artists who challenge artistic norms and push the envelope in their discipline, showcasing street art, cyber art and various alternative art forms. MIMA features its own permanent collection and hosts significant temporary exhibitions two to three times throughout the year. Visitors can also enjoy a canteen on-site and stunning rooftop viewpoints, enhancing the experience of this dynamic venue.
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Alain Homsi/wikipedia/CC BY-SA 2.0 ©

The Anderlecht Béguinage

Small is beautiful

Although Brussels lost its béguinage (begijnhof in Dutch), the municipality of Anderlecht managed to preserve its own. Beguines were women who lived a religious life together without taking perpetual vows, allowing them the freedom to leave when desired. The movement was particularly prominent in Belgium, with some béguinages boasting hundreds of members. In time, it became a true influential power until the French Revolution swept over. Anderlecht’s béguinage is the smallest in Belgium, featuring two buildings surrounding an enclosed garden. After undergoing restoration work, the Béguinage is open for visitors.
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Anderlecht Béguinage | Werner Lerooy/Shutterstock ©

Erasmus House

Chill-out spot for a great mind

No wonder the European student exchange program was named after Desiderius Erasmus: this great scholar, born in Rotterdam, travelled extensively throughout Europe. Called by his contemporaries the ‘Prince of Humanists’, he settled for a time in the Leuven-Brussels area between 1516 and 1521 and became a counsellor for the young emperor Charles V. Anderlecht was then a rural village where Erasmus sought relaxation and worked on a new edition of the New Testament as a guest of Canon Pieter Wijchman. The house itself is one of the oldest in Brussels (1450) and is beautifully furnished with period pieces, paintings, engravings and editions of Erasmus’s books. The garden, divided into a Renaissance medicinal plant garden and a philosophical garden, is a delight.

MORE IN THE CANAL NEIGHBOURHOOD

Scents & Colours from around the World

One of Europe’s largest markets

The huge Marché du Midi (South Market) is part of everyday life in Brussels, taking place every Sunday morning. For many Brussels families the market is the place to go for a good bargain – the prices are simply unbeatable. Fruit, meat, clothes, fish, plants, bicycles, books – it’s a dizzying array of smells and colours. The cosmopolitan mix that is Brussels is on full display on the stalls and in the aisles of the market.
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Barrel , Cantillon Brewery | Shawn Hamilton/Shutterstock ©


BEST OF TOUR & TAXI

Entrepôt Royal

The stunning multi-level Royal Depot building was used as a long-term storage facility. A favourite with wedding photographers.

Pixel Museum

Vintage computers and retro-gaming heaven.

Gare Maritime

This sprawling glass-covered old train station shelters a food court and is the site of many events, among them the Streat Fest food festival.

World of Mind

Prepare to be mystified by this illusion museum.

Park Tour & Taxi

A park that’s still in the making and is evolving constantly. Make a stop at the Parckfarm urban farm.



EATING & DRINKING IN THE CANAL NEIGHBOURHOOD

Friture René

Anderlecht’s pride: great frites, even better meats and delicious mussels best eaten in season. €€

Le Phare du Kanaal

Lovely cafe serving organic food, all kinds of drinks and with a terrace along the canal. €

La Source

This microbrewery is known for its intensely hopped beers and beautiful setting in a former warehouse.

It’s Gueuze, not Gose!

Deep dive into beer heritage

Anderlecht is home to the last remaining lambic and gueuze brewery in Brussels: Cantillon. Lambic is a spontaneous fermentation beer; rather than adding yeast, the lambic-to-be is exposed to the open air and fermented by the unique bacteria and yeasts found only in the Senne river valley, imparting its distinctively sour taste. Gueuze, on the other hand, is crafted by blending young and old lambics. Cantillon is not just a brewery; it is also an interesting museum, the Musée Bruxellois de la Gueuze, that is well worth a visit for beer enthusiasts. The Van Rooy-Cantillon family maintains exceptionally high standards for their beers and has gained celebrity status among zythologists. Just a few metres away, you’ll discover L’Ermitage, a nanobrewery that ranks among the best in town.

Brussels’ Little Manchester

Molenbeek, a city of industries

The opening of the Brussels–Charleroi canal in 1832 changed Molenbeek forever. In just a few decades, it went from rural village to industrial town, filled with factories, warehouses and working-class houses. It earned the nickname ‘little Manchester’ due to this industrial transformation. If you’re interested in delving deeper into Brussels’ and Molenbeek’s industrial past, a visit to La Fonderie is highly recommended. This former derelict bronze factory now houses the Museum of Labour & Industry, along with a study centre. La Compagnie des Bronzes was one of the best of its kind and was commissioned to create statues of Queen Victoria that were sent to various corners of the Commonwealth, as well as the gate and animal statues for the New York Zoo. La Fonderie organises guided tours not only of Molenbeek but also of other Brussels neighbourhoods, all connected to the museum’s theme of industry. Since 2023, the lovely garden and casting hall have been transformed into a summer bar, creating a much-needed oasis in the midst of a densely urbanised town.


BEST NEIGHBOURHOOD BEERS TO TRY

Gueuze by Cantillon

The classic Brussels beer, low in alcohol, slightly fizzy with a refreshing, balanced sourness.

Kriek by Cantillon

A blend of lambics combined with morello cherries. Fruity with a hint of almond.

La Lanterne by L’Ermitage

An aromatic and hoppy pale ale, the first to come out of L’Ermitage’s vats.

Le Théorème de l’empereur by L’Ermitage

The star of the nanobrewery, a pale ale twice infused with jasmine green tea.

Delta by Brussels Beer Project

The one that started it all for BBP. A fruity, tropical saison IPA.



The Rebirth of a Neighbourhood

Rising like a phoenix

Witness the rebirth of a neighbourhood at Tour & Taxis. Sitting along the canal, it was once a bustling industrial complex, featuring warehouses, post and customs offices, and serving as a vital hub for maritime and railway activities. Constructed with a fusion of bricks, glass and iron, this stunning example of mainly Art Nouveau buildings applied to industrial use stood abandoned in the 1980s. It has since undergone a long restoration and has become the focus of a project aimed to revitalise the maritime district of Molenbeek. Converted buildings now house shops, restaurants, offices and exhibition halls. The most impressive is the Gare Maritime, the old train station turned into a food court. New constructions are emerging, accompanied by a spacious park and a canal promenade.

STAYING IN THE CANAL NEIGHBOURHOOD

Urban Yard

A botanical-themed boutique hotel with a retro feel and charming back terrace. €€

Yooma Urban Lodge

Fan of Belgian comics? Each room is dedicated to a different hero. Perfect for families. €€

Meininger City Center

Sleep in a stunning converted brewery. Dorms, private rooms and family rooms. €



South and East Brussels & Forêt de Soignes

UPSCALE AND GREEN


The communes of the second ring, located to the east and south of Brussels, far from the centre and its frenzy, have always been the favoured haunts of the upper classes. Quiet Woluwe-Saint-Lambert and Woluwe-Saint-Pierre, residential Auderghem, bohemian Watermael-Boitsfort and upmarket Uccle all share the fact that they are privileged, airy and blessed with beautiful parks. Brussels is said to be made up of 19 villages. This is even truer here, especially in Uccle, which is particularly dynamic. But that veneer of discretion does not mean that there’s nothing to do or see. Far from it.

For residents of the southern municipalities, the great Forêt de Soignes is just a stone’s throw away. This verdant lung of the capital is Brussels’ best place to relax and breathe. In the quiet of the forest, walking among towering beech trees, city life seems blissfully far away.
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Forêt de Soignes | Ronald Smijers/Shutterstock ©

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Centre d’Art de Rouge Cloître

2 Forêt de Soignes

3 Van Buuren Museum & Gardens

4 Villa Empain

SIGHTS

5 22/03 Memorial

6 Bois de la Cambre

7 Étangs des Enfants Noyés

8 Hippodrome de Boitsfort

9 Vallon du Vuylbeek

EATING

10 Au Vieux Spijtigen Duivel

11 Brasserie de la Patinoire

12 Brasseries Georges

13 Chalet Robinson

14 Chez Musett

15 Da Giuse

16 Green Lab

17 Ivresse

18 Le Flore

19 Les Tables de CaYuga

20 Nemo 33

21 Seven

22 Woodpecker Dhrome

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

23 Jeux d’Hiver




TOP TIP

The two main gates of the Forêt de Soignes in Brussels are easily accessible by public transportation. They are located near the Hippodrome de Boitsfort (tram 8) and the Rouge-Cloître park (bus 44, ‘Auderghem-Forêt’ stop).



Villa Empain

Where east meets west

At first sight, the Villa Empain is another Art deco showstopper. Built in the early 1930s for Baron Louis Empain, a notable entrepreneur and philanthropist, by Swiss-Belgian architect Michel Polak, it was purchased in 2006 by the Fondation Boghossian and turned into a cultural institution and place of artistic dialogue between East and West. The wonderfully restored house is the backdrop for temporary exhibitions and events. Make time to have a drink at the gorgeous villa cafe. Gatsby would feel at home here!
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Villa Empain | Rudy Mareel/Shutterstock ©

Centre d’Art de Rouge-Cloître

Art in nature

The Rouge-Cloître Priory combines the charms of a partially ruined monastery and the tranquility of the nearby Forêt de Soignes. Once one of the most prestigious abbeys of the Spanish Lowlands, the final blow to a long story of glory and decline came when the French revolutionary troops invaded Brussels and suppressed all religious orders. The Rouge-Cloître never recovered. Today the art centre occupies the remaining buildings, hosting year-round exhibitions with a focus on the relationship between art and writing. It’s a wonderful opportunity to combine artistic discovery with a walk in the forest. There’s also a children’s playground on-site.

Van Buuren Museum & Gardens

Art Deco from roof to garden

It was the heyday of Art Deco when Dutch banker David van Buuren’s house was finally completed in 1928. David and his wife Alice were famous philanthropists and art collectors. They wanted their house to be a showcase for their collection and called on French, Belgian and Dutch decorators to embellish their home. The house is brimming with original Art Deco pieces: carpets, furniture, stained glass and vases, and every room is an opportunity to admire paintings or sculptures by famous artists such as Constant Permeke or James Ensor. The gardens, supervised by Alice, are particularly beautiful, with their labyrinth, rose garden and the ‘Garden of the Heart’, which Alice had ordered built after her husband’s death.
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Van Buuren gardens | Werner Lerooy/Shutterstock ©

MORE IN SOUTH AND EAST BRUSSELS & FORêT DE SOIGNES

Ominously Named Lakes & a Ghost Station

A walk in the forest

Head to the Hippodrome de Boitsfort, the former horse-racing track, to enter the Forêt de Soignes. Follow the track to the Réserve naturelle des Étangs des Enfants Noyés, three beautiful lakes with an ominous name. It originated from a watermill owned by Mr Verdroncken, known as the ‘mill of the Verdroncken children’. Poor translation (verdroncken meaning ‘drowned’) resulted in the name ‘drowned children’. The preserve is ecologically and archaeologically significant with artefacts from the 3rd and 2nd millennia BCE being found here and displayed at the Art & History Museum.

Continue through the marshy Vallon du Vuylbeek before a long and serene walk in the forest, surrounded by beeches and oaks. Along the way, you’ll find the only remaining structure of the forest railroad services, an old shed serving now as storage for the foresters.

On the way back towards the ponds, take a little detour to the left to see the Memorial to the Victims of the 22/03 terrorist attacks, a wooden circle in a bright forest clearing. Return to the main path and you’re back at the Hippodrome: time to enjoy a drink or a meal at Woodpecker Dhrome.
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Le Logis-Floréal, Watermael-Boitsfort | Ben2/wikipedia/CC BY-SA 1.0 ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN UCCLE

Ivresse

It’s a grocery shop and a wine shop but, above all, a restaurant with inventive, local and seasons-based cuisine. €€

Da Giuse

Family-run Italian trattoria with freshly made pasta, sauces, desserts and panini. €

Seven

Uccle’s latest place-to-be, from breakfast to aperitif. Scrumptious pastries, healthy food and killer coffee. €€

Brasseries Georges

Belgian cuisine with an emphasis on seafood. Winners of the 2023 best shrimp croquettes award. €€

Nemo 33

Thai dining with a view of the divers in one of Europe’s deepest pools. €€



WHERE TO EAT

Cook & Book

Bookstore and cafe in Woluwé-St-Lambert; a unique concept combining food for thought and for the body. €€

Au Vieux Spijtigen Duivel

Charles V and Victor Hugo were patrons of this former inn in Uccle. It has hardly changed. €€

Sanzarù

Tastes and scents from Japan and Peru in a colourful and classy decor in Woluwé-St-Pierre. €€

Birds, Flowers & a Broom

Watermael-Boitsfort’s working-class heritage

Today Watermael-Boitsfort is essentially a ‘bourgeois-bohemian’ commune – but it wasn’t always that way.

The neighbourhood is home to one of the largest and most beautiful garden cities in Brussels: Le Logis-Floréal. Constructed mainly between 1921 and 1930, these two social housing projects emerged from worker cooperatives. The area consists of numerous individual houses with gardens, resembling cottages, arranged around communal squares or picturesque streets lined with cherry and apple trees. Le Logis has green-painted doors and bird-themed street names, while Floréal’s houses are yellow with flower-inspired street names. The area has often been used as a movie set.

Le Coin du Balai (the ‘Broom’s corner’) offers a distinct charm. Tucked away from the rest of Boitsfort on a lush hill, this neighbourhood was built initially to accommodate Marolles residents who were displaced when the Palace of Justice was constructed. Nowadays, the small tightly knit working-class houses have undergone significant changes. The area has become increasingly attractive to affluent newcomers and expats, due to its direct access to the Forêt de Soignes, transforming the village-like atmosphere that once captivated Fauvist painter Rik Wouters. His memory still lingers in the streets.


BOIS DE LA CAMBRE

Bois de la Cambre, an extension of the Forêt de Soignes, is an extensive green space and more than just a spot for strolls, picnics and children’s playgrounds. Within the park, on an island in the middle of a lake, you’ll find Chalet Robinson, where you can enjoy a meal or a drink. Simply wait for the barge to whisk you there. Looking for something on solid ground? Visit Le Flore for tapas-style aperitifs or a delightful Sunday brunch. For a refined dining experience, try la Brasserie de la Patinoire, known for its seafood and fish dishes. And if you’re in the mood to dance, head to the nearby Jeux d’Hiver but be ready to get dressed to the nines.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK

Les Tables de CaYuga

A lovely cafe cum bookshop near the Boitsfort Ponds. €

Chez Musett

A cute bistro in Uccle, decorated with antiques, serving locally sourced food, wines and craft beers. €€

Green Lab

A welcoming, steam-punk-styled cocktail bar near Uccle with dozens of gins to try.



Northwest Brussels


ROYAL AND GRAND

Brussels’ northwest is mainly residential and may seem somewhat sleepy and secluded but it does harbour some worthwhile sights, among them the iconic Atomium and Heysel. There are, however, more architectural marvels to behold, such as the huge Basilique du Sacré-Cœur de Koekelberg (an Art Deco masterpiece) or the Berchem-Ste-Agathe’s modernist ‘Cité Modéle’. Jette, a family-oriented village-like district, offers the expansive Parc Baudouin, connected to a sprawling marsh shared with neighbouring Ganshoren. Evere is known for housing the secretive NATO headquarters but also the serene Brussels graveyard (where many historical figures are buried) and the Musée de l’alimentation (Foods Museum) located in an old windmill. Laeken, the royal district, is home to King of the Belgians’ palace, and during spring, the Royal Greenhouses open their doors to the public. Lastly, the Church of Our Lady of Laeken is the final resting place of Belgium’s past monarchs.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Atomium

2 Basilique du Sacré-Cæur de Loekelberg

3 Heysel Plateau

4 Serres Royales de Laeken

SIGHTS

5 Brussels Planetarium

6 Design Museum Brussels

7 L’Atelier 34zéro Muzeum

8 Marais de Jette-Ganshoren

9 Mini-Europe

10 Palais des Expositions

11 Parc d’Osseghem

12 Parc Roi Baudouin

13 Stade Roi Baudouin

EATING

14 Frederic Blondeel Chocolate Factory & Shop

15 French Kiss

16 Guinguette Fabiola

17 Wine in the City




TOP TIP

If you’re planning on visiting the Royal Greenhouses, keep an eye on the Belgian Monarchy website as the opening is announced only a couple of weeks before (when gardeners estimate that the flowers will be at their most beautiful). Count on being there between late April and early May.



Basilique du Sacré-Cœur de Koekelberg

The monster of faith

The Basilica of the Sacred Heart stands as ‘the other monster’ of the Brussels’ landscape with the Palace of Justice. The sixth largest church in the world took 65 years to be completed (1905–1970) and is a prime example of neo-Byzantine-inspired Art Deco. Sitting at the end of a triumphal boulevard crossing Parc Elisabeth, its huge green copper cupola can be spotted from very far away. Its cavernous interior shelters the Head of Christ sculpted by Constant Permeke, 31 engravings by Joan Miró and works by James Ensor. Don’t hesitate to go up to the cupola’s platform for an amazing view.
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Basilique du Sacré-Cœur de Koekelberg | Kadagan/Shutterstock ©

Les Serres Royales de Laeken

A botanical crystal palace

The Royal Greenhouses, part of the royal grounds, open only once a year. These plants’ palaces of iron and glass showcase a stunning variety of plants and flowers (especially fuchsias). Designed by Alphonse Balat at the request of King Leopold II, construction of these remarkable structures began in 1873 and spanned over two decades. The showpiece of this crystal city is the Winter Garden, a magnificent dome able to accommodate towering palm trees. While visiting, you’ll also see Queen Elizabeth’s cottage, which she used as a workshop, and from the park, you’ll get a beautiful view of the Japanese Tower. This pagoda-style tower and the accompanying Chinese pavilion were originally exhibited at the 1900 Paris World Fair. Leopold II was so taken by them he commissioned architect Alexandre Marcel to build him something similar at the edge of the royal grounds. While the Japanese Tower remains the original building from Paris (incorporating elements from Japan itself), the Chinese pavilion was custom-made, with specially ordered and crafted components from Shanghai.
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Winter Garden, Les Serres Royales de Laeken | MisterStock/Shutterstock ©



TOP EXPERIENCE
Atomium & the Heysel

In the 1930s, the Heysel Plateau became an expansive exhibition site for Belgium’s centenary. It hosted two World Fairs (1935 and 1958) that significantly impacted Brussels’ history and cityscape, leaving behind landmarks such as the Palais des Expositions, the national stadium and the peculiar Atomium.
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Atomium | AGSAZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Scan this QR code for Atomium prices and opening hours
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Palais des Expositions

The first significant building on the Heysel Plateau is the gigantic Palais des Expositions (Exhibition Palace, also known as the Centenary Palace). Built to host part of the 1935 World Fair, this Art Deco palace, designed by architect Joseph Van Neck, remains the centrepiece of a series of 12 exhibition halls. It hosts Brussels’ largest events, such as the Auto Fair, Batibouw (Construction, Renovation, and Interior Design Fair) and the Made in Asia convention.


DON’T MISS

Palais des Expositions

The Atomium

Mini-Europe

Design Museum Brussels

Stade Roi Baudouin

Planetarium

Parc d’Osseghem



The Atomium

Funnily enough, the Atomium shares a similar story with the Eiffel Tower: it’s a construction made of metal, built on purpose for a World Fair (this time, in 1958), and meant to be dismantled after the event. However, it’s still standing, and rightly so, as this monument quirkily embodies the Belgian spirit. It consists of nine metal spheres connected by tubes, representing an iron crystal magnified 165 billion times. The Atomium, imagined by architects André et Jean Polak and engineer André Waterkeyn, was meant to symbolise faith in the advancement of sciences for all mankind in a postwar atmosphere of optimism. It remains one of the stars of Brussels’ shows, and you can, of course, visit it to learn more about the construction of this iconic building and the 1958 World Fair that had such an impact on Brussels and its current appearance. Depending on when you visit, you might see a temporary exhibition, often based on digital art, which concludes with a panoramic view from the top sphere. Not only will you find information about what you see, but also panels presenting the view as it was in 1958.


THE DOOMED EUROSTADIUM

The Heysel’s fate reflects Belgium’s complexity. Deemed too outdated to host one of the Euro 2020 matches, plans were made to build a new stadium in Grimbergen, on Brussels’ outskirts but situated in Flanders. It sparked disputes between the city, developer and Flemish authorities. UEFA withdrew Brussels’ match organisation in 2017, acknowledging the project’s delays. The project was withdrawn in shame and abandoned.



Mini-Europe

This one is for the kids and the kids at heart. Mini-Europe, a miniature park, is one of the most visited attractions in Brussels, with no less than 350 monuments chosen from among the 27 EU member states (and the UK) for their architectural value and recreated to the most minute details. The replicas are so well done that, if you take a close-up picture of a monument, it could pass as the real one. However, the park isn’t just about walking through miniatures; there are interactive parts where you can trigger an eruption of Vesuvius, the chimes of Stockholm Town Hall, or bring down the Berlin Wall. The Spirit of Europe exhibition, supported by the EU, explains briefly how the union is working and serves as an interesting finale to the visit.


TOP TIPS

• In the top sphere, you will find the Atomium bar-restaurant (reservation highly recommended).

• Pay a visit to the Design Museum: great collection of interior design since the 1950s and the price is included in the Atomium ticket.

• Need a breath of fresh air? Go relax at Parc d’Osseghem and its English-style gardens.

• Save much-needed euros by buying a combined Atomium-Mini-Europe ticket.

• If you visit the Brussels Planetarium, present your Atomium ticket to get €1 off.



Stade Roi Baudouin

The national football team’s home was known as the Heysel Stadium until 1993. Following an extensive renovation, the decision was made to change its name, partly to distance itself from the fateful night of 29 May 1985. Before the kick-off of the European Cup final between Juventus and Liverpool, Liverpool supporters breached the (mostly) Juventus fan section, pressing them against a wall. In the panic, people were crushed, and some trampled to death. Thirty-six were killed, mostly Italian and Juventus supporters, with over 600 people injured. This tragic event became known as the Heysel Stadium Disaster.



MORE IN NORTHWEST BRUSSELS

Marshes & the City

Biodiversity and tranquility unite

One of the great unsung green spaces in Brussels is the combination between Parc Roi Baudouin, which begins in the family-friendly area of Jette, and the Marais de Jette-Ganshoren. Stuck between two railways, this reserve is the last remnants of the Molenbeek River valley marsh and a little treasure of biodiversity: rare plants, birds (mallards, herons, falcons), amphibians and even grass snakes are present here. The ever-flowing water adds an atmospheric and poetic touch to this sanctuary. However, it’s important to note that some trails may be temporarily inaccessible depending on rainfall and water levels.

At the end of the marshes, just across Ave des Expositions, the contrast with the landscaped grounds of Parc Roi Baudouin is striking. The park is dotted with lawns, orchards, woods, ponds and play areas, and is quite busy with locals when the sun is out. Guinguette Fabiola, an open-air cafe, welcomes you with cold drinks and fresh food from the end of April to the end of September.
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Parc Roi Baudouin | Werner Lerooy/Shutterstock ©


L’ATELIER 34ZÉRO MUZEUM

This quirky museum and park, located near Jette station, is the brainchild of artist Wodek who initiated the project about 40 years ago. It has since grown, incorporating no less than 10 buildings and a garden.

His primary objective is to promote contemporary art, and his preferences often lean towards the provocative and the humorous.

In addition to its permanent collection, the museum organises temporary exhibitions, workshops and cooking classes. Visitors can also enjoy the garden and cafe, which serves homemade food, including many Polish specialities and even vodka straight from Wodek’s village.



EATING IN THE NORTHEAST

Frederic Blondeel Chocolate Factory & Shop

Award-winning chocolatier. Stock up on pralines or have homemade ice cream. €

French Kiss

Surf, turf and everything in between prepared with love and served generously. €€

Wine in the City

Fancy wineshop with an even fancier restaurant proposing a refined Belgian-French cuisine. €€€



Outskirts of Brussels

JUST OUTSIDE THE CAPITAL


Often overshadowed by the capital, the outskirts are clearly worthy of exploration. Now a mainly French-speaking city, Brussels is surrounded by Flemish territory, serving as a reminder of its Dutch-speaking past before French took over as the language of power. The periphery is attracting urban dwellers seeking respite from the city’s hustle and bustle, gradually changing the demographic, and linguistic, landscape.

History and nature buffs will feel lucky in this area teeming with castles (the romantic Château de La Hulpe, medieval Kasteel van Beersel and the historic Kasteel van Gaasbeek), green spaces (the Hallerbos with its famous bluebells, the Meise Botanical Gardens) and museums, like the Africa Museum, which add to the region’s cultural wealth.

Biking enthusiasts will find joy in exploring the countryside of Pajottenland, evoking scenes from Flemish old masters’ paintings. And don’t miss a visit to a lambic brewery, a must-do in this captivating region.
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SIGHTS

1 AfricaMuseum

2 Meise Botanical Garden

see 2 Plantentuin Meise

EATING

3 3 Fonteinen Restaurant

4 In de Patattenzak

5 Maxime Colin

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6 Brouwerij 3 Fonteinen

7 Brouwerij Lindemans

8 Het Fenikshof

9 Oud Beersel

10 Soko Rooftop




TOP TIP

During your time in Brussels, you’ll use the STIB/MIVB for public transportation. If you don’t have a car or bike, you can rely on De Lijn, Flanders’ public transport company, to reach these destinations (except the Africa Museum, which is linked by STIB’s tram 44).



EATING IN THE OUTSKIRTS

Maxime Collin

Gastronomical restaurant in Kraainem where French cuisine meets influences from the world in a subtle balance. €€€

3 Fonteinen Restaurant

Not to be confused with the brewery. Belgian classics and a tantalising array of lambic-based beers in Beersel. €€

In de Patattenzak

Discover the strange world of ‘Belgian spaghetti’, cooked to order, in a brown cafe decor in Grimbergen. €€

MORE IN THE OUTSKIRTS OF BRUSSELS

Belgium’s True Colonial Narrative

Slowly deconstructing colonial history

Visiting the AfricaMuseum begins long before you step inside. Take tram 44 from Montgomery, arguably the most beautiful tramline in town, especially in the fall as it crosses a section of the Forêt de Soignes, following the Ave de Tervueren. This is a long thoroughfare, purpose-built to connect the Parc du Cinquantenaire to what was to become the Royal Museum of Central Africa.

The museum was established in 1898 on the impulsion of King Leopold II to glorify the colonisation of the Congo (now the Democratic Republic of the Congo). The museum we see today opened in 1910. From 1885 to 1908, the Congo Free State had been a private possession of the king. It was characterised by brutal exploitation, forced labour, malnutrition and human rights abuses, which killed millions in the process. This led to such international outcry it forced Leopold to reluctantly relinquish the Congo to Belgium as a colony (until the Congo gained independence in 1960).

The museum harbours an impressive collection covering ethnography, archaeology, geology, mineralogy, zoology, music from the Congo but also from Rwanda, Burundi (which became Belgian protectorates after WWI) and neighbouring countries, some of them of questionable provenance. After an extensive renovation and a lot of soul-searching, it reopened in 2018 with a much-needed new museography, challenging the colonisation myth and exploring its impact in Africa and in Europe.
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AfricaMuseum | Philip Reynaers/Photonews via Getty Images ©


MEISE BOTANICAL GARDEN

A short journey north of Brussels, the Plantentuin Meise (Meise Botanical Garden) is a plant lover’s wonderland. Actually, it’s one of the largest botanical gardens in Europe, spanning 94 hectares of greenhouses, gardens and parks. You can easily spend a whole day here.

Among the stars of the garden are the delicate Ballat Greenhouse (named after the architect who built the Royal greenhouses; the Plants Palace, an enormous greenhouse featuring specimens from all around the world representing different climates; and the historical gardens, where various facets of European garden design await discovery. You can then visit the exhibition inside the Château de Bouchout.

For young visitors, the 1km-long barefoot path is a treat, engaging them in guessing what they’re walking on.



Take a Bike!

Cycling through castles and breweries

Hop on a bike in Brussels and in a few pedal strokes, find yourself in the charming Pajottenland, to the south-east of Brussels. Its rolling green hills, crossed by the Senne and Dendre rivers, are fertile grounds where many breweries have flourished. Pajottenland, alongside Brussels, is renowned for producing lambic-based beers. Explore the region, following a cycling-nodes itinerary that you can customise based on length and points of interest. Depending on your itinerary, you’ll come across several castles – in Beersel, Gaasbeek and Sint-Pieters-Leeuw – and famed breweries such as Oud Beersel and 3 Fonteinen (in Beersel) and Lindemans (in Sint-Pieters-Leeuw).

The Kasteel van Gaasbeek has a long, tumultuous and rich history. First built in 1240 to protect Brabant and Brussels, it was, oh the irony, destroyed by Brussels city troops seeking revenge for the assassination of the popular councilman Everard t’Serclaes (whose statue can be seen on the left side of the Brussels Town Hall). It was allegedly commanded by the Lord of Gaasbeek at the time, Zweder van Abcoude. Brusselians gained their nickname kiekefretters (chicken-eaters) because they marched to the castle with ample provisions of chickens for the occasion. The castle, renovated in the late 19th century, is now a museum with remarkable gardens.

The Kasteel van Beersel, on the other hand, is a fairy-tale-like moated castle straight out of the 15th century.


FAVOURITE BIKE ROUTES

Stéphanie Zawadski and Jean-Sébastien Liébin take their bikes out for a ride whenever they can. Here they share some of their favourite cycling routes in and around Brussels.

La Promenade Verte

Sixty kilometres of walking and cycling routes around the Brussels-Capital Region, divided into seven parts. A great way to explore Brussel’s natural and peri-urban environment.

Zuunbeekroute

A long ride in the Flemish countryside close to Brussels and easily accessible from the canal. It’s a great way to discover the beautiful Pajottenland while learning about the cycling nodes system.

Royalroute

You’ll pass through the magnificent Tervuren Park and Forêt de Soignes, visit Kasteel van Huldenberg and discover the unexpected grape fields on the outskirts of Brussels.



DRINKING IN THE OUTSKIRTS

Brouwerij 3 Fonteinen

One of the top lambic-beer breweries with a fantastic taproom.

Het Fenikshof

The Grimbergen abbey is a brewery site again, with a restaurant and hop yard.

Soko Rooftop

Stunning rooftop with a 360-degree view over the Forêt de Soignes in Kraainem.





GHENT, BRUGES & NORTHWEST BELGIUM
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MEDIEVAL CITIES AND UNFORGETTABLE VIEWS

Whether you’re looking to be thrown back in time or unwind in nature: the northwest of Belgium is at your service.
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Menin Gate memorial, Ypres | Santi Rodriguez/Shutterstock ©

Belgium is the country that truly has it all – and that’s particularly the case for West and East Flanders. The two present-day provinces formed a large part of the historic County of Flanders, a powerful if relatively little-known political entity in medieval Europe. Cities like Ghent, Bruges, and Ypres and their specialised industries turned Flanders into one of the most affluent parts of the continent. Best of all: you can still feel this medieval influence when walking through the cities in the twenty-first century, feasting your eyes on grand buildings and impressive heritage sites or celebrating centuries’ worth of craftsmanship.

But to think northwest Belgium is merely a collection of stories that happened centuries ago would be a grave mistake. The Westhoek region – and, in particular, Ypres and its surrounding cities – played a key role in WWI. More recently, modern architecture, arts and gastronomy have also found their way into northwest Belgium, with cities such as Knokke, Ghent and Ostend leading the charge.

In other words: whether you’re looking for ancient stories, breathtaking views, or the best places to eat and drink to your heart’s content, northwest Belgium will welcome you with open arms. And don’t worry – what the region lacks in size, it more than makes up for in natural beauty and kindness of its residents.
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Belfry at Grote Markt, Bruges | Hiroshi Higuchi/Getty Images ©


The Main Areas

Ghent

Medieval and trendy at once.

Bruges

Picture-perfect postcard town.

Ostend

Queen of the Belgian coast.

Ypres

Drenched in WWI history.



Find Your Way

In northwest Belgium, the main sights and activities are concentrated in a few key cities – heritage-rich Ghent and Bruges, historic Ypres and seaside resort Ostend. Get around with reliable public transport services or take the scenic route with a rental car.
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Plan Your Time

Spend time in the region’s major cities for sure, but don’t miss the lesser-known inland villages – if you’ve got the time.
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Canal, Bruges | Botond Horvath/Shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

• If you’re only in the area for one day, make Ghent your base and learn how locals seamlessly blend history and progress.

• Learn more about Belgium’s past in the city’s historic city centre, take a boat trip on the inland waterways and, if you’re here on a rainy day, check out some museums.

• Alternatively, you could also spend the day wandering around the canals in Bruges. The city is smaller in size, but it more than makes up for it in character. Behind every winding street and romantic canal, you’ll find stories dating back hundreds of years.




The Best in Three Days

• On your first day in the region, head to Belgium’s third-largest city: the beautifully real Ghent.

• After a day exploring Ghent, with its medieval city centre and eccentric museums as absolute highlights, head for the Belgian coast by train or rental car – a trip of about 40 minutes either way.

• In Ostend, nicknamed the Queen of the Coast, you can discover the ever-expanding street-art scene by walking or cycling along the Crystal Ship route. Before going back to Ghent, board the Coastal Tram and spend an hour or two people-watching in decadent Knokke.




A Week-Long Stay

• Spending a week or longer in West and East Flanders gives you a bit more room to move around slowly and get a sense of what it’s all about.

• Spend a day or two each in Bruges and Ghent, the two province’s respective capitals, and use your remaining time for some other interesting, if slightly offbeat experiences.

• Attend the country’s largest carnival, the Aalst Carnival, find the inspiration for Santa Claus in Sint-Niklaas, a city near the Dutch border, or explore the Flemish backcountry by bike. Whatever you choose to do: a week in northwest Belgium is always a good idea.



Seasonal Highlights

Like the rest of the country, northwest Belgium has moderate weather year-round – perfect for a wide range of events and festivals.

February

Head down to Aalst – an everyday residential city, if not for the biggest carnival event of the country: Aalst Carnival.
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April

Every year in spring, cycle-loving Flanders is all about this road race: the Tour of Flanders.
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May

On Ascension Day, the UNESCO-recognised Procession of the Holy Blood passes through Bruges with more than 1700 participants.
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July

Early in the festival season, dance to the hottest dance tracks with your toes in the sand at Ostend Beach Festival.
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August

For heavy beats and heavier guitar solos, hit up Alcatraz Metal Festival on the second weekend of August.
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October

Among the most prestigious film festivals in western Europe, Ghent Film Festival is a feast for the senses.
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December

Around holiday season, Ghent’s city centre transforms into winter wonderland during the Gentse Winterfeesten.
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Ghent

MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURE | SURPRISING MUSEUMS | THE HUMAN CITY
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Over the years, Ghent has often been dubbed ‘the new Bruges’ – and that name still holds up incredibly well. While international travellers in Belgium still mostly head to Bruges and the capital by the thousands, Ghent has quietly become the country’s best-kept secret. And when you visit the city for the first time yourself, you’ll want to return as soon as possible. Exactly that is the power Ghent holds: once a European superpower, now an unsung treasure of a town with a strong artistic bent and a respectable student population. Today Ghent is one of the best places in Europe for culture. Eccentric museums and cosy waterfront cafes go hand in hand in the medieval city centre. And with dozens of local events happening every week along with the yearly Ghent Festivities, transforming the centre into a high-energy urban festival, you won’t be bored anytime soon.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Ghent Belfry

2 Gravensteen

SIGHTS

3 Grasbrug

4 Graslei

5 Huis van Alijn

6 Korenlei

7 Mammelokker

8 Museum of Industry

9 Sint-Baafskathedraal

10 Sint-Michielsbrug

11 St-Niklaaskerk

EATING

12 Bicho Malo

13 Chapeluur

14 Golden Gai

15 Ludo Kafe

16 Madam Bakster

17 Soul Kitchen

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18 Brasserie Pakhuis

19 Café Albatross

20 Dulle Griet

21 Het Waterhuis aan de Bierkant

22 Hot Club

23 Jan van Gent

24 RAY

25 Trollekelder




GETTING AROUND

Ghent’s city centre is relatively large, but the different districts are well connected by public transport. Download the De Lijn app to find routes, buy tickets and consult up-to-date information.




TOP TIP

Ghent is easily accessible from most cities in Belgium by public transport or rental car. If you’re coming by car, beware that the inner city is a so-called ‘low-emission zone’. Check whether your car is allowed in the city at lez .stad .gent/ en.



The Archetypal European City Centre

Canal-side cobblestones and medieval architecture

For anyone who has never been in Europe, Ghent is the perfect introduction to how the continent’s cities work. The city dates back to Celtic times, but it reached its economic pinnacle in the Middle Ages when its cloth, flax and cotton trade made it the second-largest city in Europe. This medieval dominance can still be felt in the streets of Ghent today.

Ghent’s pride and joy is the Gravensteen (Castle of the Counts), towering over the medieval city centre. A journey through the heraldic culture of the 12th century is best experienced with the complementary audio guide, voiced by local comedian Wouter Deprez. He’ll tell you all about the complex history of the fortress, Count Philip of Alsace and his entourage who lived there, and the torture equipment they used. After its restoration, the Castle of the Counts gained international recognition thanks to the Ghent International Exposition of 1913.

In the shadow of the Castle of the Counts, you’ll find the Graslei and Korenlei, two quays along the River Lys. Historic facades are reflected in the river and you’ll find locals and travellers enjoying a sunny aperitif or two by the waterside. Venture out a bit further and you’ll find two picture-perfect bridges looking out over the city’s medieval buildings: the poetic Grasbrug in the north and the cobbled Sint-Michielsbrug in the south. Just watch out for the buses and trams driving over the latter while you’re taking in the sights.
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HOW TO: THE GHENT FESTIVITIES

Carlota Sánchez is a Ghent-born writer with Spanish roots. She’s spent all her life in the city. Instagram @carlotarsanchez

After spending my whole life in Ghent, there’s no doubt when it comes to my most memorable experience: watching the sun rise on the Vlasmarkt after a night at the Ghent Festivities.

Spending all night dancing to sultry beats in the shadow of St James’ Church before the day’s first rays of sun gleam through the city’s Gothic buildings is an experience unlike any other. And when you’re taking in the sunlight with a cup of Irish coffee in your hands, you feel like the world is yours. That, to the people of Ghent, is the perfect way to end a day at the Ghent Festivities – or to start one, depending on how you look at it.



DRINKING IN GHENT: BEER

Trollekelder

A library-turned-beer-bar with a stellar selection of over 300 Belgian and international beers.

Hot Club

An intimate jazz bar hidden behind a narrow alley with live music from Sunday to Thursday.

Het Waterhuis aan de Bierkant

Once a brothel, now a pleasant bar with an extensive beer list overlooking the Lys River.

A City in Perpetual Motion

The infamous Ghent Festivities

With its origins in 1843, the Ghent Festivities (gentsefeesten.be/en) take over Ghent’s inner city for 10 days every summer. At once an urban festival, cultural gathering and large-scale feast for the masses, outsiders might find that the Ghent Festivities’ appeal is not particularly easy to pinpoint. For dedicated locals, it’s a way of experiencing their city in perpetual motion, while for international visitors, it’s a high-energy explosion of good vibes. And, best of all: the event is free for everyone.

The main draw of this event is 13 music squares, each with their own style and personality, which have grown organically over the years. Local favourites include Polé Polé (a sultry Latin pop feast on the historic Graslei), Emile Braunplein (a colourful Mardi Gras celebration in the shadow of Ghent’s three iconic medieval towers) and Vlasmarkt (the place where merry-makers traditionally watch the sun come up after an eventful night).

In December, a similar free event occurs in the city centre. The Christmas market, also known as the Gentse Winterfeesten (Ghent Winter Festivities), includes over 150 wooden huts, pine trees and a roller rink. It feels like the whole city of Ghent is covered by a warm winter blanket and offering you a hot cup of tea.


BELGIUM’S ART THEFT OF THE CENTURY

On the night of 10 to 11 April 1934, two panels were stolen from the Ghent Altarpiece: the Just Judges and John the Baptist. John’s panel was returned the next month, but the Just Judges is still missing. The disappearance of this panel has been the subject of countless conspiracy theories. Several people searched for the panel throughout the years, while many others were suspected of its theft – including police officers, clerics and prominent politicians. But whether it has been destroyed, hidden or kept in private possession, the theft of the Just Judges remains one of the greatest mysteries in the Belgian art world to this day.



DRINKING IN GHENT: BEER

RAY

A modern glass structure in the shadow of the imposing Sint-Niklaaskerk.

Café Albatros

An authentically Belgian, no-nonsense pub known for its handcrafted beer and summer parties.

Jan van Gent

A local favourite thanks to its quirky interior, friendly bartenders and fun atmosphere.

Boating in the Medieval Inner City

Ghent from another perspective

Ship ahoy! The best way to uncover all the hidden treasures of downtown Ghent is from the water. Stretch your sea legs, get on a boat, and float back through the city’s history. Whether you want to pilot your own boat or simply take in the sights while a skipper takes the helm, the possibilities are endless.

The most popular way of discovering Ghent by boat is by joining a traditional guided boat tour from one of the different shipping companies. These tours will take you around the city in 45 minutes to an hour, showing you all the highlights with some explanation from a local. Prices and start times vary, but the shipping companies’ waterfront information booths – mostly located around the Korenlei and Graslei – will tell you everything you need to know. Some of them also host night tours on the Lys or themed experiences, so it’s always worth asking around.

Would you rather take the wheel yourself? In Ghent, anyone over 18 can be captain for a day – even if you don’t have a boating license or any maritime experience. These boats tend to fill up quickly, so book in advance online. For two of the most popular rental companies, check out Minerva Boat Company (minervaboten.be/en) and Booot (booot.be/en).

If you truly want to put in the work before taking in the amazing waterside views, look into renting a kayak with Kajaks Korenlei or a Canadian canoe with Kuiperskano.

STAYING IN GHENT

Yalo Urban Boutique Hotel

Design hotel with a rock ‘n’ roll feel and a rooftop bar offering spectacular downtown views. €€

Aparthotel Castelnou

At this apartment-hotel hybrid near most major attractions, you get a warm welcome from the staff. €€

Edgar Guesthouse

A local, modern downtown guesthouse with a strong commitment to sustainability. €€€

The City of Three Towers

Three buildings with history

As Ghent’s economic power grew in the Middle Ages, so did its ability and willingness to commission grand, opulent buildings. Three of those buildings survive to this day, at just a stone’s throw from one another. They’re located in the heart of the city and they’re often endearingly called the Three Towers.

The oldest and westernmost of the three towers is Sint-Niklaaskerk, dating back to the early 14th century. The church in its current form was constructed in Tournai bluestone. St Nicholas’ Church contains altars, paintings, stained-glass windows and sculptures from different artistic movements.

The middle tower is the Ghent Belfry, constructed in 1380 and recognised as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The ardent dragon atop the tower, Ghent’s symbol and mascot, serves as the guardian of the city’s historic heart. The Belfry as a whole symbolises the city’s urban prosperity and independence. Climb the tower for a breathtaking – literally, hold on to your hats – panoramic view of Ghent.

Closing out the tower row is Sint-Baafskathedraal (St Bavo’s Cathedral), where construction finished in 1559. The predecessor of the modern-day cathedral was a 12th-century Romanesque church, of which only the crypt remains. The cathedral houses Jan Van Eyck’s infamous polyptych The Adoration of the Mystic Lamb, also known as the Ghent Altarpiece.

Are you looking for a great spot to photograph all three towers at once? Head west towards the Sint-Michielsbrug and look back for a picture-perfect view.

St Nicholas’ Church is free to visit, as is St Bavo’s Cathedral. Buy tickets for the visitors centre with the Ghent Altarpiece on www.sintbaafskathedraal.be/en. Buy tickets for the Belfry on www.historischehuizen.stad.gent/en/belfry.
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MAMMELOKKER: A DAUGHTER’S LOVE

An otherwise unsuspecting building next to the Ghent Belfry is home to a small sculpture that tells the Roman story of Cimon and Pero. The sculpture is called Mammelokker (breast sucker in the local dialect). In this story, Cimon is an old man in jail, condemned to starve to death. Pero, his daughter, is allowed to visit him, but she cannot bring any food. She visits her father every day, breastfeeding him in a desperate attempt to keep him alive. After a month, the prison guard discovers this by spying on the two and reports the incident to the judges. They pardon both, out of admiration for the daughter’s sense of duty and sacrifice.



EATING IN GHENT: VEGETARIAN & VEGAN

Ludo Kafe

A pleasant ambience at any time of day. Order at the bar. €€

Madam Bakster

Sugar-free and vegan pastries and desserts – be sure to try the lemon avocado cake. €€

Soul Kitchen

Fresh, organic and plant-based food prepared with locally sourced ingredients. €€

Ghent: The Home of Eccentric Museums

Art, psychiatry, industry and more

If Belgium is an offbeat destination, Ghent has the museums to prove it. Sure, some of them are centred around modern (Stedelijk Museum voor Moderne Kunst, or S.M.A.K.) or classical art (Museum voor Schone Kunsten, or MSK). But where Belgium in general and Ghent in particular truly excel is at making the ordinary extraordinary – and the city has these museums to show for it.

The Huis van Alijn is, quite literally, the museum of daily life, exploring historic customs, traditions and rituals. How about seeing a 70-year-old coffee grinder or smelling laundry detergent of years gone by? Every room in the exhibition is linked to a date – like New Year’s Day or some couple’s wedding day in September – showing that life, in the end, is not at all ordinary.

If you venture a bit further from the city centre, you may stumble across Museum Dr Guislain. Named after Belgian psychiatrist Jozef Guislain, who was among the first to suggest humane treatment of people with mental illness, the museum covers the history of psychiatry through period objects, art and research.

Back in the north of Ghent is the Museum of Industry. Housed in an impressive old cotton mill, a number of permanent and temporary exhibits bring the building’s industrial past back to life. If you’re interested in inventions, printing or the textile industry, this is the museum for you.


EATING & DRINKING IN GHENT

Chapeluur

The self-proclaimed Crunch Club where the menu is focused on one thing only: Belgian croquettes. €€

Golden Gai

Delicious, hearty bowls of ramen and a range of cocktails and natural wines – worth a detour. €€€

Bicho Malo

Sophisticated Mexican sharing concept in the heart of the historic inner city. €€€

Brasserie Pakhuis

This modern brasserie-bar-restaurant is set in a magnificently restored former textile warehouse. It’s well worth popping inside, even if just for a drink. €€€

Dulle Griet

Heavy beams, a heraldic ceiling, barrel tables and lacy lampshades all add character to one of Ghent’s best-known beer pubs.



Booming cloth town

A Symbolic Noose

Medieval Ghent was a great cloth town that grew to become medieval Europe’s largest city after Paris and Constantinople. The hard-working townsfolk fought hard for their civil liberties, but were finally cowed in 1540, having enraged Ghent-born Holy Roman Emperor Charles V (‘Keizer Karel’, ‘Charles Quint’) by refusing to pay taxes to fund his military forays into France. He came down swiftly and heavily, abolishing the town’s privileges and humiliating the guildsmen by making them walk around town wearing nooses around their necks. Today the noose is still the symbol of proud defiance against tyranny and misplaced authority, and the people of Ghent continue to call themselves Stroppendragers (Noose Wearers).



Beyond Ghent
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In Flanders, Ghent is centrally located and easily accessible: the perfect base of operations for a few days of exploring.


Ghent may be the capital of the province of East Flanders, but it’s far from the only place in the area where you can have a good time. You’ll find countless hikes and cycling trails, like the ‘Musical Forest’, in the nearby Flemish Ardennes. In early April, these rural landscapes are also the scenery for one of the biggest one-day cycling races in Belgium: the suspenseful Tour of Flanders.

If you’re not much of a cycling fan, you’ll also find other interesting events in the area. Some highlights are Belgium’s best-known Carnival and the Lokerse Feesten, a city festival where local and internationally renowned artists take the stage.


GETTING AROUND

From Ghent, cities like Aalst, Sint-Niklaas, Oudenaarde and Lokeren are easy to reach by train. If you’re looking to go to the Muziekbos (‘Musical Forest’) or any other lesser-known cities around Ghent, you may be better off renting a car. Highways around here are well maintained; smaller roads can be a bit bumpier.




TOP TIP

Each city and town in East Flanders has its distinct personality. Don’t be afraid to drive around, without a plan, and discover the province.



Muziekbos TIME FROM GHENT: 40MIN [image: ]

A true hiker’s paradise

In Ronse, just north of the Flanders–Wallonia border, you’ll find the so-called Muziekbos (‘Musical Forest’). In this 620-acre area of oak and beech groves, you’ll hear the sound of leaves rustling in the forest breeze with every step you take. Hiking in this forest is especially rewarding in spring, when the blooming wild hyacinths give the forest a magical, purplish shimmer.

Much of what you’ll see during this hike is a testament to nature’s power. Wild birds like the wood nuthatch, the black woodpecker and the common buzzard roam the skies, while colourful butterflies and smaller land animals rule the lower third of the forest. The winding path leads you to every corner of the forest, and the closest thing to human civilisation you’ll experience is the distant suggestion of cars driving on the freeway.

One of the main draws of the Musical Forest is the Geuzentoren, a round tower from 1864 constructed in ironstone. Builder M Scribe was likely carried away by the follies of the time to erect odd, romantic outbuildings that don’t serve much of a practical purpose. A nearby hill serves as a Gallo-Roman burial mound. Legend has it that writers Omer Wattez and Pol De Mont coined the region’s nickname – the Flemish Ardennes – atop the Geuzentoren.

The Musical Forest has hiking routes ranging from 5km to 22.6km, many of them accessible to wheelchair users, as well as cycling routes of up to 78km.



Flanders’ Finest for Devoted Cyclists
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The Tour of Flanders (nicknamed Flanders’ Finest) is one of five cycling ‘monuments’: the most prestigious one-day cycling races in the world. And in the Flemish Ardennes, famous for its narrow, steep cobbled roads, amateur cyclists can easily follow in the footsteps of Belgian cycling heroes and gain eternal glory themselves. The first of many cobbled sections in the Tour of Flanders, the 1 Huisepontweg connects the town centres of Wannegem and Huise, along the Castle of Wannegem-Lede. With a maximum slope of 7%, the road is admittedly not one of the toughest sections in the Tour.

The Tour climbs may not look like much of a challenge to spectators, but when you’re standing at the foot of the 2 Oude Kwaremont, it’s a whole different story. At 2.2km, the Oude Kwaremont is the second-longest climb in the course. What’s more, with its average slope of 4%, it’s a slow burn. Throughout the race, the pros climb the infamous Kwaremont three times. Although the 3 Koppenberg is one of the most dreaded cobblestone hills, with an average gradient of 11.6%, it’s rarely the decisive climb of the Tour. Things are different at the 4 Paterberg, a short but challenging passage with a maximum gradient of 20.3%; it often serves as the last climb of the race.

Next it’s time for a well-deserved shower at the 5 Center of the Tour of Flanders. Here, you can delve into the history of the Tour of Flanders, relive Belgium’s most iconic cycling moments, and refuel in the Peloton Café with a Flemish stew and an aptly named Kwaremont, a tangy blonde beer of local origin. To finish off, head into the medieval city of  6 Oudenaarde, dubbed ‘the pearl of the Flemish Ardennes’ and primarily known as a centrepiece of the Tour of Flanders.



Aalst TIME FROM GHENT: 30MIN [image: ]

Belgium’s greatest and best-known carnival

You might find carnival celebrations all around the world, but there’s no city that does it quite like Aalst. At an equal distance from Brussels and Ghent, Aalst is a relatively quiet, residential city – for 362 days a year, at least.

During the other three days, just before the start of Lent, Aalst transforms into an explosion of colours, grandeur and exaggeration. Floats and marching bands move through the streets and carnivalists dance in the town squares. At Aalst Carnival, the history of which goes back to the Middle Ages, mockery and freedom of speech are taken to a whole new level, and the parade’s carnivalists don’t shy away from controversy. On the contrary: they use their costumes and float decorations to express their opinion on certain social topics and current events. Nothing and nobody is off-limits. For example, a float in the 2023 parade showed the city’s mayor as Big Brother – a way for the carnival club to protest his mass use of cameras in Aalst.

On Tuesday, the third and last day of the Aalst Carnival, the festivities conclude with the burning of the doll and the untranslatable ‘Stoet van de Voil Jeanetten’. During this last parade, men dressed as women march through the city, carrying attributes like a lamp head, a pushchair, a fur coat and a threadbare umbrella. This tradition comes from the history of Aalst, when the working class could not afford a proper carnival costume.
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THE FLEMISH ARDENNES

Among Belgians – and certainly among people in Flanders – the Flemish Ardennes are known as the hiker’s paradise.

The region owes this reputation to its peaceful landscapes, extensive hiking and cycling routes, and small towns that provide some variety.

The Flemish Ardennes are not clearly defined, but usually the term refers to the region around Oudenaarde, Geraardsbergen, Ronse and Zottegem. The name is reminiscent of the ‘real’ Ardennes, but the region incidentally has nothing to do with Wallonia. The Flemish Ardennes are simply so named because of their hilly landscape.



STAYING BEYOND GHENT

La Pomme d’Or

Tastefully decorated rooms and an elaborate breakfast buffet on Oudenaarde’s market square. €€€

Jezuiëtenplein 21

An authentic B&B in a renovated Oudenaarde townhouse dating back to the 18th century. €€

Hof Beygaert

Four rooms in a low-traffic street in Aalst, named after four strong-willed female family members. €€€

Keizershof Hotel

A four-star hotel in Aalst with a private sauna, 24/7 reception and a sizeable breakfast buffet. €€€

Hotel Moon

A quaint, local hotel in Sint-Niklaas where everyone is warmly welcomed by the owner. €€

Hotel Serwir

Convenient location near the highway for easy access to Brussels, Antwerp and Ghent. €€

Sint-Niklaas TIME FROM GHENT: 30MIN [image: ]

The city of Santa’s great-great-grandpa

Unless you’ve lived in Belgium or have friends or relatives here, you’ve likely never heard of the city of Sint-Niklaas. And yet, it’s home to Belgium’s largest market square, with an impressive surface area of 3.19 hectares. But the market square is by no means the only thing Sint-Niklaas has to offer. The city is full of surprising history – among other things, about the man who was the inspiration behind Santa Claus.

Introducing: Saint Nicholas of Myra, the patron saint of Sint-Niklaas. The Greek-born bishop’s reputation grew in the late 3rd and early 4th centuries, thanks to several miracles attributed to him. Due to Saint Nicholas’ legendary habit of secret gift-giving, his story became the foundation for the Western European folklore figure of Sinterklaas, who in turn was the inspiration for Santa Claus.

In the 13th century, a parish was established in Sint-Niklaas for Saint Nicholas and a corresponding church was constructed. This church still bears his name to this day: Sint-Niklaaskerk (also located on the city’s market square).

If you’re not big on Christmas, gift-giving or Catholic history, don’t run away from Sint-Niklaas just yet. The city may be small, but its streets perfectly lend themselves to summer evening strolls. The many Art Deco buildings are waiting to be discovered, with the entrance hall of the Broederschool as the city’s architectural highlight.

Alternatively, follow a 10km-long street-art walking route that turns the entire city into a massive open-air museum. Find out more at ontdeksintniklaas.be (Dutch only) or the local tourist office.


CARNIVAL PARADE CONTROVERCY

Over the years, several floats during the parade at Aalst Carnival have been the subject of widespread controversy in the global media. Caricatures of the Jewish community, comic songs about a high-profile murder case in Belgium, and clothing reminiscent of the Ku Klux Klan have all made an appearance over the years. In Belgium, Aalst Carnival is the textbook example of freedom of expression – though some consider it excessive. Unia, the government’s Centre for Equal Opportunities, receives several complaints about the parade every year. The controversy prompted Aalst Carnival to withdraw. from the UNESCO World Heritage List in 2019.



Lokeren TIME FROM GHENT: 40MIN [image: ]

A 10-day party in Lokeren

Belgium may be a small country, but its diverse music festivals are nearly unparalleled. But there’s one smaller-scale Belgian festival that you may never have heard of: the Lokerse Feesten.

Every year since 1975 (except 2020 and 2021), the Lokerse Feesten have taken place in August in Lokeren. The city is located between Ghent and Antwerp and is, if it not for the festival, largely ingenuous. Lokeren has a few museums, churches and parks, but August is when the city truly comes to life. For 10 consecutive days, party people and music lovers can find what they’re looking for on two stages – one main stage near the city centre and one indoor stage where electronic music is placed front and centre.

Throughout the years, the Lokerse Feesten have hosted local and international world-class performers from a wide range of genres, including Snoop Dogg, Tiësto, The Cure, Blink-182 and Die Antwoord. Whether you’re looking for an evening of pop, rock, dance, metal, punk or even contemporary Flemish music, the Lokerse Feesten is the place to be, as up to 14,000 attendees discover – or rediscover – every year.
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Lokerse Feesten


LOKEREN’S HORSE SAUSAGE

In the late 19th century, Lokeren experienced a lot of poverty, as did many other Flemish towns. In hard times like those, horse meat was a cheap, nutritious meal – after all, it was taken from old tired horses from farms, the Antwerp port and nearby coal mines. Lokeren horse sausage (‘Lokerse paardenworst’ in Dutch) is served with a sauce of tomato puree, onion, celery, herbs, butter or oil, and mustard. Today Lokeren horse sausage is a registered Flemish regional product and even became Regional Product of the Year in 2019.




FOR STREET-ART DEVOTEES

If you like street art and walking through city streets, you’ll love the Crystal Ship – a free, ever-expanding street-art walk that brings diverse neighbourhoods together in Ostend.



DRINKING IN OUDENAARDE: BEER

Brouwerij Liefmans

Learn all about Belgian fruit beers during a two-hour visit to this brewery. €€

Peloton Café

Located in the Center of the Tour of Flanders, this cafe is the perfect place to refuel. €€

Café Bonjour

A large variety of beers, but alternative drinks (like wine and spirits) are also in abundance. €€



Bruges

CRAFTSMANSHIP | STUNNING ART & HISTORY | BOAT RIDES


[image: map]

You could try to design the perfect fairy-tale medieval town, but chances are you won’t be able to improve on Bruges (Brugge in Dutch), one of Europe’s best-preserved cities. The inner city – mostly comprised of dreamy canals, picture-perfect market squares, and lane after lane of old whitewashed almshouses – was recognised as UNESCO World Heritage in its entirety.

Highlights in Bruges include medieval churches and towers like the Belfry, City Hall and Basilica of the Holy Blood, as well as countless museums covering centuries’ worth of local arts and the artisanal trades that define Belgium – beer, chocolate, diamonds and fries.

The best way to see Bruges is from the water. In 30 minutes, one of five boating companies will transport you around the canals in the medieval city centre, accompanied by tidbits of information that act like a window into the soul and history of the city.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Groeningemuseum

SIGHTS

2 Beguinage

3 Belfry

4 Bruges Beer Experience

5 Burg

6 Choco-Story

7 Church of Our Lady

8 Diamantmuseum

9 Frietmuseum

10 Grote Markt

11 Historium

12 Kantcentrum

13 Minnewater

14 Minnewater Park

15 Museum Sint-Janshospitaal

16 Provincial Court

17 Rosary Quay

18 Stadhuis

EATING

19 Bistro Refter

20 Chocolaterie Spegelaere

21 Chocolaterie Sukerbuyc

22 De Verloren Hoek

23 Guillaume

24 L.E.S.S Eatery

25 Little Siam

26 Pralinette

27 Tom’s Diner

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

28 Brewery Bourgogne des Flandres

29 Café Vlissinghe

30 De Halve Maan

31 De Republiek

32 Groot Vlaenderen

33 ‘t Poatersgat




GETTING AROUND

The medieval city centre of Bruges is small and walkable. If you’re coming by car, park somewhere outside the city (such as the free car park on Bevrijdingslaan) and take the bus to get to the centre. Just watch your step when it’s rainy – the cobbled streets tend to get a little slippery when wet.




TOP TIP

The beauty of Bruges is hardly a secret anymore – if it was ever a secret at all. Travellers from all over the world have unsurprisingly found their way to the city. To avoid big crowds, stay one or two nights and try visiting midweek instead of during the weekend.



If These Cobblestones Could Talk

The historic city centre

Like many others, Bruges is a city that gets its charm from more than 10 centuries’ worth of commerce, politics and culture. During the Middle Ages, Bruges was the economic capital of north-western Europe. Today Bruges is a world-renowned travel destination, thanks in large part to its well-preserved historic city centre.

Start your journey of medieval discovery on the Grote Markt, the city’s main market square lined by step-gabled brick buildings in shades of red, beige and white. Feast your eyes on the imposing neo-Gothic Provincial Court before heading to the 13th-century Belfry to climb the 366 steps up the spiral staircase for a city view.

One block to the east lies Burg: the Grote Markt’s less theatrical but still enchanting cousin. Here, you’ll find Bruges’ Stadhuis (city hall) – one of the oldest in the Low Countries – with its time-honoured Gothic hall. Right next door is the Basilica of the Holy Blood, home to a Passion relic said to contain a cloth with the blood of Jesus Christ.

A few streets to the south-west of these two central squares is the Church of Our Lady. Michelangelo’s masterful 1504 depiction of the Madonna and Child, carved in white Carrara marble, is the highlight here.

Last but not least: don’t miss out on the Beguinage, a verdant haven of quiet near the former city ramparts, with cobblestone walking paths and pearly-white facades that appease even the least devout of visitors. And while you’re in a green mood, you may as well cross the water and go for a peaceful stroll in the idyllic Minnewaterpark.
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Basilica of the Holy Blood | Ivan Soto Cobos/Shutterstock ©


MADONNA AND CHILD

Michelangelo’s Madonna and Child is extraordinary in many ways. Arguably the most interesting fact is that the sculpture was removed from Bruges (and Belgium) twice after its initial arrival. The first time, it was shipped to Paris after French Revolutionaries had conquered the Austrian Netherlands (to which Bruges belonged at the time) in 1794. Twenty-one years later, it was returned to Bruges after Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo. Secondly, in 1944, retreating German soldiers smuggled the sculpture to Germany. A year later, it was discovered in a salt mine in Altaussee, Austria, which Nazis used as a huge repository for stolen art – and promptly returned to the Church of Our Lady.



EATING IN BRUGES: CHOCOLATE

Chocolaterie Spegelaere

Home-made pralines and sweets from the chocolatier with the longest family tradition in Bruges. €€

Chocolaterie Sukerbuyc

Unique pralines with a modern twist made by a third-generation chocolatier, as recognised by Gault&Millau. €€€

Pralinette

Original pralines, truffles and other chocolate treats with unexpected flavours in the heart of the city. €€

Belgium’s Venice of the North

Experience Bruges on the water

The list of cities nicknamed Venice of the North seems to grow longer by the day, but in Belgium, there’s only one real candidate: Bruges. Its canals have been the veins of the city for centuries, and no visit to Bruges is complete without a boat trip along its waterways. You’ll pass some of the city’s most romantic hot spots, including the Minnewater (Lake of Love; named after water nymphs) and the Rosary Quay (one of Bruges’ most picture-perfect spots), accompanied by up to 70 white swans. Make sure to duck when you pass under the city’s lowest bridge!

There are five jetties in the downtown area (notably around the Rosary Quay and Dijver) – each from a different shipping company, but each with the same route, ticket price (€12 for adults; €7 for children aged 4–11) and duration (about 30 minutes). Between early March and mid-November, boat trips are frequent, departing every 15 minutes or so. The languages used for explanations depend on the nationalities on board during your visit, but Dutch and English are usually included. Making reservations ahead of time is not possible. While boat trips are always a popular attraction, they tend to be a little quieter in the morning.
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Bruges Beer Experience | Zheng Huansong/Xinhua via Getty Images ©


FIDÈLE: AN ICON OF BRUGES

Some things can only be seen from the water. Things like Fidèle, a golden-coated Labrador retriever who lived with his owner Caroline in the now-defunct B&B Côté Canal. Fidèle spent his days lounging half-asleep in his favourite spot, on a windowsill along the Groenerei canal. Over the years, Fidèle became a famed tourist attraction, got a cameo appearance in the film In Bruges (2008), and received gifts and fan mail from all over the world. Sadly, Fidèle passed away in 2016.



EATING IN BRUGES

Bistro Refter

A culinary treasure in a peaceful street, but still easy to find and enjoy. €€€

Tom’s Diner

Sleekly decorated, Tom’s Diner is a restaurant with surprising combinations at an excellent price. €€

De Verloren Hoek

One of Bruges’ most highly rated bistros, and for good reason. The dry-aged meat selection is to die for. €€

Little Siam

Authentic Thai cuisine in the shadow of the Cathedral of St Saviour. €€

L.E.S.S Eatery

Three-star Michelin chef Gert de Mangeleer’s sharing concept with unforgettable worldly flavours. €€€

Guillaume

A humble restaurant with delicately crafted dishes, gentle service and matching wine. €€€

Medieval Art, Craftsmanship & Urban History

Bruges, the city of museums

In Bruges, museums of all shapes and sizes are scattered across the city, covering everything from medieval art and Belgian craftsmanship to urban history.

For medieval art, head to the Groeningemuseum (Groeninge Museum), Bruges’ most celebrated art gallery covering six centuries of Belgian visual arts. Jan Van Eyck’s radiant oil-on-oak portrait Virgin and Child with Canon van der Paele (1436) is the museum’s crowning glory, but be sure to delve a little deeper than the works by Flemish Primitive and Renaissance masters – you may be surprised at the craftsmanship and symbolism you’ll find in artworks you’ve never heard of.

Belgium’s best-known industries are also well-represented in Bruges. Learn about beer brewing at the Bruges Beer Experience and visit one of the city’s breweries – the main two being De Halve Maan and Bourgogne des Flandres. The other vice of every Belgian is represented at the Frietmuseum (Fry Museum), where a ticket gets you a discount token for the basement frituur. Choco-Story tells the tale of chocolate, from Belgian artisans all the way back to the Aztecs, including a praline demonstration and tasting. The exhibitions at Diamantmuseum and Kantcentrum are slightly shoddier, but may be worthwhile for those interested in diamonds and lace, respectively.

For an immersive one-hour introduction to the city’s history, head to Historium on the Grote Markt. A fictional love story leads you through the Golden Age of Bruges, using VR, audio, video and even smell. At Museum Sint-Janshospitaal, the 12th-century hospital’s restored chapel shows medical implements, paintings and six masterpieces by Hans Memling.


BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN BRUGES

‘t Poatersgat

A convivial beer basement hidden behind a hole in the wall with 120 Belgian beers on tap.

Café Vlissinghe

The city’s oldest inn, dating back to 1515. Come here for good value for money and Belgian hospitality.

Groot Vlaenderen

Unique cocktail creations and proven classics made with love in a beautiful townhouse.

De Republiek

A local favourite with a long cocktail list, plus well-priced meals (including vegetarian options) available until midnight.

De Garre

Try the fabulous Garre draught beer, which comes with a thick floral head in a glass that’s almost a brandy balloon.



The Concertgebouw Circuit

An interactive tour of the concert hall

The self-led Concertgebouw Circuit is a must for art and music lovers, leading you through the bowels of the remarkable Concertgebouw building and above the halls (the main hall is shaped like a calling mouth) by way of a superb array of sound and video installations. Allow two to three hours to fully explore this evolving collection, from Luc Tuyman’s painted angel who holds a harp on the high wall of a side corridor to the absorbing surround sound of the Poème Electronique to startlingly life-size videos of performances in the space. This is a tour which allows you not only to look and listen, but to participate. You can activate an array of steel tubes with your body to create music, tap the coloured plates of the Omni dome to release its huge spectrum of sounds and – on the roof of the building with the city as a backdrop – play carillon bells.



Beyond Bruges


[image: map]

With its rich history and dreamy city centre, Bruges is an ideal base to explore northwest Flanders.


In Knokke-Heist, golf carts and lavish SUVs rule the streets. Closer to the Dutch border, Zwin Nature Park is a holiday favourite for birds from all over the world.

At a short train or car ride from Bruges, you’ll find Blankenberge, another seaside town worth your time. At a fisherman’s cottage turned free museum, the owner Peter will gladly tell you all he knows about the relics on the wall – which locals bring in every week.

Don’t miss out on a day or afternoon in nearby Damme, where walking and cycling enthusiasts can explore to their heart’s content and book lovers can happily browse secondhand bookstores.


GETTING AROUND

Just like other major Belgian cities, Bruges is well connected. The city’s outskirts are easily reached by bus, while cities like Knokke and Blankenberge are just a short train ride away. From Knokke’s city centre, you can get to Het Zwin by car or bus. Damme is best reached by bike, following the Damse Vaart-Zuid.




TOP TIP

Villages in this area are small but incredibly charming. Don’t expect to be swept away by metropolitan glamour.



Knokke TIME FROM BRUGES: 20MIN [image: ]

Old-world elegance in Knokke-Heist

The Belgian equivalent of Saint-Tropez, Knokke has been a renowned summer destination for affluent Belgian and Dutch holiday-goers since the 19th century. Thanks to its modernist casino – the largest of its kind on the Belgian coast – Knokke became a meeting place for Belgian high society throughout the years. Today the city is still very much hot and happening, with chic fashion boutiques, flagship stores and impressive art galleries sprawled across its wide avenues.

But Knokke’s appeal doesn’t stop after you’ve sauntered along its elegant shopping streets. Belgians know the city as a gastronomic hot spot. With 35 mentions in Gault&Millau and dozens of swanky beach bars popping up during the summer, foodie visitors are spoiled for choice. Culinary highlights include Japanese-inspired Bartholomeus, authentic Italian restaurant Il Trionfo, and Boo Raan, the best Thai restaurant in Belgium.

About 5km northeast of Knokke, you’ll find the revamped Zwin Nature Park. Known as the international bird airport, thousands of storks, avocets, nightingales and other birds come here every year to breed, spend the winter and forage for food. The biotopes of Het Zwin also appeal to the imagination: beach, dunes, mud flats and salt marshes will leave you feeling like you’ve stepped into an impressionist painting.

Blankenberge TIME FROM BRUGES: 20MIN [image: ]

The oldest house in town

If you didn’t know about Huisje van Majutte (Majutte’s Little House; www.majutte.be), you’d very likely just walk on by without a second thought. But if you know, you know – and you’re about to find out.

Originally constructed in 1272, when Blankenberge first acquired city rights, Huisje van Majutte served as a fisherman’s cottage for centuries. And while the building has been renovated several times over the years, you’ll still jump back in time here when you cross the threshold. The current edition of the cottage was constructed in 1775, and each year Majutte’s character changes ever so slightly. The stairs from the kitchen to the attic are crooked, the floorboards creak with every step, and you can’t walk through a door without crouching.

The charming cottage owners, Peter and Lena, bought it in 2015 as a passion project. They turned it into the heritage site and visitors centre it is today. It’s free to visit when you buy a drink at the cafe, which looks like a 19th-century fisherman’s bar. All the while, Peter will gladly tell you everything he knows about the relics on the floor, the wall and everywhere else.

Huisje van Majutte is located at a four-minute walk from the Blankenberge Markt tram station.
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Blankenberge pier | Philip Lange/Shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES FOR COFFEE IN KNOKKE

Delicious

An uncomplicated tearoom just off the city’s main avenue with excellent coffee, tea and pastries.

Brazila Coffee Roasters & Tea

A coffee roastery that serves a mean latte macchiato with two locations – Lippenslaan and Kustlaan.

Not Guilty

Originally launched as a chocolate bar, Not Guilty serves a wide range of hot and cold drinks. Open on Saturday and Sunday.



EATING IN KNOKKE: GOURMET RESTAURANTS

Sel Gris

Creativity and sophistication in an interior of 50 shades of grey, awarded a Michelin star. €€€

Caillou

From the chef behind Sel Gris, you’ll find modern versions of traditional dishes here. €€€

Boo Raan

Refined traditional Thai cuisine that has been awarded a Michelin star. €€

 

A peerless pier

The first proposal to build a pier in Blankenberge came from a Londoner, John Hendrey, in 1873. The city council was hesitant at the time, but the first cast-iron pier was eventually built in 1894. It proved to be a major attraction, but it was burned down by the Germans after a mere 20 years. In 1933 came the second version of the pier, designed by Jules Soete – a concrete design with Art Deco influences. To this day, there is only one other pier on the Atlantic coast of continental Europe: in Scheveningen, the Netherlands.

Damme TIME FROM BRUGES 15MIN [image: ]

The village frozen in time

While the village of Damme is little more than a medieval town square with a Gothic town hall and a handful of cobbled streets, it’s still worth your time. The best way to get here is by bike from Bruges, following the 5km of perfectly straight canal. On one side, a road runs alongside the canal (Damse Vaart-Zuid); on the other, you’ll find a pleasant cycle path with tall poplars providing some welcome shade (Noorweegse Kaai).

Whether you spend a full day or just an afternoon here, time moves slower in Damme than in the larger Belgian cities. Take your time to walk around the village’s narrow winding streets and explore some of the nature reserves the village has to offer, like Verbrand Fort and Sint-Donaaspolder (both freely accessible).

Officially declared a Book Town in 1997, Damme has a large number of antiquarian stores and secondhand bookshops. Every second Sunday of the month you’ll find a book market on the Market Square and the Uilenspiegelmuseum covers five centuries’ worth of history about Tijl Uilenspiegel, a prankster from West European folklore.

Besides its reputation as Book Town and a paradise for walkers and cyclists, Damme is also home to restaurants of all categories. Rural taverns and easy-going eateries go hand in hand with high-end restaurants like De Zuidkant and De Lamme Goedzak.
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Tijl Uilenspiege, sculpture, Damme | Menno van der Haven/Shutterstock ©


TIJL UILENSPIEGEL: A DAMME NATIVE?

Tijl Uilenspiegel – also known as Till Eulenspiegel – is a character from German-Dutch folklore. A rascal who wandered around Germany free as a bird in the 14th century, fooling everyone with his antics, Uilenspiegel first appeared in a German chapbook around 1510. But many stories about his tomfoolery have been published since then. In Charles De Coster’s retelling (1867), the character was born in Damme and became a 16th-century Flemish freedom fighter against Spanish rule. This way, Uilenspiegel became not only a symbol of the fight for freedom and the broader Flemish movement, but also a mascot of Damme.



STAYING IN DAMME

De Grote Wateringe

A 20-hectare domain is the place to be to indulge in everything life has to offer. €

B&B Hoeve De Steenoven

This B&B has everything you might need to enjoy yourself along the canal in Damme. €€

Hofstede De Stamper

Unwind in a 17th-century homestead with delicious local food just outside Damme. €€



Ostend

LIVELY CULTURE SCENE | STREET ART | FRESH SEAFOOD


[image: map]

In the Early Middle Ages, Ostend was nothing more than an unassuming fishing village on an island called Testerep. When the island became connected to the Flemish mainland through canals, dikes and reclamation, the village outgrew its humble beginnings. Throughout the years, Ostend has become the cultural, economic and social hub of the Belgian coast. As a treasured summer destination, substantial buildings and monuments – including a controversial statue of the ‘Builder King’ Leopold II on horseback, which has been vandalised several times – were erected for the 19th-century royal family. Soon after, the Belgian aristocracy followed and the city came to be known as ‘the queen of Belgian seaside resorts’. Today Ostend draws hundreds of thousands of visitors to its shopping streets, music festivals and promenade pier every year.
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SIGHTS

1 Ensor Museum

2 Maria Hendrikapark

3 Mu.Zee

4 Oosteroever

5 Rock Strangers

6 Royal Galleries

7 Royal Stables

8 St-Petrus-&-Pauluskerk

9 Venetian Galleries

10 Visserskaai

11 Wellington Hippodrome

12 Zeeheldenplein

EATING

13 Cultuurcafe De Grote Post

14 Histoires D’O

15 La Siesta

16 Mommy’s Bastards

17 Moose

18 Taverne Koekoek

19 The Catch

20 Toi, moi et la Mer

21 Toope

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22 Albrecht

23 Cappuccino

24 Oode

INFORMATION

25 Ostend Tourist Office




GETTING AROUND

Parking a car in the city centre can get expensive. You’re better off taking the train from Brussels, Ghent or any other major city in Belgium – Ostend is always the terminus stop – and walking around or renting a bicycle during your stay here.




TOP TIP

Ostend is home to interesting festivals, events and cultural happenings year-round. Watch out for the theatre and music festival Theater aan Zee, one of the country’s largest film festivals, and the surprising lineup of the Kursaal concert hall.



Ostend’s Exciting Urban Art Walk

An ever-expanding trial of discovery

In 2016 the Crystal Ship dropped anchor in Ostend. And every year since then, the collection of larger-than-life murals, installations and artworks has painted the town red – and every other colour of the rainbow.

Over the years, the festival has united renowned international artists and local heroes with an extensive lineup of leading names in the street-art scene and fresh talents. The artworks range wildly in themes: portraits of the biggest names in Ostend history, sculptures that serve as gripping social commentary, moving tributes to ethnic heritage, and abstract, conceptual street art all play a key role in the Crystal Ship. But it’s even more than that. The initiative brings neighbourhoods together, sparking conversations about art and community and breathing new life into a city that many believed to be just a cheap, popular holiday destination for Belgian folks.

To discover the route in all its glory, you can walk or cycle through the city’s distinct neighbourhoods. Visit the Ostend Tourism Office for more information, download the free app StreetArtOostende and let the app guide you, or book a guided tour at thecrystalship.org.

Peace & Quiet Across the Water

Ostend’s little-known East Bank

Just across the water from Ostend’s Belle Époque central station is Oosteroever (‘east bank’), a calm oasis of natural beauty at a stone’s throw from the bustling shopping streets. A toll-free, fully electric ferry service takes visitors from the city centre to Oosteroever several times a day.

Oosteroever is an urban district in full development, with new impressive skyscrapers rising from the ground every month. The neighbourhood is located in Ostend’s historic port and represents the perfect mix between economic legacy and contemporary savoir-vivre attitude. This attitude is represented in the trendy shops and chic restaurants that make locals flock across the water. The two highest-rated restaurants in Ostend – both awarded 14/20 by Gault&Millau – are located on Oosteroever: Italian family business Marina has been a city staple for over 45 years and new kid on the block STORM is making Oosteroever one of the most gastronomically relevant areas of town.

But the city’s east bank has more than just a handful of fine-dining restaurants. It’s also where you’ll find Fort Napoleon, a military fortress dating back to 1811 that now serves as a museum and a lighthouse known colloquially as Lange Nelle (‘long torch’, more or less).
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Oosteroever | Kristof Bellens/Shutterstock ©


OSTEND’S MOST DISPUTED WORK OF ART

Near the eastern end of the beach in Ostend, you’ll find the so-called Zeeheldenplein (‘Heroes of the Sea Square’). Until 2012, not much could be said about this square. But when contemporary artist Arne Quinze placed a set of bright orange sculptures there – up to 20m tall – all hell broke loose. Many proud Ostend locals find the artwork out of place in a square that honours men lost at sea, while visitors revel in the Instagram-worthy pieces. Over a decade later, things have cooled off somewhat, but Rock Strangers remains one of Ostend’s most disputed artworks.



EATING IN OSTEND: CASUAL EATS

Cultuurcafe De Grote Post

Refurbished old post office with an extensive vegan menu and an equally extensive beer list. €€

Taverne Koekoek

A local favourite with only one thing on the menu that matters: roast chicken, served with apple sauce. €

Moose

Fine yet casual Scandinavian cuisine, hidden next to the city’s horse-racing track. €€

The Rhythm of the Sea

All about seafood

How could seafood not play a key role in the Belgian coast’s most important city? Ostend specialises in two delicacies that local chefs are happy to get their hands on.

Starting with the pride and joy of the Belgian coast: the common shrimp. Typically no longer than 5cm, the animal is a vital product from the North Sea and its importance in the local cuisine cannot be understated: Belgium consumes over half of all common shrimp caught worldwide. In Ostend, the common shrimp is most often found in the shrimp croquette, best described as a fried, crispy, salty ball of golden dough. Try the delicacy at restaurants around the city like The Catch, Toope or Toi, moi et la Mer.

The second delicacy that makes thousands of Belgians flock to Ostend every year is oysters – with the city being home to De Oesterput, the only oyster farm in the country. The oysters from this farm have a distinct salty and slightly nutty taste and proudly sport the name Ostendaise.

The pinnacle of this passion for food from the North Sea, and a tribute to this special oyster, is À l’Ostendaise, an annual food festival where fresh seafood is the star of the show.

For a year-round taste of Ostend seafood, head to the fish stalls along the Visserskaai and shop around to your heart’s content.
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Historic sailing ship, Oostende voor Anker festival | Aldrich Vandergunst/Shutterstock ©


THE PRINCE OF MOTOWN IN OSTEND

On 14 February 1981, Marvin Gaye arrived in Ostend. He was looking to escape his fame in the US and found the peace he needed in Ostend. During his one-year stay in Belgium, he was taken under the wings of Freddy Cousaert, a local concert promoter who helped him curb his drug use and recover from his depression. Gaye wrote and recorded one of the biggest songs of his career, ‘Sexual Healing’, in Ostend. The story of Gaye’s stay in Ostend is covered in detail in an interactive walking tour (€5.50). Find more information about the documentary walk at visitoostende.be/en/marvingaye.



EATING IN OSTEND: CASUAL EATS

Mommy’s Bastards

An intimate sharing concept with bites from around the world. €€€

Histoires D’O

Come to this seaside restaurant for no-nonsense burgers, pasta, salads, cocktails and more. €€

La Siesta

Mexican-inspired restaurant and bar with great informal tapas and cocktails. €€

James Ensor, Master of the Macabre

Ostend’s deviant jack-of-all-trades

Born in 1860 to an English father and a Belgian mother, James Ensor spent almost his entire life in Ostend. His mother ran a shop selling souvenirs, shells, chinoiserie and carnival items such as masks. These objects left a deep impression on Ensor, and the masks would often appear in his artwork. After three years at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Brussels, Ensor moved back to Ostend in 1880 and became a founding member of ‘Les Vingt’, a radical group of Belgian artists who rebelled against academism.

James Ensor was always a rebellious artist. His highly political and even anarchistic attitude became a common theme in his paintings. In 1888, he painted what would become his masterpiece, Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1899 – a parody of Jesus Christ’s biblical entry into Jerusalem, painted on a canvas of 2.53m by 4.31m. Today Ensor is widely regarded as the leading innovator of modern art in Belgium at the turn of the 20th century, and his works are displayed in some of the world’s most important museums.

If you want to truly understand James Ensor, the biggest artist Ostend has ever seen, visit the James Ensor House – the house where he worked and lived the last 32 years of his life. Preserved in its original state and expanded with an interactive visitors centre, it’s a must-see for art enthusiasts. Alternatively, head to Mu.ZEE, a museum of modern art where Ensor’s works are well represented, or take an interactive, app-guided Ensor Walk.


THE CULTURE CAPITAL OF THE COAST

As the largest city on the Belgian coast, it should come as no surprise that Ostend offers an extensive cultural programme.

Oostende voor Anker

A four-day maritime festival in May.

Paulusfeesten

A grand folk festival in August dating back to 1973 and a local favourite.

Theater Aan Zee

Theatre by the Sea is a summer theatre and music festival.

Filmfestival Oostende

The best and latest in Flemish film and new international releases in September.

Ostend Beach Festival

Two days of music and partying on the beach in July.



DRINKING IN OSTEND: COFFEE

Oode

A quiet corner shop with a range of coffee, tea, chocolate milk, and sweet and hearty bites. €€

Albrecht

This self-proclaimed ‘Most Instagrammable spot in town’ caters mostly to younger generations. €€

Cappuccino

A charming coffee shop in the middle of Ostend’s shopping street with a hidden rooftop bar. €€

The Builder King’s Bloody Legacy

Stunning architecture with a tragic source

Leopold II was the second King of the Belgians and sovereign of the Congo Free State, his private project. Though his claim to the Congo was authorised by the colonial nations of Europe in 1884, he quickly became a very controversial figure.

Leopold grew rich by collecting and exporting ivory and rubber, after a rise in the price of natural rubber in the 1890s. The population of the Congo Free State suffered forced labour, torture, systematic brutality and – most notoriously – the amputation of limbs when the quota of rubber was not met.

Though ‘earned’ in very questionable ways, Leopold II used his newfound riches to dramatically increase the allure of several cities in Belgium. He was directly or indirectly responsible for commissioning several grand buildings, urban projects and public works. Notably, in Ostend, Leopold II had a number of buildings constructed or renovated that still leave their mark on the city skyline today, even long after the king’s death.

Leopold’s works in Ostend kicked off in 1883, with the construction of the Wellington Hippodrome (1883). Next up were Maria Hendrikapark in 1892 and the Venetian Galleries in 1900, followed in rapid succession by the Royal Stables (1904), the Royal Galleries (1905), and the Church of St Peter and St Paul (1908). These buildings and projects are all relatively close together and easy to visit on foot. However, if you’re pressed for time, focus on Leopold’s works around the seafront: visiting the Wellington Hippodrome, the Royal and Venetian Galleries, and the statue of Leopold II on horseback should take no more than an hour in total.
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Tower, Maria Hendrikapark | Walencienne/Shutterstock ©


A CONTROVERSIAL FIGURE

As the second king of the Belgians and founder of the Congo Free State, Leopold II was a controversial figure, to say the least. His harsh rule of the Congo and the atrocities perpetuated on the Congolese people led to a dramatic population loss in the 19th and 20th centuries. Today, Leopold’s works are tainted by his legacy, as seen in several vandalisation attempts – some more successful than others. Notably, in 2004, a bronze hand was cut off one of the Congolese slaves at Leopold’s statue on the Ostend seafront promenade, to criticise his colonial regime.

According to estimates, millions of people have perished during Leopold’s rule of the Congo Free State, with an estimated half to three-quarters of the population dying from various causes attributed to his rule.

Still, his buildings bring a surprisingly cosmopolitan appeal to the Ostend cityscape.



STAYING IN OSTEND

Upstairs Hotel

The coolest hotel in Ostend, featuring a giant slide and ping-pong table in the common area. €€

Hotel Cocoon

The perfect location between the beach and downtown – and beds to dream away in. €€€

C-Hotels Andromeda

Fantastic location overlooking the sea next to the casino and an extensive spa. €€€€



Beyond Ostend


[image: map]

Ostend is located smack dab in the centre of the Belgian coast, with its quaint fishing villages and historic seaside resorts.


Contrary to popular belief, the Belgian coast has much to offer beyond Ostend. You’ll find charming towns, fine-dining restaurants and tranquil nature reserves across the 67km stretch of coast.

De Panne is home to ‘the Sahara’, a bone-dry sand dune that’s perfect for long beach walks. In neighbouring Koksijde, the 500-year-old tradition of shrimp fishing on horseback is still alive. Next up is Nieuwpoort, with its breathtaking marina.

On the east side of the coast, Bredene is a breath of fresh air, while De Haan keeps its pleasures pure and simple. In Blankenberge, you’ll find a charming fisherman’s cottage. The terminus stop is Knokke, where elegant shops and boutiques are commonplace.


GETTING AROUND

Most places around Ostend worth visiting are located on the Belgian coast, and are easy to reach with the Coastal Tram. For more information, download a map with the tram stops and buy tickets at delijn.be/en/content/kusttram.




TOP TIP

For easy transport along the coastline, hop on the Coastal Tram – the world’s longest tram line.



The Belgian Coast

The world’s longest tram

More than just an efficient way to get around the Belgian coast, the Coastal Tram has become a piece of living history. And, what’s more, it’s been crowned the longest tramline in the world, clocking in at an impressive 67km.

In the late 19th century, the first section of the Coastal Tram was steam-powered, providing services between Ostend and Nieuwpoort. Now, nearly 140 years later, the tram has transformed into an inter-urban rail line that runs the entire length of the coast and transports millions of passengers every year. Whether you board the carriage in fresh-air paradise De Panne, in swanky Knokke or in some seaside town in between, you’ll be treated to undisturbed views of the North Sea, charming towns with cobbled streets, and dunes stretching as far as the eye can see. The journey from start to finish takes some two hours and 20 minutes.

Oostduinkerke TIME FROM OSTEND: 30MIN [image: ]

Shrimp fishing on horseback

If you’re in Oostduinkerke and you see someone on a horse in a yellow nylon suit, braving the North Sea, don’t panic; it’s probably just one of the world’s few remaining shrimp fishers on horseback.

At some point, shrimp fishing on horseback was common along the Belgian coastline, but the tradition has fallen into disuse – except in Oostduinkerke. Its beach is very well suited for it; there are no breakwaters or other obstacles. Today a handful of fishers in Oostduinkerke are keeping alive the 500-year-old fishing method, recognised by UNESCO as Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2013.

Due to technological advancements, horseback fishing is no longer economically viable. Still, a local organisation spends a lot of time and energy so that the tradition won’t be lost. The shrimp fishers on horseback are also given considerable attention at NAVIGO, the National Fishing Museum (due to reopen after renovations in 2025) in Oostduinkerke.

These days, horse fishers and their Belgian Draft horses – the strongest horse breed in the world – take to the North Sea twice a week, except during the harsh winter months. They treat visitors to 45-minute fishing demonstrations and shrimp cooking workshops.
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Kite surfing, De Panne | Danny Schepers/Shutterstock ©


NIEUWPOORT

Just a few kilometres northeast of Oostduinkerke, you’ll find Nieuwpoort, northern Europe’s largest leisure marina and an up-and-coming beach city defined by its many sailing yachts. Whichever way you enter the city, you’ll end up at the Vlaamse Yachthaven Nieuwpoort, with more than 2000 mooring places. Three clubs offer a range of activities on the water, such as sailing lessons overlooking the nearby King Albert I monument. Would you rather stay on land? Then head to one of the clubhouses for a leisurely meal by the harbour.



STAYING ON THE BELGIAN COAST

Hotel b&b Geste d’Alice

Spacious, clean rooms in a listed building at a stone’s throw from the Westende seafront promenade. €€

Manoir Carpe Diem

At this homely De Haan hotel, you’re not just a customer – you’re a guest of the family. €€€

Ambassador Hotel

A charming brick hotel in the middle of the Dumont villa district in De Panne. €€€

Westhoek Nature Reserve TIME FROM OSTEND: 30MIN [image: ]

Blissful solitude in the Belgian Sahara

In the westernmost tip of the country, just by the French border, you’ll find Belgium’s oldest and arguably most beautiful nature reserve: the Sahara, a bone-dry sand dune stretching as far as the eye can see, and a magical combination of trees, sand and sea.

The 7.3km marked hiking trail in the Westhoek Nature Reserve (natuurenbos.be/westhoek) takes you past more than 400 plant species and you can spot birds to your heart’s content at the three viewpoints. Whether you’re looking for a romantic stroll with your significant other, a peaceful walk with the family, or an adventure with your four-legged friend: the Sahara truly is the gift that keeps on giving. At first, you might walk peacefully between overgrown paths, but as you round the corner you’ll find yourself in a vast field with wild horses and cows.

If you want to get wet, head to De Panne beach and discover the many beach sports of the adrenaline capital of the Belgian coast. Kayaking, surfing and stand-up paddling are all excellent choices, but the local favourite is land sailing. Royal Sand Yacht Club (rsyc.be) offers introductory sessions for individuals and groups with dedicated, experienced instructors.


COASTAL ARCHITECTURE

De Panne may be the adrenaline capital of the coast, but it’s more than just sun, sea and sand. Unique coastal architecture is also on display – and for that, be sure to head to the Dumont villa district. Here, you will find more than 500 houses in different architectural styles dating back to the late 19th century. Highlights include Villa Le Chatulier, Villa De Strandgaper, Villa My Corner and Villa Fantasio.

Find more information on www.depanne.be/en or download a pdf heritage guide by scanning the QR code below.
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EATING IN DE HAAN: GOURMET RESTAURANTS

Kok Sur Mer

Gourmet quality and bistro-style ambience go hand in hand, at a gentle price. €€

Markt XI

A sophisticated restaurant where unexpected flavours and a stylish interior will wow you. €€€

L’Espérance

Well-balanced dishes prepared in the open kitchen – all behind an unassuming 1903 facade. €€€

Bredene TIME FROM OSTEND: 30MIN [image: ]

A seaweed chef and a nudist beach

In a humble street in Bredene, Donald Deschagt has a garden full of fresh vegetables and herbs – but with the North Sea as his backyard. It’s no wonder he’s known around town as the Seaweed Chef.

Donald’s interest in seaweed, sea vegetables and algae started years ago, when he met a local marine biologist who told him about the superfood of the future. Over the years, this interest grew into a passion and he opened a restaurant called Le Homard et la Moule (The Lobster and the Mussel), serving several dishes with a seaweed twist. Pop in for a bite, or join Donald on a seaweed walk, harvest your own seaweed and learn all about the produce from the sea in a workshop.

In Bredene, you’ll also find the only nudist beach on the Belgian coast of the North Sea. The 350m-wide strip – no pun intended – lies at the foot of a protected dune reserve, offering some privacy for naturists. A mere five years after its inauguration in 2001, the nudist beach was (and still is) one of the busiest bathing areas on the Belgian coast, with around 1000 naturists appearing at peak times.

De Haan TIME FROM OSTEND: 35MIN [image: ]

Walk in Albert Einstein’s footsteps

Just under 15km northeast of Ostend, you’ll find De Haan, a small city that has retained more seaside charm than any of its Belgian neighbours. Pleasures are simple here: ice cream, pedal carts and paddling in the cold water of the North Sea. Yet it was here that Albert Einstein spent six months before emigrating to the US, never to return to Europe.

Along the city’s heritage walking route, you’ll visit 18 historic locations sprawled between De Haan’s dunes and stately avenues. You’ll wander the streets of the ‘Concession’ district, famed for its unique cottages and scenic villas, and see Villa Savoyarde – the cottage Einstein rented during his time in Belgium – and a statue of the man himself sitting on a bench. You can purchase a map at the city’s main tram stop (aptly named ‘De Haan Aan Zee’, or De Haan by the sea) slash tourist office.
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De Haan | Walencienne/Shutterstock ©


THE GERMAN-SWISS-AMERICAN GENIUS

Albert Einstein, the theoretical physicist who won the 1921 Nobel Prize in Physics, is a man who needs no introduction. He’s been ranked the greatest physicist of all time and his name has become synonymous with genius. In the 1930s, when the Nazi regime gained dominance in his native Germany, Einstein – a pacifist, socialist Jew – fled the country. At the time, he was friendly with the Belgian royal couple, who helped him get settled at Villa Savoyarde.



NO-FRILLS EATS ON THE WEST COAST

Bord’O

A restaurant in Middelkerke with warm wooden furnishings and a succulent homemade steak tartare. €€

Belgo

A young, sleek restaurant on the seafront in Nieuwpoort with a humble menu of Flemish classics. €€

De Mikke

A straightforward grill restaurant in Oostduinkerke that specialises in entrecote. €€



Ypres

MILITARY HISTORY | BREATHTAKING SURROUNDINGS | WALKING ROUTES
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Crowned Belgium’s most hospitable city in 2021 and 2022, Ypres is ready to welcome you with open arms. Ypres (or Ieper in Dutch) played a key role in WWI – when it was known as ‘Wipers’ due to deliberate mispronunciation by the British troops – and during many other armed conflicts throughout the past centuries. This historical significance is still seen, felt and heard in Ypres today. Many of the city’s museums and landmarks revolve around the Great War, and more than 170 international military cemeteries also attract thousands of visitors from around the world every year. In addition, more and more trendy food joints and coffee shops are also popping up in the city. In Flanders Fields the poppies blow, in the inspired words of Canadian physician and poet John McCrae – and in Ypres is where you can learn all about it.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 In Flanders Fields Museum

2 Menin Gate

SIGHTS

see 1 Belfry

see 1 Lakenhalle

3 Yper Museum

EATING

4 B’artiest

5 De Heerlyckheid

6 De Ruyffelaer

7 Fika

8 Milk ‘n Sugar

9 Mimi’s Koffie- en Theehuis

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10 Kaffee Bazaar

11 Øl

12 St Arnoldus




GETTING AROUND

For anyone intending to visit WWI sites around Ypres, renting a car (or motorcycle) is highly recommended.

If you’re feeling athletic, you can also cycle. For museums, food and drinks in the city centre, you should be able to get by on foot. The cemeteries and visitors centres are relatively close to each other, but if you want to visit them all, you’ll be crossing quite a few roads to get to them.




TOP TIP

Thanks to Commonwealth involvement in the Great War, people around Ypres still speak English pretty well (many fluently) to this day.



A Tribute to the Fallen

The daily act of remembrance

If there’s one ritual that goes above and beyond to remember the Allied soldiers who died during WWI, it’s this. Every evening, traffic can no longer pass through the Menin Gate, one of the main entry points into the city centre. At that time, a number of buglers wearing the uniform of the local volunteer fire brigade play a simple but moving tribute.

The Last Post originated as a bugle call during the war that marked the end of the day for the British Army. More than 100 years later, it has come to represent a final farewell to the more than 9 million fallen soldiers and civilians of the Allied forces. In recent times, the Last Post has also become a symbol of collaboration and solidarity between all parties involved in the war.

The Last Post is organised by an independent non-profit organisation called the Last Post Association. The organisation was founded in 1928 and has made sure that the tribute was sounded 365 days a year, every year – except during the German occupation of Ypres in WWII. And it remains a wildly popular tribute: every day, especially during the summer months, the Last Post attracts hundreds.

Attending the Last Post is free and no reservation is required. Find more information and explore ways of actively participating in the ceremony (such as laying a wreath or saying the Exhortation) at lastpost.be.


WHERE TO GET BREAKFAST IN YPRES

Fika

All-day breakfast and other healthy food in an industrial jungle interior in the middle of the city centre. €€

Milk ‘n Sugar

Great coffee and cheap but delicious pancakes, French toast, and savoury breakfast eats. €

Mimi’s Koffie- en Theehuis

Friendly service and classic breakfast dishes in a nostalgic interior. The hot chocolate is highly recommended. €€



EATING IN YPRES: TRADITIONAL FLEMISH FOOD

B’artiest

Traditional dishes with a modern touch in a welcoming venue next to the train station. €€€

De Ruyffelaer

Traditional home-style cuisine served with typical stoemp (the Belgian version of mashed potatoes). €€

De Heerlyckheid

Delicious food, a tasteful interior and prompt service in the centre of Ypres. €€€

Their Name Liveth For Evermore

Impressive WWI memorials

Driving through the Westhoek region in the 21st century, you wouldn’t think there was a dark past hidden beneath the fields. But this dark past is exactly what draws so many visitors to Ypres and its surrounding villages.

During WWI, Ypres was located directly on the front line. The city was surrounded on three sides by German troops, and although they failed to capture it, Ypres was bombed to the ground. Today the most striking reminder of this conflict is the many cemeteries sprawled across the region. If you’re not much of a cyclist but you still want to learn more about the war by visiting these cemeteries, the best way to do so is to get a rental car, as they’re relatively far apart.


CEMETERIES WORTH YOUR TIME

Tyne Cot Cemetery

The largest Commonwealth military cemetery in mainland Europe (11,957 dead buried, mostly British soldiers).

Ramparts Cemetery

A small, beautiful cemetery on the Ypres ramparts, overlooking the water (198 dead buried, mostly British soldiers).

New Irish Farm

A cemetery close to the city centre. Nearly 70% of the soldiers buried here could not be identified (4716 dead buried, mostly British soldiers).

Lijssenthoek Military Cemetery

A slightly smaller-scale, less popular version of Tyne Cot located in Poperinge, the second-biggest Commonwealth military cemetery in the area (10,700-plus dead buried, mostly British and Australian soldiers).

Deutscher Soldatenfriedhof Langemark

Belgium’s second-largest German military cemetery (44,294 German and two British soldiers buried).



STAYING IN YPRES

Ariane Hotel

An excellent, peacefully located hotel within walking distance of the historic city centre. €€€

Albion Hotel

Stylish family hotel within walking distance of the Grote Markt and the Menin Gate. €€

B&B Ter Vesten

A refurbished concierge house with well-kept rooms and an extensive breakfast. €€

The Quintessential WWI Museum

A balanced yet moving introduction

With its educational and interactive experiences and well-chosen exhibits, no museum gives a more balanced or striking account of the WWI than the In Flanders Fields Museum, located in the historic Lakenhalle (Cloth Hall), right in the heart of the city.

The permanent collection contains a wealth of letters, household objects, military equipment, maps, newspapers and memorabilia. Through these objects, the museum tells the story of multiple generations of people whose lives were, in one way or another, affected by the war. But the real star of the show is the audiovisual installation throughout the exhibit. A series of striking videos will teach you how aid workers, eyewitnesses and soldiers on both sides of the front experienced the horrors of the Great War.

The audio guide (€2 per person) includes 40 listening points, 31 additional, in-depth listening points with experts sharing their knowledge, and a special children’s story if you’re travelling with young ones. For an additional €2 per person, you can also climb the restored Belfry and get access to a spectacular 360-degree panoramic view over Ypres. Just keep in mind that the 231 extra steps are not for the faint of heart.

Expect to spend at least two hours exploring the In Flanders Fields Museum.

Despite its name, there was nothing great about WWI. It was a global conflict with millions of casualties, leading to WWI being counted as one of the deadliest conflicts in history. The war didn’t only affect soldiers and other military personnel – it had a great impact on the lives and livelihoods of everyone across Europe.

DRINKING IN YPRES: BARS

Kaffee Bazaar

A vast selection of more than 250 local and international beers accompanied by alternative beats.

Øl

Plenty of beers on tap in an industrial decor alongside the Menin Gate.

St Arnoldus

Heaven on earth for any beer enthusiast, named after the patron saint of brewers.



DRIVING TOUR
The Ypres Salient

During WWI, the Ypres Salient was an arch around the city where many major battles were fought. It was an important part of the Western Front, and today, the Ypres Salient is a signposted, 70km-long car route – or 36km-long cycling route – past several historic cemeteries, museums and monuments. These are a few key stops, but you can find an overview of the entry points and more information in the Ypres Tourist Office.
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Essex Farm Cemetery | Nina Alizada/Shutterstock ©
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1 Yper Museum

Assuming you’ll start in Ypres’ city centre, the Yper Museum is a logical first stop. The museum, located in the iconic Cloth Hall, discusses Ypres’ role in the Great War and covers 11 centuries’ worth of non-war-related history of the city. It’s easily combined with a visit to the In Flanders Fields Museum, located in the same Cloth Hall.

The Drive: From Ypres Station, head north towards Haiglaan. Take the first exit on the first roundabout, then the second exit on the next. Essex Farm Cemetery is on your right, after the bridge.

2 Essex Farm Cemetery

In 1915, Canadian doctor John McCrae – who wrote the world-famous poem ‘In Flanders Fields’ – had a shelter dug out here to care for the first victims of German gas attacks. That shelter grew into Essex Farm Cemetery, also known today as the ‘John McCrae site’. McCrae’s poem acted as a powerful incentive for the Allied war effort and turned the poppy into an enduring symbol of self-sacrifice in wartime.

The Drive: From Essex Farm Station, drive southwest on Noordhofweg for about 1.5km. Turn left on Veurnseweg, then left on Noorderring. After about 10km, turn right, then immediately left on Tentestraat. Next, turn left on Roeselarestraat for about 4km. Turn right on Schipstraat, then left on Vijfwegestraat. Tyne Cot Cemetery is on your left.

3 Tyne Cot Cemetery

If you only visit one WWI cemetery in or around Ypres, let it be Tyne Cot Cemetery. With almost 12,000 Commonwealth soldiers buried here – more than 8000 of them unidentified – it is the world’s largest Commonwealth war cemetery in terms of burials. Its endless rows of white headstones, the names of fallen soldiers which are called out as you enter the cemetery, and the harrowing stories at the visitors centre will leave you breathless.

The Drive: Head southeast on Tynecotstraat, then turn left on Passendalestraat. At the roundabout, take the first exit. Continue on Roeselarestraat, then go straight at the next roundabout. Take the first left on Berten Pilstraat. Pacchendaele Museum is at your left.

4 Passchendaele Museum & Memorial Gardens

Next up is another WWI museum, this time specifically focused on the Third Battle of Ypres – also known as the Battle of Passchendaele. This 1917 battle is reputed as one of the most gruesome of the entire war, with over 500,000 casualties. As such, Passchendaele became a symbol for the profound futility of war violence.

The Drive: Head west on Ieperstraat and take the third exit on the roundabout. Continue on Briekestraat for about 3km, then turn left on Begijnenbosstraat. Turn left on Meenseweg, then immediately right on Canadalaan. Hill 62 is at the end of the street.

5 Hill 62

While its name may not seem like much, Hill 62 is definitely worth your time. The hill – 62m high, as you may have guessed – served as an observation point during the war and is now home to the Sanctuary Wood Museum. The museum displays various everyday objects and surprisingly lifelike photographs from WWI. The adjacent garden feels like a different world, with its well-preserved trenches, shell craters and narrow underground structures.

The Drive: Head back north on Canadalaan, then turn left on Meenseweg. After the roundabout, continue straight. Turn left on Frenchlaan.

6 Menin Gate

As a generally accepted symbol of WWI, the Menin Gate is the perfect way to end the Ypres Salient route. Designed by Sir Reginald Blomfield to be a memorial to the missing, the Menin Gate’s inner walls bear the names of some 50,000 Commonwealth soldiers who were reported missing before August 1917. Every night at 8pm, the Menin Gate harbours the Last Post, a daily tribute to the fallen.





Beyond Ypres


Ypres is the perfect base to explore the Westhoek region: a verdant haven of rolling hills, postcard villages, and historic towns.
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While probably the most well-known city in the area due to its connection with WWI, Ypres is far from the only place worth visiting in southern West Flanders.

Nearby Langemark-Poelkapelle, a small rural village, is home to a major German cemetery from which the notorious Myth of Langemarck originated. East of Ypres lies Kortrijk, a relatively small city by international standards that combines the allure of a metropolis with the charm of a village. And last but not least: beer enthusiasts will find everything they could ever look for in Poperinge, the beer city par excellence in a country that holds global acclaim for its brewing.


GETTING AROUND

Getting around the Westhoek region is easy enough, especially if you have a rental car. But even if you don’t, places like Poperinge and Kortrijk are just a short train ride away, and Langemark-Poelkapelle can be reached by bus (take bus 40 or 95 from Ypres Station).




TOP TIP

Public transport in this region is less frequent and reliable. To get around easily, you’re better off renting a car.



Kortrijk TIME FROM YPRES: 30MIN [image: ]

Devout serenity and vibrant streets

In Kortrijk – a hub city bordering on Wallonia and northern France – you’ll find the allure of a metropolis and the charm of a village. As the second-biggest city in West Flanders, Kortrijk is also part of the cross-border Lille-Kortrijk-Tournai metropolitan area.

Whether you’re spending time in Ypres, Ghent or elsewhere in Belgium, Kortrijk is the perfect day trip. Start your morning at the Grote Markt and admire the belfry, a remnant of the medieval cloth hall that brought prosperity to the city and which is now a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Turn around and take in the late-Gothic city hall, adorned with statues of the all-powerful Counts of Flanders. If you get the chance, take a look inside the building’s historic hall steeped in stories about Kortrijk.

Next head to Kortrijk 1302, a free interactive experience that teaches visitors all about the unexpected Flemish victory at the Battle of the Golden Spurs. The enchanting sound-and-light show takes place daily every half hour between 10am and 5pm.

Need some peace and quiet? Kortrijk has got you covered. In Baggaertshof and the UNESCO-recognised Flemish Beguinage, you can completely escape. Venture out a bit further and you’ll find yourself in the renowned International Rose Garden of ‘t Hoge Castle Park.

Finish your day in Kortrijk with a drink and a bite to eat on the lowered banks of the Lys, overlooking the historic limestone Broel Towers.
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Broel Towers, Kortrijk | Aliaksandr Antanovich/Shutterstock ©


HOW FLEMISH CRAFTSMEN WON THE BATTLE

On 11 July 1302, the Battle of the Golden Spurs was fought in Kortrijk between the royal army of France (8000 troops) and the Flemish rebels (9400 troops), who had been in a state of unrest for years. In May 1302, many Flemish cities revolted against the rule of the French, leading French King Philip IV to send an expedition to quell the rebellion. Unexpectedly, the civic Flemish militia (mostly working-class craftsmen) emerged victorious in Kortrijk and captured 500 pairs of spurs from French horsemen, giving the battle its famed name. The Battle of the Golden Spurs became a significant event for the Flemish Movement in the 19th and 20th centuries.



EATING IN KORTRIJK: LUNCH

De Garage

Traditional dishes cooked and served by two brothers-in-law in an industrial setting with white-painted brick walls. €€

Spicy Lemon

Sharing dishes inspired by Middle Eastern cuisine, accompanied by easy-going Persian tunes. €€€

Byttebier – La Cantine

Enjoy an honest, uncomplicated lunch offering under the sun on this restaurant’s patio. €€

Langemark-Poelkapelle TIME FROM YPRES: 20MIN [image: ]

The other side of WWI

Just north of the imposing, history-steeped city of Ypres, you’ll find Langemark-Poelkapelle. With just over 8000 inhabitants, the municipality hasn’t garnered much international attention – until now, that is.

During the WWI, Langemark-Poelkapelle endured a great deal of suffering. The city was situated right on the front line for four years and was completely wiped off the map during the war.

The city still bears these wounds today, and much of its appeal to visitors focuses on wartime stories and remembrance. At the Guynemerplein, for example, you’ll find a statue of Georges Guynemer, the fabled French captain. The adjoining Guynemerpaviljoen (guynemerpaviljoen.be/en) tells the story of how the tender, frail man became the French symbol of spirit and perseverance.

Of course, the war was hardly a one-sided effort. Thousands of soldiers perished on both sides of the frontline, and no place in Belgium can tell that story more plainly than the Deutscher Soldatenfriedhof in Langemark-Poelkapelle. This is one of the largest German WWI cemeteries with over 44,000 soldiers buried – nearly 25,000 of whom lie in a mass grave. The Deutscher Soldatenfriedhof is free to visit.

During the First Battle of Ypres (1914), the inexperienced Germans suffered heavy losses in Langemark. To give a positive twist to that story, the legend arose that the fallen German soldiers were mostly students who chanted at the top of their lungs for the patriot cause. And so, the Myth of Langemarck was born. Today we know that no more than 15% of the German soldiers involved in this battle were students.


PEOPLE FROM WEST FLANDERS: HARD WORKERS

If you ask the average Belgian what they think of someone from West Flanders, they’ll probably tell you that people there work hard in silence. That preconception may have stemmed from WWI. West Flanders took the brunt of it. The region was completely shot to pieces and had to be rebuilt. By the way, people from Antwerp are supposedly very proud of their city – to the point of arrogance, according to some – and people from Limburg are said to take it slowly. And now, it’s up to you to discover how much of those prejudices are true.



STAYING BEYOND YPRES

Talbot House

A landmark property in Poperinge with an adjoining museum that instantly takes you back to 1920. €€

Hotel-Restaurant Sparhof

Restored farmhouse near the French border. It’s the perfect base to explore the idyllic Heuvelland region by bike. €€

B&B Back2Front

Rustic B&B run by welcoming locals. Makes a great gateway to the Ypres Salient. €€

Poperinge  TIME FROM YPRES: 10MIN [image: ]

The city of hops

Since the 16th century, when revenue from the cloth industry began to wane, the local economy of Poperinge turned to growing hops. Today hops and beer brewing are still among the most important attractions for the city of 20,000 inhabitants – although history buffs can also find solace in Poperinge’s Talbot House and Lijssenthoek Military Cemetery.

Still, the pride and joy of Poperinge is the magical process that transforms green hop cones into refreshing blonde beer. And there is no better place to start your journey of discovery through the Belgian world of hops and beer than Poperinge’s very own Hopmuseum. Besides its artefacts that will teach you all about the history of beer and the Belgian Beer Collection (with over 2500 beers), you can become a master brewer yourself in a day-long brewing workshop.

Alternatively, head to one of the breweries in the area and get your liquid gold – whether it’s gold-coloured, dark brown, or something in between – straight from the source. The best brewery in the area to visit is St Bernardus in the heart of Belgium’s hop fields; here you can go on a brewery tour for an impressive look behind the scenes. Other breweries, like St Sixtus or De Plukker, also offer beers for sale but cannot be visited.

Last but not least: the spirit of beer brewers comes alive every summer during the Bier- en Hoppefeesten (beer and hop festival), with parades and ice-cold drinks. Just remember that Belgian beers can pack quite a punch – especially compared to their American or British counterparts.

[image: ]
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BELGIANS & THEIR BEER

In Belgium, beer is more than just a cheap, easy-going pub drink. In 2016 beer culture in Belgium was inscribed as UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage. That beer culture entails the diversity of beer types and brands, as well as the quality and brewing methods in Belgium. Beer is truly embedded in the consumer behaviour and social life of Belgians. Several types of Belgian beer are available in just about every pub, and restaurants often serve different types of beer as well. Cheers!







ANTWERP & NORTHEAST BELGIUM
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CENTURIES OF CREATIVITY, A CONTINUED CUTTING EDGE

Dynamically 21st century yet oozing with historical splendour and cultural creativity, Antwerp is just the best known of many fascinating destinations in northeastern Belgium.
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Vibrant and multi-faceted, the forward-looking city of Antwerp sits astride the Brussels–Amsterdam railway and demands that visitors take notice. The rest of this region, however, is like a Christmas pudding: it’s richly full of delights yet it somehow tends to get forgotten as everyone’s already had their fill by the time dessert rolls around.

The northeast is culturally part of Flanders, though nit-picking linguists point out that local dialects of Dutch are technically classified as Brabantine (Antwerp and Leuven) and Limburgisch. Their distribution roughly fit with the historic duchies of Brabant and Limburg that preceded Burgundian rule in the 15th century. These names live on as provinces, though Antwerp has long since become a province of its own as befits the economic powerhouse of Flanders and one of Europe’s foremost ports.

Lier and Mechelen are memorable gem cities and the region has some of Belgium’s loveliest historic begijnhoven. Western Brabant (Hageland) and southern Limburg (Haspengouw) are predominantly rural with rolling hills, orchards and vineyards producing many of Belgium’s rapidly improving wines as well as fruit and the sugar that historically made Tienen wealthy. Tongeren has a rich Gallo-Roman history while wealthy Hasselt is known for its jenever (Flemish gin). Despite an industrial heritage, the Genk area also retains forest parks and is great for cycling.
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The Main Areas

ANTWERP

Trailblazing mix of art, history and contemporary cool.

MECHELEN

The grandest city you’ve probably never heard of.

LEUVEN

Student vibes in the Cambridge of Belgium.



Find Your Way

Antwerp, Mechelen and Leuven are all easy short hops from Brussels, with Leuven especially handy for Brussels Airport. Antwerp is an obvious stop en route to Amsterdam.
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Plan Your Time

Whether you have just a day to spare between Brussels and Amsterdam, or a week to explore the region, northeastern Belgium has something for everyone.
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Ijzerenleen street, Mechelen | Renata Sedmakova/Shutterstock ©


If You Only Have One Day

• Spend just one day in Antwerp. Sign up online for the city’s short-hop Velo bike-hire system and jump straight onto a bicycle on arrival at the magnificent Antwerpen-Centraal train station. Cycling down Meir, it’s hard not to be impressed with the ostentatious grandeur of the buildings.

• Drop the bicycle near the medieval Grote Markt and explore the cathedral and riverfront on foot.

• Grab another bike to wiggle through the Fashion District to ‘t Zuid, have a cafe lunch and be wowed by the galleries. Cycle through Berchem following the street-art trail and back to the station via the Art Nouveau streets of Zurenborg.




4 Days in & Around Antwerp

• Take longer exploring Antwerp, adding in a visit to the immersive Chocolate Nation, an amusingly interactive tour of the De Koninck Brewery and learning more about diamonds at DIVA.

• Cycle around the Het Eilandje regeneration area, survey the cityscape from the top of MAS, and admire Zaha Hadid’s curiously discordant Havenhuis (Harbour House) building.

• At night don’t miss sampling a good selection of the city’s characterful cafe-bars, both city-central classics and off-beat mould-breakers. Spend part of one day on an excursion to Lier, one of Belgium’s loveliest smaller cities.




If You Have More Time

• Mechelen is a city that rewards at least an overnight stay to enjoy the subtle lighting that adds atmosphere at dusk to its cathedral tower and beautiful central square.

• Take a look at Leuven and experience the hubbub of the ‘world’s longest bar’. Then head east. With a car, a day is enough to fleetingly visit impressive central squares at Tienen, Zoutleeuw and Sint-Truiden en route to Tongeren with its Roman roots.

• If possible leave time en route to discover some mesmerising art installations in orchards around Borgloon. Loop north to the prosperous ‘gin-city’ of Hasselt, then jump on a bicycle to visit Bokrijk and beyond.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer sees a plethora of cultural and music festivals. The Haspengouw region blooms beautifully in spring.

February

Though far less folkloric than those at Binche or Stavelot, carnival at Tienen includes an impressive float parade.
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April

A mass of blossoms transform the pretty Haspengouw orchard region around Borgloon into a giant work of art.
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May

On the weekend before Ascension Day, Mechelen’s Hanswijk Procession combines a religious parade with a fun-filled public party.
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July

Belgium’s biggest music festivals bring pop and rock to Wechter near Leuven and electronica to Tomorrowland at Boon.
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August

At 9pm on 15 August, candles replace electric light in Aarschot for Sint-Rochusverlichting marking the town avoiding plague in 1667.
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October

Hasselt celebrates its gin-making traditions in the Jeneverfeesten. At 3pm on the Saturday the little Borrelmanneke statue spouts gin.
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November & December

Antwerp hosts a magical Christmas market on the Grote Markt. Leuven’s Kort Film Festival screens 100+ short-form movies.
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Antwerp

ART | FASHION | ARCHITECTURE
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Tourists who simply zoom straight through Antwerp (Antwerpen) between Amsterdam and Brussels are missing a trick. Belgium’s second city is also its capital of cool, a fashion hub and world-leading diamond trading hub – and yet it still retains an exquisite medieval heart. By the 16th-century Antwerp had taken over from Bruges as one of Europe’s main trading ports and the world’s first specially built stock exchange opened here. From the 1560s, iconoclasts, the Dutch Revolt and the inquisition devastated the place, with skilled workers fleeing north (hence Amsterdam’s rise). Still the world’s first newspaper was produced here in 1606 and Rubens hung around to paint baroque masterpieces. The port finally recovered in the 18th century, and by the 1920s Antwerp was important enough to host the Olympic Games and build Europe’s first skyscraper. WWII destroyed much and decimated the significant Jewish population, but Antwerp rebounded, and today few cities have a more optimistic 21st-century vision.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Museum Mayer van den Bergh

2 Museum Plantin-Moretus

3 Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekathedraal

4 Rubenshuis

SIGHTS

see 8 Brabo Fountain

5 Chocolate Nation

6 DIVA

7 FOMU

8 Grote Markt

9 Het Eilandje

10 Het Steen

11 KBC Tower

12 KMSKA

13 Lange Wapper

14 M HKA

15 Rubens Statue

16 Snijder-Rockoxhuis

17 Stadhuis

18 Steenplein

19 ‘t Zuid

see 10 Antwerp Story

20 Zoo Antwerpen

EATING

21 Fiera

22 Wijnbistro Patine

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

23 ABC Brouwerij & Taproom

24 Bar Paniek

25 Bierhuis Kulminator

26 Bocadero

27 Cafe Beveren

28 Café De Kat

29 Café De Vischmijn

30 Café Pelikaan

31 Caffenation

see 22 Chatleroi

32 Cousteau

33 De Duifkens

34 De Muze

see 25 Den Bengel

35 Den Engel

36 Het Bos

37 Kolonel Koffie

38 Normo

39 Oud Arsenaal

40 The Yellow Window

41 Waagstuk




GETTING AROUND

Antwerpen-Centraal is the main train hub and nearest to the old city centre. Antwerpen-Berchem is an alternative for the Art Nouveau area of Zurenborg. Antwerp has a well developed bus and tram system. However, the easiest way to get around the main sights is generally using the Velo-Antwerpen short-hop bicycle-hire system. Bike pick-up and drop-off stands are plentiful and the system is unusually easy to use.




TOP TIP

The app-based Antwerp City Pass allows entry to over 20 attractions plus free public transport. It might make sense if you’re visiting Chocolate Nation, De Ruien and De Koninck Brewery. Almost all other Antwerp museums are included in the all-Belgium MuseumPass (museumpassmusees.be) which lasts a whole year yet is cheaper.



Medieval Marvels

Start in Antwerp’s old heart

By 1929 Antwerp had Europe’s first skyscraper, the 27-storey Boerentoren, now known as the KBC Tower. However, other than that, the city’s historic core remains essentially dominated by attractive older architecture. That means the 123m spire of Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekathedraal dominates the horizon and has a habit of popping into view from all kinds of intriguing angles. It rarely fails to prompt a gasp of awe. The cathedral itself is a Gothic masterpiece that took 169 years to finish (1352–1521).

The small streets around the cathedral are abuzz with cafe life, with bars also spilling onto the main market square, Grote Markt – a beautiful cobbled space that’s lined on three sides by classic step-gabled medieval merchant houses. Behind the Brabo Fountain is the Stadhuis, Antwerp’s 1565 city hall with a statue-topped palatial facade that blends Flemish and Italian styles. Inside is a fascinating map-rich free exhibition about the city’s development setting out ambitious plans for the future.

Outside it’s possible to take a tourist ‘tram’, disguised as a 1930s limousine, to make a guided tour of the city. However, there’s lots to see by simply walking the cobbled lanes nearby. A good start is strolling down to Steenplein where you’ll find Het Steen, Antwerp’s dinky but photogenic castle dating from 1200. It contains a tourist office and free-access viewpoint along with the payable Antwerp Story, an 11-room museum-experience introducing the city. Outside spot Lange Wapper, humorous statue of a tall folkloric ‘peeping Tom’ figure showing off his codpiece to two diminutive onlookers.
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BRABO FOUNTAIN

Antwerp’s gorgeous Grote Markt is focussed on a bronze fountain-statue of a man preparing to fling into space a huge disconnected hand. This is Brabo, a Roman warrior who, according to legend, defeated a fearsome giant and extortionist called Druon Antigoon who had controlled a bend of the Scheldt, forcing passing ship captains to pay a toll. Brabo killed him and symbolically chucked his hand into the river. Though etymologists have a much more prosaic theory, popular culture says that the name Antwerpen derives from this act of hand throwing – hand werpen. Today Antwerpse handjes (little Antwerp hands) have become a city trademark, turning up in all manner of guises, from De Koninck beer glasses to chocolates to souvenir jewellery.



STAYING IN ANTWERP

Hotel O

Great value with moody, artistic decor and an unbeatable location across from the cathedral. €€

Hotel Julien

Discreet boutique hotel in a grand, central mansion with lots of designer detail. Fab terrace. €€€

Botanic Sanctuary Hotel

Fifteenth-century monastery reborn as a breathtaking five-star wonder with a Michelin-starred restaurant. €€€

The Ash

Big, functional hostel with good kitchen, bar and a location handy for the station. Can overheat in summer. €

Hotel Rubenshof

Basic rooms in a large 1890s mansion with a fabulous Art Nouveau dining room. €

YUST Antwerp

Stylish midrange hotel incorporating a luxury contemporary hostel close to De Koninck Brewery. €€

Art Galore

Rubens abound but there’s much more

Two of the greatest artists of the 17th century perfected their art in Antwerp. Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640), whose statue dominates Groenplaats, moved here in 1609 after lengthy studies in Italy. The house-studio he designed is now the memorable Rubenshuis museum. The museum is undergoing a massive restoration project until 2027 but numerous other galleries and churches also display a Rubens or two. Antoon (later Anthony) van Dyck, son of an Antwerp silk dealer, honed his art in Rubens’ studio, long before becoming court painter to King Charles I of England. A statue of van Dyck in posing britches adds to the monumental grandeur of Leysstraat (towards the central station).

Both artists are represented at the splendid 17th-century Snijder-Rockoxhuis gallery-museum, partly within the house of Rubens-patron and former Antwerp mayor, Nicolaas Rockox. Here you can also see masterpieces by Van der Weyden and Breughel.

Brueghel lovers might want to make a first stop at the magnificent Museum Mayer van den Bergh whose centrepiece is Pieter Brueghel the Elder’s brilliantly grotesque 1561 Dulle Griet (Mad Meg). When collector Fritz Mayer van den Burgh purchased it (cheaply) in the later 19th century, Brueghel’s work was considered of dubious taste and Fritz was significant in popularising his oeuvre. The museum looks like a 16th-century town house but was actually built specially in 1904 by Fritz’s mother to house the collection after his early death.

The Print Pioneer

The world’s oldest surviving presses

Printing was the internet of the 16th century, a new technology that upended society by making knowledge and conspiracy theories available to a mass audience. Antwerp was at the forefront of the revolution and Museum Plantin-Moretus, which was a print shop from the 1550s, retains half a dozen antique presses, including two that are the oldest still in existence. Several more remain in working order, giving great insights into the technology, but there’s much more to see in this Unesco-listed museum. The medieval building is memorable in itself with its gilt-leather ‘wallpaper’, 1622 courtyard garden and 1640 library, not to mention the fabulous collection of paintings.


MORE ANTWERP SITES WITH RUBENS CONNECTIONS

Sint-Carolus Borromeuskerk

Rubens designed the baroque interior of this 1621 church, giving worshippers a very visceral foretaste of heaven’s delights.

Sint-Jacobskerk

Rubens’ tomb is here, adorned with a painting he made himself. In advance, obviously.

Waterpoort

The Rubens-designed ‘water gate’ once led to ‘t Zuid’s inner harbour. It was filled in in the 1960s so there’s no water here any more.

Museum Plantin-Moretus

At the Museum Plantin-Moretus you can see more paintings by Rubens plus books by his brother with illustrations by the master.

Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekathedraal

This cathedral is home to four early Rubens paintings.



Sartorial Style

Sint-Andries, Antwerp’s fashion district

Antwerp exploded unexpectedly as a global fashion leader in the late 1980s. It all started with daring, provocative shows in London and Paris that launched the reputations of half a dozen fashion graduates from Antwerp’s Royal Academy, soon to become known as the Antwerp Six. Dries Van Noten, the group’s most commercially prominent figurehead, still has his Antwerp flagship store in a 19th-century ‘flatiron’ building, Het Modepaleis, on Nationalestraat in the Sint-Andries district. Nearby, MoMu is Antwerp’s cutting-edge fashion museum, totally revamped in 2022.

Surrounding streets to the south and east form a compact fashion district with an unusually concentrated selection of designer boutiques, streetwear shops, end-of-line discounters, upmarket vintage stores and more mainstream labels. Look along on Steenhouwersvest, Lombardenvest and Kammenstraat. Note that some designers have decamped to ‘t Zuid, notably Ann Demeulemeester.

Best Friends Forever?

Antwerp: the world’s diamond trading centre

In 1447 Antwerp banned the sale of counterfeit diamonds, leading the city’s merchants to be seen as trustworthy. The result over centuries is that Antwerp became and remains the centre of the global diamond trade, handling an astonishing 80% of the world’s uncut stones through exchange buildings along Hoveniersstraat and Schupstraat. These short, pedestrianised streets are heavily guarded but dour and oddly banal.

Far more interesting is DIVA, in the medieval centre, an engaging contemporary museum of diamonds and silverware. It has recreations of some of the world’s most famous diamonds and a whole series of interactive exhibits, pullouts and touch screens. Start in a darkened room to learn about where diamonds come from, including the making of synthetics: there’s an incredible ring made entirely from a synthetic diamond. Enter a vault to learn about the 4Cs (carat, clarity, colour and cut) and then a grand salon displaying tableware through the ages. Videos tell the life story of an 1820s diamond cutter, show the processes that transform rough stones into diamond rings and examine 21st-century uses of blockchain authentication to keep ‘conflict diamonds’ from entering the market. In the workshop room, use the eyeglass to see extraordinary stone 5 in Tray 6.111: it’s cut as a bust of King Baudouin.


LESSER KNOWN CURIOSITIES IN ANTWERP

De Handelsbeurs

The world’s first stock exchange (1531) was rebuilt in fabulous neo-Gothic style in 1872. Since 2019 it has served as an events venue, meaning getting in can be hit and miss. You can, however, drink and dine in style at the Fiera restaurant-cocktail bar in one of its splendid side aisles.

De Ruien

Wellington boots are provided for this fascinating tramp through the network of sewer-tunnels and underground passageways beneath old Antwerp.

Vlaeykensgang

Picturesque 1591 passageway off Pelgrimstraat.

Sint-Annatunnel

Walk beneath the Scheld through this 1930s tiled foot-tunnel for novel views back over the Antwerp skyline from Linkeroever.

Maagdenhuis

A former 16th-century orphanage/refuge that’s now a fascinating and sometimes poignant museum.



EATING IN CENTRAL ANTWERP

Little Ethiopia

Discover Ethiopian cuisine amid a veritable museum of African artefacts. €

Elfde Gebod

Belgian classics in an ivy-clad medieval masterpiece with astounding interior of angels, saints and sacrilege. €€

Sir Anthony Van Dijck

Fine gastronomy without undue contemporary pretensions in a medieval hideaway that exudes atmosphere. €€€

Cafe Crawling

Antwerp’s drinking culture

If you’re looking for top-notch coffee, Antwerp certainly has that covered but remember that in Belgium cafe usually means cafe-bar-pub. Visiting a selection of such cafes is a very agreeable way to absorb Antwerp’s kaleidoscopic character.

The medieval centre’s timeless brown cafes (small old-fashioned pubs noted for their atmospheric interiors) include Den Engel in a 16th-century guild house aped by copycat Den Bengel next door, with old-school DJ parties some nights. Café De Kat is calm with mirrored panelling. Other classics include Café Pelikaan, De Duifkens and the wonderful locals’ favourite Oud Arsenaal. Don’t miss triple-level De Muze for regular live jazz or uncompromisingly local Cafe Beveren for the absolute antithesis of contemporary style.

Further south, Bierhuis Kulminator is a specialist for beer connoisseurs seeking aged rarities. Nearby Mechelseplein is not quite the rowdy late-night spot it once was but Korsåkov here retains its trademark scruffy-chic vibe. There’s plenty of choice around KMSKA and near the river, champion bartender Yves Van Roy pulls a prizewinning pintje at Café De Vischmijn: Stella never tasted better.

Northeast of centre beware of the oppressively testosterone-heavy three-street red-light district around Verversrui. Beyond, however, Waagstuk is a delightful find on super-pretty Statswaag while nearby student favourites like Cousteau entertain with music from live jazz to cheesy 1970s hits.

North again Het Bos is a super-alternative peoples’ collective with bars and an arts venue but limited opening times. In reworked Het Eilandje warehouses, Bar Paniek and ABC Brouwerij & Taproom are cradles of cool, and ‘beach’ parties at Bocadero draw a youthful summer dance crowd.

[image: ]

De Duifkens cafe | mauritius images GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BEST SMALL MUSIC VENUES IN ANTWERP

Koen Cassiers, a Berchem-based lute and guitar maker, shares his favourite off-beat music spots.

Den Beulenbak

Den Beulenbak is a 16th-century building on St Nikolaasplaats, a hidden square, where octogenarian owner Hugo invites friends and random acquaintances to put on mini cabaret-style chansons.

Den Hopsack

A non-profit, volunteer-run bar with art exhibits. There’s live music three or four times a week, typically acoustic singer-songwriters or jazz.

Gitanes

A tiny cafe-venue on Draakplaats in Zurenborg. It smells a bit stale but the passionate owner somehow lays on live music. Shows are essentially rehearsals with a (small) audience – it’s often jazz but can be anything from Mexican punk to Italian impromptu satirists.



LGBTQI+ FRIENDLY VENUES

Café Hessenhuis

A 16th-century former warehouse turned bar where DJ events often rev up the vibe.

Cargo Club

Friendly night club formerly known as Red&Blue, with a student night, drag acts and high-energy parties.

The Boots

Notorious full-on fetish club. Read the dress code, and if you come naked, wear shoes – the right kind of shoes.

Cocoa Immersion

Spoonfuls of joy at Chocolate Nation

Allow a couple of hours to enjoy the engrossing and extensive Chocolate Nation which bills itself as the world’s biggest chocolate museum. Arriving here feels like you’re entering a cinema but at times it’s more like being at Willy Wonker’s factory with stylised whirring of gears and pumping of pistons. These help simulate the creation processes, explained from the growth of cacao plants to the shaping of pralines. Let a humorous holographic choco-chef make you a surprise, then descend into an old-world candy shop where you learn about the history of Belgian chocolatiers, gaining plenty of extra detail by waving your audioguide in suitable spots. After seeing gigantic choco-sculptures, look through windows into a production room where chocolates are being made (for sale in the museum shop) and do an interesting true-or-false chocolate quiz: spoiler alert, yes, chocolate is toxic to dogs. Your reward is a spoon with which you can taste 10 different types of liquid chocolate and see if you agree with the tasting notes. The fascinating Ruby chocolate’s raspberry-like notes are not due to added essence but thanks to the unusual if highly secretive method of processing.
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DIAMOND DEALERS

You’ll find a whole string of jewellers around the Diamant pre-metro stop, just west of Antwerpen-Centraal train station. A dozen of these are among those businesses officially certified and listed at Antwerp’s Most Brilliant (visit.antwerpen.be/antwerps-most-brilliant).

If you’ve purchased diamonds from a non-certified Antwerp store, you can still get your stones checked and, hopefully, authenticated with a free appraisal by Orsini Diamonds.

Most diamond dealers don’t allow the public to watch the intricate cutting process first hand. One exception is Bomeke Diamonds with whom it’s possible to arrange half-hour group visits provided you pre-book with a couple of weeks’ notice.



EATING IN ‘T ZUID

L’Entrepôt du Congo

Classic local bistro that’s far enough off the tourist trail to offer genuine Flemish fare at local prices. €

De Broers van Julienne

Enticing townhouse venue for candlelit vegetarian dinners or veranda lunches. €€

Cobra Antwerp

Hipster chef Orlando Schuitema creates sharing plate meals from an eclectic range of international inspirations. €€

Maritime Foundations

Het Eilandje and Antwerp’s port regeneration

Use a series of short-hop bicycle hires to explore Antwerp’s original port area. It starts around 800m north of Het Steen where a multi-turreted 1895 building that looks like a fairy-tale castle is in fact the former pilots’ house, slated to become Smaakhaven, a Flemish culinary centre, by around 2026.

This is the gateway to the regenerated docklands zone called Het Eilandje. Rising above the enclosed waters of Bonapartdok is the distinctive 10-storey MAS (Museum aan de Stroom) which looks at first glance as though it has had great chunks chopped out of its sides. Museum floors are designed around big-idea themes using a barrage of media, but many people come just for the views over the city for which no ticket is required.

Further up Rijnkaai, the Red Star Line Museum considers the human stories of some two million people that emigrated to north America on ocean liners from Antwerp. In an outwardlyunattractive former port warehouse across the road, Waagnatie is an expo centre that holds Antwerpen Proeft, a big food festival, in mid-May. Less gentrified warehouse areas across Kattendijkdok host marvellously quirky Bar Paniek and the award-winning ABC (Seef) Brewery with its hipster cafe.

By now you’ll have spotted Antwerp’s most adventurous piece of contemporary architecture, the extraordinary Havenhuis (Harbour House), looming ahead. The work of the late maestro architect Zaha Hadid (1950–2016), it looks as though a diamond-faceted UFO has landed on top of a giant historical mansion. It’s a working office so you can’t go upstairs (except by occasional tours) but the building’s exterior is endlessly Instagramable and the floor of the public area inside displays a giant photo that helps you understand the sheer enormity of Europe’s second-largest container port. It’s enormous – about the size of Antwerp’s whole populated area. To get a better feel of the scale go back to Portopolis, a free exhibition outside MAS, don VR glasses and explore the sheer vastness virtually.

Antwerp’s port is its raison d’être. Historically ships would sail down the wide river Scheldt to offload at sheltered riverside docks in the city centre. The 1648 Treaty of Westphalia, which finally concluded 80 years of Dutch-Spanish wars, struck a massive blow by closing the Scheldt to all non-Dutch ships. Without its vital link to the sea, Antwerp was ruined – until 1797 when Napoleon ripped up the treaty and had the docks rebuilt. By the late 19th century Antwerp was the world’s third-largest port after London and New York. In the 20th century the city adapted quickly to the arrival of far bigger container ships and tankers, creating giant canal docks and vast specially designed wharfs well north of the centre. The original port area became ‘t Eilandje’s prime redevelopment land.


BEST COFFEE IN ANTWERP

Normo

One of Antwerp’s original experimental barista havens uses sustainably sourced beans in a wonderfully ramshackle setting.

The Yellow Window

Caffeine comfort with sofa seating in a quiet corner of the medieval centre.

Caffènation

Sip delectable coffee on a street-terrace facing the grandiose triangular 1879 building that was the national bank till 2014. They have other branches including Koco in ‘t Zuid and their roastery-cafe in Berchem’s arty hipster PAKT regeneration zone.

Kolonel Koffie

House-roasted beans and a laptop friendly ambience in an utterly transformed former petrol station in the partly gentrified ‘new Zuid’.



EATING IN HET EILANDJE

ABC Taproom/De Bierkeuken

The fashionably dishevelled Seef brewpub also serves tasty beer-based meals. €

U Eat & Sleep

Relaxed yet fashion-conscious quality dining and boutique hotel facing the water. €€

Marcel

Classic cooking in a classy old-world setting within a historic former seamen’s chapel. €€

Zurenborg and ‘t Zuid

Art Nouveau and pre-war architecture

‘t Zuid, Antwerp’s southern quarter, was entirely rebuilt from the 1870s onwards leading to an array of magnificent buildings including the venue for the 1885 and 1894 World Fairs (since demolished), the imposing 1890 KMSKA gallery and the 1901 Help U Zelve. The latter was HQ for the Socialist Party, adorned with sinuous wrought-ironwork, curved windows and mosaic of rural workers – in the nude. It’s now a Steiner School. Behind KMSKA is a 1893 Moorish-style synagogue on Bouwmeestersstraat and the eccentric house ‘t Bootje with a corner balcony built like a boat’s prow.

For a more concentrated selection of residential elegance from a similar era, head 3km east to Zurenborg, a wealthy planned quarter that developed between 1894 and 1914. A Golden Triangle of belle époque and Art Nouveau houses remains here between Cogels Osylei, Transvaalstraat and Waterloostraat. Many have nicknames based on their decorative themes.

De Twaalf Duivelkens is named for the 12 devils of its humorous balcony. Les Mouettes has a lovely central mosaic depicting seagulls and the Flemish coast. Several ‘flower’ houses along Cogels Osylei include Iris at No 44 and Sunflower at No 50. Four matching houses facing off across the corners of Waterloostraat and Generaal Van Merlenstraat are enlivened with mosaic work depicting the four seasons; hence their collective name, De Vier Seizoenen. Together 23-35 Transvaalstraat combine to make what looks like a Greek temple.

The whole area is great to cycle around at leisure, repairing for refreshment to the cafe-ringed Dageraadplats or beside the railway bridge on Draakplaats.


AROUND ANTWERPEN-CENTRAAL STATION

You’ll only appreciate the full magnificence of arriving at Antwerpen-Centraal train station if you exit through the upper/north level. Or better still, by having a coffee at the Royal Café, whose mediocre furnishings underplay the room’s outlandish gilt mouldings and clock. To head into the city from the station, walk west down Leysstraat and Meir past some of Antwerp’s most impressively grandiose 19th-century architecture. Should you head east, however, you’ll find yourself in the highly multicultural inner-city suburb of Borgerhout.

It’s somewhat rough-edged but Borgerhout’s Districtshuis is architecturally impressive, De Roma is a fine 1928 cinema and there’s a small scattering of great cafe-bars plus some authentic Turkish teahouses and shops selling Moroccan cookies.



DRINKING IN BORGERHOUT

Cafe Mombasa

Cycle-themed cafe with superlative beer choices. Perfect spot during the summer Borgerrio street festival.

Bar Bakeliet

A neighbourhood local with old beer signs, 1950s decor and a 1964 jukebox. Jazz gigs some weekends.

Plaza Real

Unpretentious shop-bar founded by a member of indie-band dEUS. In summer de Steeg in the passageway beside takes over.

The Classic Antwerp Brewery

Visit De Koninck

Three years older than Belgium itself, De Koninck Brewery brews a refreshing brown ale that has become an iconic symbol of Antwerp. Production is now done elsewhere but self-guided visits to the old brewery in Berchem are brilliantly designed. Set your own pace as you start, beer in hand, watching a series of videos and trying interactive experiences that tell the story of Antwerp alongside that of the brewing process.

In the dazzling pod room called Bollekeskammer, press the red button to set off a comedy duo with Ray Mears and sidekick humorously explaining the shapes of various Belgian beer glasses – an important feature for De Koninck whose main brew is nicknamed a Bolleke due to the bowl-shaped glass in which it’s always served. Some 45 minutes into the experience you will finally see the actual brewing area. Use a metal token to pour yourself a Triple d’Anvers taster and enjoy it while watching the saga of the brewery’s post 2010 transformation.

The complex also has a hip, music-heavy bar and tasting space, plus a bakery, cheese maker, chocolate shop and butcher whose cuts can be eaten at the fragrant Black Smoke barbecue restaurant and rooftop terrace. Yes, of course, with beer-based sauces.
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Art Nouveau house (detail), Zurenborg | DE ROCKER/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BERCHEM STREET ART

The sedate Art Nouveau mansions of Zurenborg lie on the edge of the far less polished suburb of Berchem. However it’s around both areas that you’ll find Antwerp’s incredible feast of street art. The rather forbidding streets Krugerstraat and Minckeleresstraat have been turned into what are essentially galleries of graffiti. Street-art workshops are part of the vibrant set of events that make up the Zommer Fabriek festival here. Around 20 grander Berchem works are listed on a map available from De Koninck Brewery, there’s a walking route suggested on @streetartcities, and guided tours can be arranged with Street Art Antwerp. Less curated graffiti are typically hidden away on the suitably unpleasant Posthofbrug.



EATING IN BERCHEM

Spéciale Belge Taproom

Microbrewery pub in the arty if hard to find PAKT zone where old metalworking factories have become studios and cafes. €

Vitis

Cosy former corner shop turned foraged-food family restaurant that’s imaginative yet not unaffordable. €€

The Jane

Stunning old military-hospital chapel with two Michelin stars. Book three months ahead at 8am on the dot. €€€



Beyond Antwerp
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Lier and Turnhout both have magical historic cores. And who knew that printing playing cards could be so interesting?


In the 14th century, the Duke of Brabant offered the townsfolk of Lier the chance to host Flanders’ first great university. They refused and chose a livestock market instead. So while students went to Leuven, Lier became a backwater and its people were dismissively nicknamed schapekoppen (sheep-heads) for their economically disastrous decision. However, the result is that Lier retains a special historical charm. That was brought to public notice through the work of local writer Felix Timmermans (1886–1947) whose 1916 novel Pallieter recast the townsfolk as life-loving bohemians.

Like Lier, appealing Turnhout has a lovely begijnhof but its fame rests as home to leading global game-maker Cartamundi and the town styles itself as the world’s playing-card capital.


GETTING AROUND

Trains to Lier depart from both Antwerpen-Centraal and Antwerpen-Berchem stations. Turnhout and Hoogstraaten are on bus lines from Antwerp with connections from Turnhout to Baarle-Hertog and Breda.




TOP TIP

In Turnhout buying a three-museum pass saves you half of the combined entry fee, but note that both the Taxandria and begijnhof museums open only in the afternoons (2pm–5pm Tuesday-Saturday, 11am–5pm Sunday).



Lier TIME FROM ANTWERP: 15MIN [image: ]

A unique timepiece in Lier

Around 20km southeast from Antwerp, historic Lier lives life at a slower pace. A 15-minute stroll from the station crosses the outer canal and takes you down the main shopping street to the fine Grote Markt with its fine step-gabled shop-houses and spired 1369 belfry. Attached is a proud town hall building with chandeliers, spiral stairs and painting-filled room where romantic-era wall paintings give a sense of upmarket quality to the tourist office.

Stand amid the flowerboxes of the Aragonstraat bridge for a beautiful perspective on St-Gummaruskerk, a huge Gothic church that commemorates Lier’s famously hen-pecked 8th-century founder St-Gummarus who saved a child from a python’s mouth and made rain with a stroke of his staff.

The town’s most iconic feature is the Zimmertoren, an eccentric 1930 timepiece shoehorned into a partly 14th-century tower. It’s photogenically over-endowed with dials, zodiac signs and a globe on which the Congo remains forever Belgian. Daily at noon, a procession of figures – including Belgium’s first kings – emerge briefly, though the effect is a little underwhelming and the clock looks better in afternoon light. A museum next door allows horology fanatics to check out the mechanisms and observe a second, even more elaborate 1935 astronomical Wonder Clock by the same creator.

However, Lier’s real charm comes from wandering around the idyllic begijnhof and enjoying the canals, whether by boat, on foot or at a waterside cafe terrace. Meanwhile the ambitious Stads Museum Lier is an engrossing museum-gallery that includes a 1900 pre-Raphaelite-style canvas by Isidore Opsomer showing Jesus hanging out in Lier.
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St-Gummaruskerk, Lier | Frozen_Patate/Shutterstock ©


EUROPE’S MOST ABSURD BORDER

The conjoined towns of Baarle-Hertog (Belgium) and Baarle-Nassau (Netherlands) form an absurd geopolitical jigsaw. If you sit at the southern end of the terrace of Den Engel, the local hotel-brasserie, you can have one foot in either country – the border is demarcated with metal studs and white crosses.

But this is not just a divided community: Baarle-Hertog is actually 22 miniature Belgian exclaves, within which are seven further enclaves of the Netherlands. This bizarre arrangement can be traced back to an 1198 agreement in which the Duke of Breda (later Nassau) was given the village of Baarle. However, the surrounding farmland was retained by the Hertog (Duke) of Brabant. Centuries later Breda became Dutch, southern Brabant Belgian, and a smuggling era began.



Turnhout  TIME FROM ANTWERP: 1HR [image: ]

Quite a card in Turnhout

The historic city of Turnhout remains largely undiscovered, perhaps because its self description as Belgium’s capital of playing cards doesn’t quite exude excitement. However, visiting Turnhout’s Speelkaartenmuseum is an eye opener as to just how precise a printer must be to create a pack of faultless playing cards that are not susceptible to cheating. This National Playing Card Museum goes even further, looking at how history judged the morality of card games: a guillotine draws attention to French revolutionary times when anti-royalist sentiment went as far as to remove kings and queens from the pack. Exhibits show 21st-century technological advances including UV-sensitive inks for clarity in low light. But most impressive are the 19th-century presses with the vast steam-powered drive wheel. These are kept in working order and demonstrated on special days.

Elsewhere in Turnhout, the city’s court house occupies the sturdy moated Turnhout Castle that was originally built as a hunting lodge for the 12th-century Dukes of Brabant. It’s photogenic but you can only go inside with a privately arranged tour. The loveable Taxandria museum is nicknamed a ‘hotel’ as each room tells a personal story. But the most memorable feature of the city is the gorgeous begijnhof, long and thin with a small museum in one of the beautifully preserved 1688 convent houses.

If taking the main road (and bus 410 route) between Antwerp and Turnhout, you could stop en route in Westmalle. You can’t visit the abbey where the famous Westmalle Trappist beer is brewed but across the road you can sip it at Café Trappisten.
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Turnhout Castle | TonyV3112/Shutterstock ©


BEST DETOURS AROUND ANTWERP

Hoogstraten

Home to a small begijnhof and dominated by a soaring brick belfry, miraculously rebuilt after being dynamited by retreating Nazis at the end of WWII.

Lillo

A tiny old hamlet sitting within a Vauban-style fort at the far northern end of Antwerp’s vast port. The Poldermuseum (open Sunday afternoons) is quaintly old-fashioned. De Waterbus river ferries get you there from Antwerp’s Steenplein.

Verbeke Foundation

Belgium’s wackiest contemporary art endeavour occupies an indoor-outdoor 12-hectare former industrial site off the A11 highway between Antwerp and Bruges.



DRINKING IN LIER

Sint-Gummarus

Summer terrace tables at the historic cafe, plus enamel signage, barrel urinals and a good beer selection.

Harvey & Hayes

Artisan cheese maker and cafe in a historic shophouse in the Gulden Hooed building. Try a Liers vlaaike, the local pastry.

Bar Muza

Modernist cafe-restaurant hidden away in the gardens between the cathedral and the youth hostel.



Mechelen

CHURCHES | FOLKLORE | BEER
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In 1473 Charles the Bold of Burgundy chose Mechelen (Malines in French) as the administrative capital of the Low Countries. The role continued under his feisty widow, Margaret of York (sister of England’s King Richard III) and especially Margaret’s step-granddaughter Margaret (Margareta) of Austria (1480–1530) who developed an especially glamorous court culture here encouraging science, literature and the arts. However, Margaret’s ultrapowerful nephew, Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, moved the capital back to Brussels after her death. The historical spotlight returned very briefly to Mechelen in May 1835 with continental Europe’s first steam-train service. Today Mechelen retains a superb central square, several intriguing museums and splendid churches as befits the seat of Belgium’s Catholic primate (archbishop equivalent).
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Sint-Romboutskathedraal

SIGHTS

2 Begijnhofkerk

3 Grote Markt

4 Het Predikheren

5 Hof van Busleyden

6 Kazerne Dossin

see 6 Museum of Deportation & Resistance

7 OLV-Hanswijkbasiliek

8 OLV-over-de-Dijle

9 Opsinjoorke

10 Sint-Janskerk

11 Sint-Pieters-en-Pauluskerk

12 Speelgoedmuseum

13 Stadhuis

14 Stiletuin

15 Tongerlo Refuge

EATING

16 De Margriet

17 De Vleeshalle

18 Graspoort

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

19 Brewery Het Anker

ENTERTAINMENT

20 De Maan

21 Stadsschouwburg

INFORMATION

22 Schepenhuis




GETTING AROUND

The main Mechelen train station is around a 20-minute walk south of the Grote Markt. Mechelen-Nekkerspoel is about half the distance but only a limited number of services stop there, notably to/from Antwerp.




TOP TIP

In complete contrast to Bruges, where accommodation prices rise at weekends, Mechelen is more business-oriented, so staying here on a Friday night can prove good value. Sundays are generally cheaper still.



Mechelen’s Catholic Heart

Sint-Romboutskathedraal, the city’s foremost religious wonder

Rising 97m above Mechelen’s majestic Grote Markt, the 15th-century tower of Sint-Romboutskathedraal (St-Rombouts Cathedral) is an iconic landmark that you’ll find variously framed down gently curved medieval streetscapes. It looks even better at dusk, with clever lighting emphasising the detail and giving the step-gabled houses and restaurants of Grote Markt an extra pzazz. If you have 40 minutes to spare you can climb 538 steps to a viewing platform, but check the weather forecast and, as capacity is limited, consider booking ahead in peak holiday season. During the climb you’ll see a human treadmill once used to bring up building materials, plus the impressive array of 49 bells that play carillon concerts in summer. Inside the cathedral there’s a 1723 monumental pulpit and a 1630 crucifixion scene by Van Dyck.


OTHER GREAT CHURCHES IN MECHELEN

Sint-Janskerk

Towering whitewashed interior and a remarkable Jesus-and-shepherds pulpit. To (virtually) rotate the paintings of the Rubens altarpiece, use the interpretative touch screen.

OLV-over-de-Dijle

Breathtakingly huge Brabantine Gothic church with a very impressive interior and its own Rubens triptych, the 1619 Miraculous Fish Catch.

OLV-Hanswijkbasiliek

Home to the 10th-century Hanswijk Madonna, centrepiece of Mechelen’s greatest religious pageant, this dome-crowned three-wing basilica has an unusual circular interior, a Paradise Lost pulpit and an octagonal floor stone commemorating the pope’s 1985 visit.

Sint-Janskerk

Here you can see another Rubens altarpiece.

Sint-Pieters-en-Pauluskerk

A very spacious interior with whitewashed Corinthian columns.



STAYING IN MECHELEN

Dusk till Dawn

Two sleek B&B rooms in a fine 1860s townhouse originally built for the Lamot brewing barons. €€

Hotel Vé

Rooms right on Mechelen’s liveliest nightlife square. It retains elements of the building’s former role as a fish smokery. €€

Martin’s Patershof

Atmospheric hotel fashioned out of an 1867 monastery with an altar in the breakfast room. €€

Begijn Beginnings

Beer that tells historical tales

Mechelen’s medieval begijnhof isn’t as cute as Bruges’ or Turnhout’s but has an added feature – Brewery Het Anker, heir to a beer-making tradition, started here by the begijns themselves in 1369. Few breweries have as delightful a beer garden, tree shaded and backed by a step-gabled house that’s now part of a 22-room boutique hotel. The beer names give historico-cultural hints about Mechelen’s past. There’s a well-crafted blonde called Manneblusser meaning ‘moon extinguisher’ – that’s been a self-mocking nickname for Mechelen townsfolk since 1687, when cloud-diffused moonlight above the cathedral tower was mistaken for a fire that they tried to put out. The Gouden Carolus range references Charles V and Hopsinjoor is a hoppy pun on Op-Sinjoorke.

Walking to the brewery from central Mechelen is a treat in itself, especially if you approach up narrow Hoviusstraat then enter through an old carriageway gate. To return, take Krankenstraat, peep inside the colourful interior of the baroque Begijnhofkerk, skirt another church on St-Katelijnkerkhof into Kerkstraat and Schoutestraat, pass the gorgeous medieval mansion of the Tongerlo Refuge, and unwind in the peaceful Stiletuin walled garden at the Archiepiscopal Palace.
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Stiletuin | Luoxi/Shutterstock ©


[image: ]

WHY I LOVE MECHELEN

Mark Elliott, writer

Mechelen is very adept at repurposing its incredible stock of historical buildings. The latest example is Het Predikheren, a once derelict 1652 monastery that reopened in 2021 as one of the world’s top five libraries. De Maan partly recycled a 13th-century chapel into a performance venue. Hotels repurposed another old church (Patershof) and a monumental 1920s swimming pool (Van der Valk). Margaret of York’s palace became the Stadsschouwburg theatre, Margaret of Austria’s mansion the Gerechtsgebouw (courthouse). In the mid-1990s, I remember Vismarkt being grubby and down-at-heel but now it’s a charm-filled square of buzzing terraced cafes, the once-putrid canal is now clean, and the formerly grungy Lamot brewery building has been smartened up as a restaurant and congress centre. That’s vision.



Nazi Nightmares in Mechelen

Mechelen’s tragic Holocaust memories

A block north of the simple Tinèlle garden and Mechelen’s prize-winning new library, Het Predikheren, is a whitewashed former military building called Kazerne Dossin. Push open the door marked ‘memorial’ and you enter a low-lit, black-walled room where klezmer music plays and you find yourself watched by a series of disconnected eyes. In case you hadn’t realised, this was in fact the transhipment point for dehumanised victims of the WWII Nazi occupation. Here, over 25,000 Jews and 354 Roma were reduced to statistics before being loaded onto freight trains and sent to death camps in Poland. Only 1273 returned.

The memorial not only honours the dead but reminds us that many of the Belgian Jews had themselves arrived as victims from earlier repressions further east. Photos and videos illustrate carefree scenes of pre-occupation life in the 1930s. Then clicking typewriters and confiscated IDs recall how the oppressors made killing a blandly administrative process. Outside, what had seemed a randomly forgotten railway boxcar takes on a whole new dark significance.

To learn more, cross the road to the extensive Museum of Deportation & Resistance, housed in a tall, starkly austere whitewashed building designed by celebrated Belgian architect Bob Van Reeth.

If this hasn’t proved harrowing enough, more WWII horrors await 12km northwest at Fort Breedonk, a haunting moated prison-fort that was used as a Nazi internment camp.
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Statue of Opsinjoorke | Massimo Parisi/Shutterstock ©


FUN FOR FAMILIES

Technopolis

‘Everything starts with Wow’ is the premise behind Technopolis, which aims to imbue science with a sense of awe and excitement. One of Belgium’s first truly interactive technology museums, it remains a big draw thanks to regular reinvestment in new digital experiences and awareness of developing trends.

Aimed at children and teenagers but engrossing for all, it’s 2km south of town near the E19 highway.

Speelgoedmuseum

The Speelgoedmuseum has a vast collection of nostalgic toys and games from spinning tops to a human-sized Lego Darth Vader, as well as loads of hands-on activities for children. When the brand new Mechelen station complex is finally finished, the museum should move there from its original building at Nekkerspoel.



EATING & DRINKING IN MECHELEN

De Vleeshalle

Former meat market turned food hall with a dozen different stalls offering assorted cuisines. €

De Margriet

A historic monastery beckons for brasserie-style meals, particularly mussels when in season. €€

Graspoort

Atmospheric restaurant down a secret alley, yet close to the Vismarkt, serves imaginative multicourse fusion dinners. €€€

Look Out for Opsinjoorke

The city’s folkloric anti-mascot

Opsinjoorke is Mechelen’s lewdly cackling folkloric anti-mascot whose reputation for wife-beating is ceremonially punished by tossing him in the air during Mechelen’s biggest celebration, the Hanswijk Cavalcade. However, as that’s only held every 25 years (next in 2038), you’ll need to watch videos of the event online or in the glorious Hof van Busleyden city museum, nicknamed the ‘house of humanism’. That’s also where the stout, ugly-faced original doll ‘lives’. Alternatively you can meet his younger brother at the tourist office, housed in the magical Schepenhuis. Dating from 1288, it served as the council/parliament for the Burgundian Netherlands from 1473.

A giant garish-yellow Opsinjoorke statue, weighing over a ton, acts as a children’s playground attraction in the grassy open space fronting St-Romboutskathedraal. A smaller statue in front of the splendid Stadhuis (city hall) shows Opsinjoorke in full flight. And the figure appears in various guises in the unpretentious local pub that’s slyly named Antverpia. In fact, an 18th-century feud between Mechelen and Antwerp was exacerbated in 1775 when the doll was stolen by Antwerp folk. When recovered, its previous name Sotscop (Foul Bridegroom) was swapped for Op-Sinjoorke, a diminutive form of ‘Signor’ (Spanish gentleman), as Antwerpers were mockingly known at the time.



Leuven

STUDENT VIBE | ARCHITECTURE | BREWING
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Lively Leuven (Louvain in French) is a prominent brewing centre and home to Flanders’ foremost university, with some 25,000 students in residence between mid-September and June, when there’s always loads going on. A major cloth-making city until the mid-14th century, Leuven declined after a bloody dispute between the townsfolk and the Duke of Brabant’s nobles, which led many weavers to flee. However, while Brussels replaced Leuven as Brabant’s political centre of gravity, Leuven rebounded as its university rapidly became a magnet for Europe’s foremost scientists and thinkers. Though it suffered horribly in both world wars, somehow Leuven’s phenomenally intricate 15th-century Stadhuis survived almost intact.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Groot Begijnhof

2 Stadhuis

SIGHTS

3 KADOC

4 Oude Markt

5 Sint-Antoniuskapel

6 Sint-Donatuspark

7 Sint-Michelskerk

8 Sint-Pieterskerk

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Katholieke Universiteit van Leuven

EATING

10 Dewerf

11 Domus

12 Lukemieke

13 Muntstraat

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14 De Blauwe Kater




GETTING AROUND

Leuven train and bus stations are a 15-minute walk from the centre straight along Bondgenotenlaan. Trains take less than 15 minutes to Brussels Airport starting from 5.08am, making Leuven a good overnight option before an early flight. For Mechelen, buses are cheaper than trains and depart centrally.




TOP TIP

Visiting on a Tuesday or Wednesday maximises your chances of hearing the Katholieke Universiteit van Leuven belfry’s 63-bell carillon ring out across the city, with tunes that could be anything from a Scarlatti sonata to an Evita show-song to Guns’N’Roses’ ‘Sweet Child O’ Mine’.



A Gothic Spectacular

The Stadhuis had a lucky escape

Leuven’s incredible 15th-century Stadhuis (ex-city hall) is an architectural wedding cake flamboyantly overloaded with terraced turrets, fancy stonework and colourful flags. A phenomenal 235 statues were added in the mid-19th century, each representing a prominent local scholar, artist or noble from the city’s history. During WWII a falling bomb scoured part of the facade but miraculously failed to explode, so what you see today is the original stonework. The interior has several outlandishly lavish rooms including a pseudo-medieval Gothic Hall, but a huge renovation project is planned to last until 2029, so don’t count on getting inside before then.

Across Grote Markt, 1425 Sint-Pieterskerk guards a priceless triptych by Leuven-based Flemish Primitive artist Dirk Bouts in its treasury. Finished in 1467, the work is remarkable for placing Jesus’ last supper in a typical Flemish Gothic dining hall. Panels have been ‘lost’ several times, including during WWII, when Nazis hid them in a salt mine. If the church’s northwest frontage looks unfinished, that’s because unstable subsoil here forced builders to abandon plans for a 170m-high tower.


BEST PLACES TO EAT CHEAPLY IN LEUVEN

Dewerf

Student classic with tables spilling way out into Hogeschoolplein. Popular for back-to-basic fare. €

Domus

Flemish favourites make a good accompaniment to the house-brewed beers in what feels a little like a heavy-beamed old-English pub. €€

Lukemieke

Serving vegetarian delights for over 50 years from a discreet townhouse and small rear garden. Closed August. €€

Muntstraat

A narrow lane with cheek-by-jowl terrace restaurants covering virtually any style of cuisine. And there’s more round the corner on Tienenstraat.



STAYING IN LEUVEN

Leuven City Hostel/Hotel Ladeuze

Small, low-key ‘grown-ups’ hostel with lounge and kitchen. Budget hotel too. €

Begijnhof Hotel

Business-style rooms in a garden off the inner ring road, backing onto the charming Groot Begijnhof area. €€

The Fourth

Super-central in a photo-perfect building that’s a fourth incarnation of a 1479 guild house. €€

Something Brewing

Beer in Leuven

Wander into the square called Oude Markt any night in the university term time (September to June) and what you’ll find is one huge mass of happy drinkers whose chatter and whoops reverberate around the baroque gables. Dozens of side-by-side pubs here are collectively nicknamed ‘Europe’s Longest Bar’. Meanwhile Leuven is home to AB InBev, the world’s biggest brewing group. You’ll need to be here on a weekend afternoon to tour their vast flagship Stella Artois Brewery but instead you could drink a pintje at the former brouwerij (brewery) De Hoorn, Stella’s precursor location. It no longer brews but the 2012 regeneration includes a cafe-restaurant complete with the old copper mash tuns. Don’t like Stella? Domus pre-empted the microbrewery trend decades ago while De Blauwe Kater has over 100 beers and free blues and jazz gigs on term-time Monday nights.


FATHER DAMIEN

Leuven has many fine churches including the enormous baroque Sint-Michielskerk and the brick and stone interlaid OLV-Ter-Koorts, now the KADOC cultural archive centre.

So you’ll wonder why so many visitors make a beeline for Sint-Antoniuskapel, a contrastingly unexciting archetype of 1960s construction. The answer is that this is the last resting place of Father Damien (1840–89), Belgium’s missionary saint. Damien’s work with Hawaiians affected by leprosy was the basis of the 1999 Hollywood movie Molokai and is explained by info boards in the church. Peep in while walking south to the very extensive Groot Begijnhof, an idyllic village-like cobbled corner of Leuven that feels like a film set, especially when lantern-lit at dusk.

Stroll back to the centre across Sint-Donatuspark, a popular student picnic spot containing sparse remnants of a historic city wall.



Irrepressible University

Flanders’ foremost educational institute

Stand on Monseigneur Ladeuzeplein and look across the vast expanse of shiny cobbles. Especially impressive in late afternoon light, you’ll see the university’s central library looking for all the world like a grandiose cloth hall with arches and gables and a soaring belfry. Now known as the Katholieke Universiteit van Leuven (KU Leuven), the institution was founded in 1425, after Lier decided it would prefer livestock to students. Within a century Leuven found itself with one of Europe’s most highly regarded universities, attracting free thinkers, such as cartographer Mercator and Renaissance humanist Desiderius Erasmus. However, fast forward to WWI, and the library was burned to the ground by German troops, causing an international outrage. A massive postwar effort funded the building’s reconstruction but in WWII the Nazis repeated the atrocity with another 900,000 books lost, many irreplaceable.

The story of rebuilding is part of a self-guided visit with photo exhibits and app-based commentary as you climb 289 steps to the belfry’s balcony and creaking clock room. On Tuesdays (7pm) and Wednesdays (1pm) the bells play carillon concerts. Listen for free from the square or pre-purchase a beiaard ticket and sit with the bell player at an organ-like console. The library itself is open at weekends and holidays, and hosts changing exhibitions.



Beyond Leuven
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Don’t be blinded by the brilliance of Antwerp, Mechelen and Leuven: there’s a lot more to see in the less famous smaller cities of northeastern Belgium.


The region east of Leuven offers a plethora of quick-visit attractions, and some great outdoors wanders including the pretty, orchard-rich countryside around Borgloon where some memorable public art lies hidden. However, as none of the individual sights tend to make into top 10 listings, relatively few foreign tourists come this way, and those that do rarely see much more than Tongeren and its excellent Gallo-Roman Museum. A car is handy for the many less popular attractions, but less so in the busy, wealthy city of Hasselt, centre of the jenever (gin) industry since the 17th century. To the east is Bokrijk, probably Belgium’s best open-air museum with a botanical garden and some highly imaginative quirks for walkers and cyclists.


GETTING AROUND

Hasselt is well connected with trains to Brussels (via Diest), Antwerp (via Lier and Diest), Leuven (via Tienen and St-Truiden) and Liège. A car is useful for touring the orchards and castles. Bicycle rental is particularly well organised in the Limburg region: search ‘fietsverhuurpunten’ for details.




TOP TIP

If you’re heading to the Netherlands there are buses to Maastricht from both Hasselt (twice hourly) and Tongeren (hourly).



Borgloon TIME FROM LEUVEN: 55MIN [image: ]

Borgloon’s rural art trail

Only accessible by foot or bicycle, Doorkijkkerkje appears to be the mirage of a chapel, set improbably amid rolling orchards. As you approach it seems to dissolve from the spire down, especially just before sunset when the effect is most sublime. Known in English as Reading Between the Lines, it’s not a virtual reality show but a magical 2011 structure by contemporary artist Gijs Van Vaerenbergh, built through the clever use of well-placed rusty slats. The most direct access path starts from a lay-by car park at Km 11.6 on the N79. It’s just outside Borgloon, former capital of the County of Loon, with its memorable medieval town hall and Stroopfabriek, a former syrup-factory turned ‘fruit experience’.

The town is set in a very pretty undulating region that has a high castle count even for Belgium; several other artistic curiosities hide in rustic locations for discovery by those prepared to walk. Some 1200m south of Doorkijkkerkje, stroll around Bollenberg Hill to find Twijfelgrens, which looks like a wavy line of rusty iron from most angles. However, when viewed from a specific point, the line arranges itself into a piece of cursive script, the Flemish for ‘Doubtful Border’. Less visually successful is the Landmark Romeinse Villa, a series of sculpted ‘seats’ evoking Roman villas, intended to celebrate the route of the former Cologne–Boulogne Roman road that passed this way between Tongeren and Tienen. Then there’s Zwevende Kapel, a tiny stone chapel which baffles your sense of perspective till you notice that it’s actually suspended over the void of a small slope.
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Doorkijkkerkje, Borgloon | Luoxi/Shutterstock ©


CASTLES AROUND BORGLOON

Kasteel van Ordingen

A Relais & Château linked five-star castle hotel, ideal for a romantic stay.

Château de la Motte

Another moated beauty that doubles as a hotel, though here there’s also a more down-to-earth tavern serving Motte beer, and a local-cuisine brasserie.

Kasteel Hulsberg

Gated and completely private but an imposing sight spied from outside as you drive the eastbound N79.

Kasteel Rijkel

Want to buy your own medieval castle? This one is falling into disrepair. Ponder your offer in the locally popular restaurant Oud Rycklen, 200m south.



DRINKING & SNACKING BETWEEN LEUVEN & TONGEREN

De Aflaat

Traditional brown cafe in Tienen serving 101 beers and decent coffee. Excellent restaurant next door.

De Lakenhalle

Archetypal old-time Belgian cafe-bar in the historic building facing Zooutleuw’s famous church. Small garden terrace behind.

Wilderen Brouwerij

Buzzing modern brewery-distillery-cafe in a hidden half-timbered barn 3km west of central Sint-Truiden.

Tongeren TIME FROM LEUVEN: 1½HR [image: ]

Tongeren, home to the original Asterix?

As the sun sets on the main square of Tongeren, Belgium’s oldest city, it silhouettes a curious statue of a muscular, moustachioed figure who’s carrying rather than wearing a sheepskin cape. Meet Ambiorix. If he looks like a friend of Asterix, that’s no coincidence, as that cartoon series based its character Beefix loosely upon Ambiorix. A semi-mythical tribal chieftain of the Gallic Eburones, he led a brief 54 BCE revolt against Julius Caesar’s Roman rule, but had been largely forgotten by historians until the 1830s, when newly founded Belgium was in need of national heroes.

By the 2nd century, Tongeren had become Atuatuca Tungrorum, a prosperous Roman settlement on the Cologne–Bavay road. In the 4th century, it formed one of the Low Countries’ earliest Christian bishoprics. Despite many subsequent attacks, including being burnt down by Louis XIV of France in 1677, Tongeren still retains several significant sections of the Roman city wall. To make sense of all this history, and indeed the evolution of human culture altogether, visit the excellent Gallo-Roman Museum. Thousands of original artefacts are supplemented with interviews, timeline video maps, quizzes and touch boxes that make it very much child-friendly. A highlight is the film about Ambiorix that dramatises a version of his daring if ungentlemanly battle tactics.

Onze Lieve Vrouwebasiliek, Tongeren’s Gothic central church, has an archaeological museum section (TeSeUm) and since 2023 offers a chance to climb the iconic bell tower. Don’t miss strolling down to the riverside via the pretty begijnhof area.

On Sundays Tongeren’s large antiques market attracts people from far and wide.
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Statue of Ambiorix, Tongeren | dvphotoworld/Shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN HASSELT

King Kong Coffee

Friendly caffeine-lovers’ paradise that’s hard to beat for barista brilliance. €

In de Kleine Hal

Classic dark-beamed beer-cafe with a terrace right beside the Kathedraal Sint-Quintinus. €

Kapel 16

Nibbles and wines including many Belgian options on a winsome terrace facing the Virga-Jesse Basilica. €€

‘t Genoegen

Refined ‘gastro-bar’ dining in a modernist white-on-white decor that belies its easily overlooked street facade. €€

JER

Michelin-starred creativity and discreet candlelit ambience. €€€



DRINKING & SNACKING BETWEEN LEUVEN & HASSELT

Het Wagenhuis

Drink or dine facing the drawbridge and moat of the medieval rural castle at Horst.

‘t Verlof

A meet-the-locals corner cafe. Street-terrace seats face the giant church in central Aarschot.

De Kapel

Simple cafe-bar in a historic chapel-house with tables spilling onto the lawns of the beautiful begijnhof in Diest.

STAYING & EATING IN TONGEREN

Huys van Steyns

Like nearby co-owned Caelus VII, this is all you’d hope for in a boutique hotel: central, historic, stylish and fair priced. €/€€

Infirmerie

Brasserie-style menu served in a 1701 stone building with a waterside terrace in Tongeren’s romantic begijnhof area. €€

Magis

Behind a caryatid frontage, enjoy a Michelin-starred dining experience where lunches are less wallet-busting. €€€



Leuven–Tongeren–Hasselt Driving Loop

[image: map]

This appealing driving loop from Leuven will likely take a day each way plus however long you stay in Tongeren and Hasselt. Start off with 1 Hoegaarden, synonymous with its unfiltered wheat beers. They’re served in cafes near Sint-Gorgoniuskerk, including Kappitelhuys, a brasserie doubling as gateway to some lovely public gardens. Directly north, 2 Tienen grew rich on sugar and has a fair scattering of beautiful old architecture. East of centre are a trio of tumuli and the easily missed Grimde Necropolis, a movingly simple memorial to WWI soldiers in a 13th-century former church. Driving east, 3 Zoutleeuw is famed for its UNESCO-listed Gothic church with a fanciful tower reminiscent of a galleon’s crow’s nest. Its interior is unique in Belgium for having escaped untouched from the religious turmoil of the 16th to 18th centuries. Zoutleeuw’s 19th-century faux-medieval Stadhuis is also a delight with majestic pre-Raphaelite murals and an exhibition space. In visibly prosperous  4 Sint-Truiden, stand on the Bancomat corner of Stapelstraat to see at once the UNESCO-listed belfry, two church spires and the remnant tower of a largely ruined abbey – a feature you can climb with a TrudoPass available from the tourist office in the base of the main square’s most memorable building. Continue past the castles and art-surprise orchards around 5 Borgloon to wonderful 6 Tongeren. After visiting Tongeren, 7 Bokrijk and 8 Hasselt return to Leuven via lovely old 9 Diest. Stop briefly at the Catholic pilgrimage town of 10 Scherpenheuvel with its star-spangled basilica and almost comical Lourdes-style gift shop of religious knick-knacks. South of Aarschot, don’t miss 11 Horst castle, a rural moated beauty.



Hasselt TIME FROM LEUVEN: 36MIN [image: ]

Hasselt’s heritage in a glass

Prosperous Hasselt might look prosperously sedate but on the third weekend of October, the city erupts into party mode for the annual Jeneverfeesten. It celebrates jenever, the Flemish juniper-based spirit that locals don’t want labelled as gin, despite the drinks’ obvious similarities. And whatever you do don’t call it genever – that would be Dutch. The festival’s fun climax is at 3pm when the little statue-fountain of a barrel carrier, the Borrelmanneke, briefly pours forth jenever instead of water.

Year-round, the city’s most engaging attraction is similarly booze related: the Nationaal Jenevermuseum in a beautifully restored 19th-century distillery that still produces around 1000 bottles a year. While it’s interesting to learn all about the art of Flemish distilling, what makes the museum even more fun are the interactive screens asking visitors questions about drinking habits. Answers to the ‘How many can you drink?’ game might seem optimistic. Finish the tour with a free shot of the ‘jenever of the week’ in the atmospheric museum cafe-shop.

Hasselt has plenty more to keep you interested including an architecturally disjointed cathedral, a large Japanese Garden, a fashion museum in a former monastery, and Het Kunstuur, repurposing the elegant former city hall as an art space. The latter is a pre-booked one-hour experience where masterpieces are unveiled one at a time to a prepared commentary.
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Japanese Garden, Hasselt | Katrien73/Shutterstock ©


BEST MUSIC FESTIVALS IN NORTHEASTERN BELGIUM

Pukkelpop

Major international festival just outside Hasselt held in late August. Famed for hosting Nirvana shortly before Nevermind but also for a freak tornado tragedy in 2011.

Rock Wechter

Belgium’s biggest cross-genre music festival kicks off in late June/early July. Shuttle buses wait at Leuven station to get you there. Among 2023 acts were Liam Gallagher, Muse, Red Hot Chilli Peppers and Stormzy.

Tomorrowland

One of the world’s foremost celebrations of electronic dance music, held late July in a wide natural amphitheatre at the De Schorre provincial park 15km south of central Antwerp.



STAYING IN HASSELT

Roerdomp Hostel

There’s a state-of-the-art new hostel near Hasselt station but this rustic alternative is ideally located for exploring Bokrijk. €

Century Hotel

Well appointed if basic rooms above a restaurant-cafe on a lively roadside square. Live music some summer weekends. €€

Hemelhuys

Charm-filled boutique hotel right in the heart of Hasselt’s most appealing quarter. €€


LIMBURG, LIMBURG & LIMBOURG

Limburg province takes its name from an ancient dutchy based on the small castle town of Limbourg near Verviers. This was part of a complex jigsaw of different territories amalgamated under French rule in the 1790s that was named Limburg Province by the Kingdom of the Netherlands in 1815. In 1830 Belgium broke away, taking with it most of greater Limburg. However, the key city of Maastricht refused to surrender and become Belgian.

It stayed a Dutch military exclave for nine years, similar to West Berlin in the 1960s. Eventually, in 1839, the Netherlands agreed to recognise Belgium’s existence in return for regaining the eastern strip of Limburg. That’s now a Dutch province, also called Limburg.







WALLONIA

[image: map]

BELGIUM'S FRANCOPHONE SOUTH

From the Waterloo Battlefield to post-industrial Charleroi, independent-minded Liège to fort-dominated Namur, plus the great outdoor playground of the Ardennes.
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Mardasson American War Memorial | trabantos/Shutterstock ©

Wallonia is a place of contradictions. It is at once Belgium's outdoorsy rural underbelly and hilliest region and home to the heavy industrial cities that brought the country wealth before it decayed into an economic malaise in the 1980s. The carnivals are wild (Binche in particular), the mindset humorous and the language a form of French that amuses visitors from France. There's also a series of distinct Walloon languages, though they're now almost purely folkloric. Plus German is spoken in the Eastern Cantons, which only became Belgian as Berlin's reparations for WWI. Though scarred by 20th-century eyesores, Liège was once an independent prince bishopric and has complex historical layers that reward patient discovery. Sports-minded folks are drawn to the forests and riversides of the Ardennes with family-friendly adventure parks, theme parks, kayaking, biking and even skiing a few days a year. Spa is the original spa, and nearby is the racing circuit that's home to the Belgian Grand Prix. There are fortresses galore, from medieval castles to grand châteaux and more recent fortifications. The biggest dominate Namur, Dinant and Huy. If it weren't for Flanders outshining with medieval standouts like Bruges and Ghent, more tourists might flock to Walloon's historic hot spots like Mons and Tournai. And there's plentiful fascination in Wallonia's industrial heritage, from mine visits at Blégny to the world's biggest canal lift at Strépy. Bonne route!
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hanging gardens, Thuin | Santiago Urquijo/Getty Images ©


The Main Areas

Waterloo

From battlefield to Eurovision icon. 

Mons

Come say hello to Doudou the dragon. 

Namur

Fortress capital with a shiny new cable car.

Bouillon

The castle that launched a crusade.

Central Ardennes

Forests, rivers, family fun and lots of lycra. 

Liége

Patchy brilliance full of understated eccentricity.



Find Your Way

Wallonia covers 55% of Belgium's territory but has only 31% of the population, so it's not surprising that attractions tend to be more widely scattered than those of Flanders, and transport links less comprehensive.
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Plan Your Time

Wallonia's sights are more spread out than those of Flanders while hilly terrain and sparser populations mean limited transport makes planning more important here.
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Beer by the River Maas, Dinant | barmalini/Getty Images ©


If You Only Do One Thing

• Easily visited as a day trip from nearby Brussels, the Waterloo Battlefield was the site of Napoleon's famous defeat, one of the bloodiest days in European history. Whether you know nothing about it or are an aficionado wanting to scope out each of the battle's secondary skirmish points, there's loads to learn.

• In summer there are several daily costumed demonstrations at the base of the gigantic conical mound that makes the site instantly recognisable from miles away. And the main museum is incredibly professional, with an immersive 4D-film experience in which you really feel you're in the midst of the fighting.




A Long Weekend in the Ardennes

• Belgians seeking fresh air and family-friendly escapes from Brussels tend to strap their bikes on the roof and drive down to the Ardennes.

• Mountain bikers make a beeline for La Roche-en-Ardenne or Malmédy, families hit the adventure activity outfits at Durbuy and Coo, while those wanting more indulgent relaxation soak at the thermal baths of Spa.

• If you're looking for a place that combines visual history, clever lighting, falconry displays and leisurely kayaking, choose Bouillon. All great choices, but take your 'weekend' midweek for better prices. From October to Easter much closes down.




A Week in Western Wallonia

• By public transport you could link together Roman-rooted Tournai, multi-faceted Mons, carnival-obsessed Binche, dystopian Charleroi and lively Namur.

• However, while fascinating, you'd only be getting part of the picture of the region's charms, so having a car is quite important. That's both for reaching several key attractions that lie outside the city centres, and also because it's the series of en route stops that make the region come to life: Enghien, Silly, Ath and Lessines between Brussels and Tournai, brewing villages from there to Mons, Thuin south of Binche and the Meuse riverside south of Namur.



Seasonal Highlights

Much is seasonal: July and August are event-packed while much closes down completely from November to April.

February

Carnival fever hits. On Mardi Gras, the top spot is Binche but the day before there's a contrasting alternative in Eupen.
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L-R: Antonio Ponte/flickr/CC BY-SA 2.0 ©

March

Later than most carnivals, Stavelot's long-nosed Blancs Moussis are the stars of the Laetare pageant three Sundays before Easter.
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May

Mons erupts as St George fights Doudou the dragon in the raucous madness of the Lumeçon on Trinity Sunday.
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Anibal Trejo/Shutterstock ©

June

Reconstructions of the Battle of Waterloo see hundreds of 'soldiers' battle it out. Scale and dates vary each year (can be July).
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Alexandre Tziripouloff/Shutterstock ©

July

During the days surrounding the Belgian Grand Prix, all accommodation for miles around Spa and Stavelot will be booked solid.
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Oskar SCHULER/Shutterstock ©

August

Weeklong drunken craziness in Liège's Outremeuse quarter culminates on 15 August with fireworks, puppets and giants.
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December

WWII-era military vehicles are a major part of the parade for Bastogne's Nuts Weekend celebrating the city's 1944 survival.
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Waterloo

NAPOLEON | WELLINGTON | BLÜCHER


[image: map]

Stand beside a huge bronze lion atop a grassy artificial pyramid-shaped hill and gaze out across peaceful green fields that slope gently away to the south. It's hard to imagine that on 18 June 1815 this was the scene of butchery, 32,000 deaths and the inspiration for ABBA's Eurovision hit song. Had Wellington and Blücher not stopped Napoleon's rapidly expanding 'comeback' army here, the whole of European history would have been quite different. Though known to all as the 'Waterloo' Battlefield, technically Waterloo itself is the next town north, now a suburban satellite town for Brussels commuters. Central Waterloo has a station, great tourist office, museums and a plethora of restaurants and bars. However, the main battlefield experience is indeed in fields around 5km south with an impressive visitors centre and that distinctive Butte du Lion (Lion's Mound) which is a visual landmark for miles around. For aficionados, a variety of other battle-related sites lie within a few kilometres.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Hougoumont Farm

2 Memorial 1815

SIGHTS

3 Chapelle Royale

4 Lion’s Mound

5 Mont St Jean

6 Musée Wellington

7 Panorama of the Battle of Waterloo

SLEEPING

8 Hotel 1815

9 Van der Valk Hotel Waterloo

EATING

see 8 Boucher de Maximus

10 Brasserie de Waterloo

11 La Scarpetta

12 L’Amusoir

13 Lou Soleou

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14 Edward’s Café

see 23 Le Bar de l’Amusoir

INFORMATION

15 Waterloo Tourist Office




GETTING AROUND

A car is useful to access the various battle sites and almost essential for Plancenoit/Napoleon's Last HQ. Parking is free, even in busy central Waterloo. TEC bus W runs every 30 minutes from Ave Fonsny at Brussels-Midi to Braine-l'Alleud train station, passing in front of the Wellington Museum in Waterloo town and stopping near the Lion's Mound area. If coming by train, use Braine-l'Alleud station plus bus W.




TOP TIP

Plan carefully. The Memorial 1815 experience is open year-round but costumed 'animations' run only in July and August plus weekends April to June and September to October. Timing is especially important at Hougeoumont where the sound-and-light show runs just three times daily in English (currently 12.30, 3.30pm and 6.30pm).



Site of Napoleon's Downfall

The 1815 Battlefield experience

As you enter the main battlefield site Memorial 1815 you appear to be descending into the earth. Collect a lanyard to facilitate multimedia quizzes and connect to the internal wi-fi to access visit.io on your phone for written and spoken extra coverage. Once youre suitably equipped, the museum section explains the Battle of Waterloo's historical context from the enlightenment to the rise of revolutionary France. Then a parade of life-sized soldiers lead you to a 4-D film (non-French soundtrack 901 on your phone). It's an intense experience in which you feel really in the thick of the fighting. Then there's a whole lot more about the battle and its repercussions: don't miss the animated schematics of each skirmish, watched beneath the Montgolfier balloon.

Next you might visit the contrastingly old-fashioned Panorama, a circular diorama of the battle painted in 1912. It comes complete with sound effects and foreground models of fallen troops and horses. You can also climb the iconic Lion's Mound (Butte du Lion), a memorial erected in the 1820s at the request of the Dutch king whose son had been injured while assisting Wellington in the battle here. The 28 tonne lion is accessed up 226 precipitously steep steps and surveys wide views across the battlefields. At the mound's base, you might find a pair of costumed soldiers performing 'animations' – ie demonstrations of canon- and musket-shooting, battlefield surgery and drill practice on a changing roster (check the day's timetable).

The main ticket also includes Hougoumont Farm, 1.2km away, whose valiant defence proved pivotal. In the antique barn, the highlight here is a very impressionistic if slow-moving 20-minute film projected onto hi-tech swivelling panels. That starts hourly on the half-hour, but only three times in English. Directly after (or before the 6pm one), a costumed soldier leads a guided tour of the site, adding some insights and showing bullets found nearby. Peep into the chapel whose original wooden Christ was scorched but not destroyed on the battle day, only to be stolen in 2011. When recovered, it had lost a leg.

The walk to Hougoumont across the battlefield is on public footpaths for which no ticket is required. It's also possible to drive, or to use the thrice-hourly shuttle 'train' (free for ticket holders).
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EATING IN WATERLOO

Danielle Systermans, a fraud expert at Waterloo-based Mastercard Europe, suggests good-value dining spots.

Up by the battlefield we avoid the places right by the Lion, but just 300m east down the lane, even locals like us like Boucher de Maximus, which serves grill feasts for carnivores. The Brasserie de Waterloo, around the corner from there, is a great place for a whole variety of meals: eat inside looking at the copper distillery vessels or outside with views across the fields.

In central Waterloo, La Scarpetta is good for authentic Italian but our favourite is Lou Soleou, a taste of the South of France, notably Provençal pizzas and delicious rognons. Great value, but book ahead.



DRINKING IN WATERLOO

Edward's Café

Central Waterloo's 'in' drinking spot with dazzlingly glitzy lamps and €5 mini taster plates to snack on with your cocktail.

Le Bar de l'Amusoir

Hidden behind the venerable Amusoir restaurant is an indulgent drinking lounge with occasional stand-up nights.

Brasserie de Waterloo

Taste a range of beers and spirits created on the premises in this spacious, family-friendly venue at the edge of the battlefield.

Blood & Booze

Waterloo's Mont St Jean Farm

Over 62,000 men were injured at Waterloo. Many of the British and Dutch were taken to the fortified 18th-century farmstead at Mont St Jean for treatment of the most brutally rudimentary form. In the farm's former chapel, a fascinating little museum explains pre-anaesthetic interventions and a stomach-turning video explains types of wounds typically inflicted by different weapons. Get tickets from the shop section of the fabulous Brasserie de Waterloo, a brewery-distillery-restaurant which fills the rest of the farm. Museum tickets are free if you do a 3pm brewery tour.
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Lion's Mound Waterloo memorial | Ajdin Kamber/Shutterstock ©


LIGNY: TWO DAYS BEFORE WATERLOO

In 1815 Napoleon was in a hurry. His 124,000 men could outnumber the roughly 106,000 Anglo-Dutch-Hanoverian allies under Wellington so long as it didn't work together with another 117,000 Prussians approaching from the east. On 16 June 1815, at Ligny near Charleroi, Napoleon believed he had defeated the latter, with the Prussian general, 72-year-old Field Marshal Blücher, left half-crushed for hours beneath his dead horse. Had he expired at Ligny, rather than bathing his wounds with rhubarb, garlic and schnapps, Waterloo would have ended differently. The memorabilia-filled Musée de la Bataille de Ligny tells the tale, and also covers the pre-Waterloo skirmish between Napoleon and Wellington at nearby Quatre Bras.



STAYING IN WATERLOO

Van der Valk Hotel Waterloo

Business standard rooms in a grand 1837 brick-vaulted building that was once a vast sugar factory. €€

Hotel 1815

Comfortable rooms above the Maximus restaurant facing the battlefield, around 300m from the Lion's Mound. €€€

Gîte Ferme d'Hougoumont

Unique rental apartment above the south gateway of the historic Hougoumont farm-museum. Two-night minimum stay. €€€

Wellington Museum & More

Heading into downtown Waterloo

It's hard to picture now but in 1815, Waterloo was a rustic village huddled around on the copper-domed Chapelle Royale, a still-impressive 1609 baroque church built to bribe God into giving the Spanish King Philip III a male heir. Trees of the densely wooded Forêt de Soignes, then considered dangerous for travellers, came right up to what is now the L'Amusoir restaurant. Opposite the church is the former coaching inn in which Wellington stayed before and after the battle; it's now the Musée Wellington. One of the prize exhibits is the original folding table at which he sat to write a victory note. It was the fact that this letter was addressed from Waterloo that gave the battle its abiding name (technically the battlefield actually lies within neighbouring Braine-l'Alleud). The museum also has an extensive audio guide, a maquette of the way soldiers of the era might have slept, a touch-screen introduction to weapon usage, and a wall projection very visually showing the various troop movements as the day progressed. Don't miss the wooden prosthetic limb of Lord Uxbridge, made to replace the leg that was shattered during one of the cavalry charges.

Beside the church, accessed via the Waterloo tourist office, is a smaller, free museum about Waterloo town, housed in an 1829 presbytery.


NON-BATTLE ATTRACTIONS AROUND WATERLOO

Forêt de Soignes

Walk or cycle through a glorious cathedral of beech trees stretching to La Cambre in south-central Brussels.

Nivelles

Eat tarte-al-djote (Wallon savoury cheese tart) while watching the hourly mechanical bell chime on the south turret of Nivelles' magnificent Romanesque church, dedicated to a devil-snaring great-great-aunt of Charlemagne.

Hergé Museum

All things Tintin at this excellent modern museum in the rather soulless post-1968 new town of Louvain-la-Neuve.

Walibi

One of Belgium's biggest theme parks with family zones, roller coasters and the 'Flash Back' precipitous water dive-ride.



Le Caillou

Napoleon's last HQ

Napoleon's last lodgings were around 4km south of Mont St Jean in a former farm commandeered by aide-de-camp General Gourgaud. Now the Dernier QG de Napoléon museum, it displays one of the emperor's original 1804 folding camp beds, as well as the original tables at which the pre-battle war council met. Around 35 minutes of audio guide is particularly enjoyable for the 'voices' of various French characters describing their roles on that fateful evening. And how Bonaparte ignored advice.

Driving back to Waterloo you could loop through Plancenoit village where there's a monument to the sacrifice made by the Prussians. They lost 6000 men here, importantly diverting some of Napoleon's energy away from the main battlefield. Fortunately the Prussians retained enough energy and resources to relieve Wellington in the nick of time and set the course of history.

[image: ]
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Mons

MUSEUMS | DRAGONS | VAN GOGH
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Handily located for visiting western Wallonia's many intriguing if commonly overlooked attractions, Mons itself hosts four UNESCO-listed features including one of Europe's most lively festivals. European city of culture in 2015, it remains a pleasantly attractive place despite a brutal history of battles and deindustrialisation. The medieval city developed around the hilltop site of a Roman castrum (fortified camp), and for centuries it was the capital of the powerful county of Hainaut. From the 18th century the surrounding Borinage region became one of Europe's foremost coal-mining areas, with Van Gogh among many visitors to be appalled by miners' working conditions. In WWI it was at Mons that the British army had its disastrous first engagement with German forces. Some 4000 men escaped, miraculous aided by an apparition of the 'Angels of Mons' – or so they believed. NATO's command-operations HQ, SHAPE, is 5km north of town.
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Belfry, viewed from Place du Chapitre | Nancy Pauwels/Shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Mons Memorial Museum

SIGHTS

2 Anciens Abattoirs

3 Artothèque

4 BAM

5 Collégiale Ste-Waudru

6 Mundaneum

7 Musée du Doudou

8 Musée François Duesberg

EATING

9 Chez les Filles

10 La Vie est Belle

11 Origines by Céline

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12 Citizen Fox

13 La Lorgnette

14 Le Modjo

15 L’Excelsior

INFORMATION

16 Visit Mons




GETTING AROUND

Mons' modernist new train station has been 'nearly finished' for years. Parking is tough in the historic centre but easier to find south of the centre, with free places available within a 10-minute walk. The Visit Mons tourist office rents bicycles and does a bike-and-ticket deal for those pedalling to the Van Gogh sites.




TOP TIP

You can save with the Mons Card if you plan to visit more than a couple of museums, and you get bicycle hire included. But double-check opening days and note that most museums are free anyway on the first Sunday of each month.





Heart of Mons Walking Tour

[image: map]

A short walk around central Mons' most appealing viewpoints and 'secret' cut-throughs starting from the 1 Collégiale Ste-Waudru (only possible from 10am to 6pm due to gate closures on the belfry hilltop). Of Mons' many street-art tableaux, one of the best is 2 Ste Wadru mural on the house-end of 4 Place du Chapitre, directly opposite the church's entrance. Walk clockwise around the church's west end for views across 3 Sq Franklin Roosevelt, with glimpses down towards the vast, controversial Calatrava train station building project and David Mesguish's curious statue, 4 Lucie & the Butterflies, a giant, stainless steel girl kneeling in the park. Behind lie a pair of specialist museums, but we will stay high and circle around the church's north side. Climb attractive 5 Rue des Clercs, doubling back past the discordant 6 youth hostel up the Rampe du Château. You emerge at the magnificent, UNESCO-listed 7 belfry. In the northwest corner of the castle plateau site, an unlikely looking passage leads through a small 8 reconstructed tower and down a stairway emerging as 9 Ruelle Cesar onto Rue Bervoets. Almost directly opposite, Passage Victor Hugo leads through a walkway and comes out at 10 Hotel de Graty, a 19th-century former school on Rue d'Enghien. Turn right, then swiftly left at No 20 on a path leading into 11 Jardin du Meyeur, a 'secret' garden at the back of which is the 12 Musée du Doudou. On the southeast side of the garden, a vaulted 'tunnel' beneath the grand 13 city hall leads into a wisteria-decked courtyard, then onto 14 Grand Place. Here it was long a tradition to get a wish by rubbing the head of 'Le Sinche', a brass monkey mounted on the gateway. However, at least while the building facade undergoes long-term restoration, the monkey is at the Artothèque.



Chasing the Dragon

Doudou and the Lumeçon

If you're in Mons on Trinity Sunday (eight weeks after Easter), you can witness La Ducasse, a riotous series of folkloric events so strange that it's UNESCO listed. In the morning, the remains of Mons' patron, 7th-century miracle-worker Ste-Waudru, are raucously paraded around town on an 1782 'Golden Coach' horse cart in the Procession du Car d'Or. Then at lunchtime the sound of drums and chanting reaches fever pitch as people pack the Grand Place for the Lumeçon, a mock battle pitting St George and his Chinchins (soldiers in 18th-century dress) against a green-painted wickerwork dragon called Doudou, who's supported by a gang of bladder-wielding devils. The most daring spectators surge forward at the end, attempting to grab hairs from the dragon's long, dangerously flailing rigid tail.

If you're in Mons on any other day, you can get a flavour of the event in the Collégiale Ste-Waudru, a superb 15th-century Gothic church where the saint's relics normally hang in a golden box above the altar. The procession's cherub-encrusted Golden Coach is parked in the nave with a loop of video showing the procession playing behind. For more, visit an entertainingly interactive museum dedicated to the event, the Musée du Doudou, hidden in an attractive courtyard-garden behind the city hall.


BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN MONS

L'Excelsior

Classic Belgian cafe-bar with wood panelling, stained-glass frontage and zinc-brass tabletops.

La Lorgnette

Rock-vibe pub specialising in a whacky drink that mixes Bush beer with ignited hot alcohol. Quite a show!

Le Modjo

Suave selection of cocktails and cold-cut tasting boards.

Citizen Fox

Venture through the courtyard to find this buzzing party-pub with international drinks and 'bistronomic' food menu.



Vincent Near Mons

Where Van Gogh became an artist

When Vincent Van Gogh was in his 20s he wanted to be a pastor. His intense religious convictions at the time led him to the Borinage mining area around Mons in 1879. At Wasmes, he shared the outhouse of a cottage (now a tiny museum) and was shocked to find miners 'living' in galleries 700m underground at the nearby Marcasse Mine, a place later used as a set for the 1955 Kirk Douglas movie Lust for Life. Though now in ruins, it's appealingly graffitied with Van Gogh–related images and cared for by a local trust. Van Gogh gave away all he owned to help, but such attempts to help gained him no support from the local union of churches, which instead disowned him. He found solace in art, especially after moving to a slightly more salubrious cottage at Cuesmes, which is also now a small museum.

Visit Mons suggests a whole lot more for Van Gogh fans. Most sites are within 12km of Mons city centre and a RAVeL cycle route follows the old railway route that Vincent would have used to reach Paturages, where the elegant little brick station building still stands.

[image: ]

La Ducasse | Anibal Trejo/Shutterstock ©


MORE MONS MUSEUMS

BAM

Visually impressive 21st-century art gallery for major temporary exhibitions, refurbished 2024.

Mundaneum

Displays what remains of a pre-electronic informatics system so ingenious that UNESCO calls it the 'first model of a search engine'.

Artothèque

In a former convent chapel, examine a range of objects from various museum basements, using interactive screens to locate and learn more about them.

Musée François Duesberg

Eclectic and overwhelmingly dazzling collection of gilded clocks, dazzling porcelain and silver coffeepots from 1775 to 1825. Limited opening times.

Anciens Abattoirs

This contemporary art space also hosts Festifood, a food fair in September.



EATING IN MONS

La Vie est Belle

An almost comically unfashionable place for hearty portions of unsophisticated Belgian home cooking. €

Chez les Filles

A perfect sweet spot between comfort food and gastronomy in a cosy, intimate shop-house on the main dining street. €€

Origines by Céline

Effortlessly stylish dining that won't break the bank in an upstairs restaurant entered from a tiny side alley. €€

No More War

Remembering a century of suffering

Just 30 visitors per hour can enter Mons Memorial Museum, ensuring that it has space to fully bring to life the human side of the various wars through which Mons has suffered. Most of the focus is on the two world wars, balancing military history with personal testimony and impressive visuals to make the hellish realities instantly comprehensible. An animated 3-D film explains the legend of the Angels of Mons.


MORE RAVEL CYCLING ROUTES

RAVeL (Réseau Autonome des Voies Lentes; ravel.wallonie.be) is Wallonia's vast network of waymarked cycle paths. They are generally easy to ride, having been built mainly along old railway lines and canal towpaths. Another example is the riverside route between Namur and Dinant.



Historic Holes

Mining in the Stone Age

Silex's is one of the most obscure UNESCO World Heritage Sites anywhere: it's essentially just a hole in the ground near Spiennes village, 7km southeast of Mons. In fact, this was a major Neolithic flint-mining site, and its existence revealed the degree to which cooperative mining and long-distance trade was a thing in the Stone Age. Sign boards give extensive background and a small modern museum shows how the flint was knapped into durable tools. If you want to take the 10m ladder down inside, it is only possible at 2pm on weekends; book well ahead through Visit Mons (tel 065-335580).

Driving back to Mons you can loop past the peacefully rural WWI military cemetery at St-Symphorien, 4km northeast with roughly equal numbers of German and British graves.
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St-Symphorien cemetery | Joaquin Ossorio Castillo/Shutterstock ©

STAYING IN MONS

Dragon House

Wonderful location, friendly hosts and communal sitting room and kitchen, but a couple of bedrooms smell drainy. €

La Maison de la Duchesse de la Vallière

Genteel mansion tastefully converted into a great value guesthouse with free parking. €€

St Martin's Dream Hotel

Converted from a historic chapel. The 'charming' rooms retain elements of these ecclesiastical origins. €€



Beyond Mons
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The Borinage is full of post-industrial fascination while beyond lie rural brewing villages, great carnival towns and the venerable city of Tournai.


The coal mines of the Borinage region fuelled Wallonia's 19th-century industrialisation, with Charleroi emerging as a particular powerhouse of the steel industry. Fortunes reversed in the late 1970s and the area that was once vibrant, if suffering from harsh work conditions, was left as a synonym for unemployment and urban decay. The landscape retains greened-over slag heaps and intimidating hulks of former metallurgical plants, but some sites have been museum-ised, there's a remarkable network of historical canals with UNESCO-listed boat-lift contraptions and, away from the factory sites, some unexpectedly pretty areas and country estates. The town of Binche hosts Belgium's most unforgettable carnival and the 'boot' of Hainaut makes an appealingly untouristy rural getaway.


GETTING AROUND

Tournai and Charelroi are connected by train to Mons and Brussels. Stopping in Tournai and then taking the local service to Lille sometimes proves cheaper than taking the direct high-speed Brussels–Lille train. Without wheels, reaching most of the other sights beyond Mons will be frustrating.




TOP TIP

An interesting day's drive from Tournai links the beer experiences, Aubechies/Archéosite and Belœil Castle, either continuing to Mons or doubling back via Ath and Lessines.



Tournai TIME FROM MONS: 35MIN [image: ]

Be dwarfed by Tournai's Notre Dame

Tournai has a splendid triangular Grand Place, Wallonia's oldest municipal belfry, a magnificent art collection at the Musée des Beaux Arts and several sections of 13th-century fortifications including the Pont des Trous, a stone gateway-bridge built 1281–1304 across the River Escault (Scheldt), though adapted in 1948 and 2023. However, the city's undoubted centrepiece is the gigantic grey-stone Cathédrale Notre Dame, topped emblematically with five similarly spired towers. Inside, the architecture is a textbook comparison of Romanesque (the 12th-century nave, for example) and early Gothic. In the 13th-century choir, soaring pillars bend disconcertingly; despite the interior being marred by scaffolding for many years, the sheer scale is still impressive. Meanwhile, some once grand but now derelict buildings on the cathedral's northeast flank are being redeveloped into the Carré Janson 'smart centre'. As well as having a cathedral-viewing belvedere, this is eventually planned to create a multisensory experience of an 'other Tournai' mixing history and fantasy. Until that's ready, get to grips with the city's historical timeline at the tourist office, where a professional 30-minute video plays in a veritable mini-cinema. On the cathedral's southeastern flank, don't miss Au dé Botté, a terrace-fronted cafe where you can grab a beer and play antique Belgian pub games in a historic building.
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Cathédrale Notre Dame, Tournai | Nina Alizada/Shutterstock ©


GOOD-VALUE STAYS IN CENTRAL TOURNAI

Auberge de Jeunesse

Youth hostel with functional dorms in a former music college. €

B&B Françoise Daniel

You won't find her place online but pull the bell-handle on the unsigned 1673 townhouse at Rue des Soeurs Noires 35 for an intensely personal, art-filled experience. You'll need to like pets – cats and two collies called Happy and Coco. Book by phone 0472-386972. €

Villa Tournesol

Elegantly upper-market B&B in a leafy quarter a short walk from the art gallery area. €€

Hotel d'Alcantara

Compact music- and art-themed rooms, the inviting smell of fresh-baked pastries and a couple of free bikes for guest use. €€



EATING IN TOURNAI

Grains de Folie

Cosy corner for organic and vegetarian lunches using locally sourced ingredients. €

Chez Marie

Enticing for its 1930s-style decor, blackboard menus offer fair-priced, beautifully cooked classics. Good for mussels. €€

La Petite Madeleine

Creates a gourmet experience at a price mere mortals can afford. €€

Lessines TIME FROM MONS: 50MIN [image: ]

Medicine, folklore and faith in Lessines

Had you been suffering from suspected plague in medieval Belgium, your best hope would likely have been getting scared out of your wits by a 'doctor' in a bird-beaked mask. Such a costume is just one of many fascinating exhibits that help you viscerally appreciate how basic medical knowledge once was in a fascinating and extensive museum at Hôpital Notre-Dame à la Rose in Lessines. The site itself is an extremely rare surviving example of a medieval convent-farm-hospital complex which has replanted its lovely herb garden and where a collection of religious art includes a curious 16th-century painting showing Jesus with a female breast.

Should you come to Lessines on the night of Good Friday, don't be alarmed to find hooded figures marching around town carrying flaming torches. It's the folkloric Procession des Pénitents, symbolically confessing sins on the night of Christ's death.

Strépy-Thieu TIME FROM MONS: 25MIN [image: ]

Barging over the Walloon Hills

The world's tallest ship-lift at Strépy-Thieu raises giant barges in huge 'baths' of water by some 73 vertical metres, allowing fluvial freight to use the Canal du Centre, which links the rivers Meuse and Scheldt. It's fascinating just to stand and watch from outside but you can also get tickets to go inside, look down on the engine room and watch a multilingual video.

You might imagine that such technology has been superseded – and indeed the series of four smaller wrought-iron lifts it replaces are UNESCO heritage listed. However, this one was only finished in 2002, costing €150 million, and is regularly used.

You can still peruse the older lifts: Ascenseur 3 is easy to access when driving to Binche. It's also the end point of ponderously slow summer cruises starting 10am from Strépy-Thieu and passing through 19th-century locks and swing-bridges. Only one Sunday a month does a passenger boat actually use the big ship-lift.

To complete the set of Wallonia's canal marvels, head 20km north to the Plan Incliné de Ronquières, a 1968 contraption that drags barge-and-bath up a steepish gradient rather than lifting it vertically. Oddly mesmerising.


RURAL BREWERS IN WEST WALLONIA

BeerStorium

Repurposed by Dubuisson, Wallonia's longest-surviving brewers, the 1769 Château Ghyssegnies near Pipaix today hosts a 21st-century interactive beer experience that includes VR bar-room, discovery games and 'the world's smallest micro-brewery'.

Brasserie du Vapeur

A tiny, highly experimental family business in Pipaix village, and the only surviving steam brewery anywhere. Brew days are something to behold, but call before visiting.

Dupont

Synonymous with Belgian saison ales, Dupont's brewery forms a large proportion of the village of Tourpes. Tours in French can be prebooked online a few times a month. Alternatively visit their 'Minette' shop or sample beers in Tourpes' two local-style cafe-bars.



EATING & DRINKING BETWEEN MONS & TOURNAI

Taverne St-Géry

One of rural Belgium's most authentic village pubs beside Aubechies' 1077 church. Only open Fridays and weekends.

Trolls & Bush

Highly professional pub-brasserie with pond-side summer seating attached to the BeerStorium near Pipaix.

Les Caves du Château

Fine wine shop with tasting room in a historic building in Belœil village. Tea and local beers too.

Binche TIME FROM MONS: 25MIN [image: ]

The ultimate carnival

Nowhere does carnival like Binche. The town is so associated with excess that some claim that Binche is the root of the English term 'binge'. After a year of preparation, the UNESCO-listed carnival culminates on Shrove Tuesday with two very different appearances of the town's iconic characters, the Gilles de Binche: male figures all dressed alike in clogs and straw-padded colourful suits decorated with heraldic symbols.

If you can't get here on Mardi Gras, a fine second best is a visit to the excellent Musée International du Carnaval et du Masque. The museum experience ends (where it might better begin) with a wordless 10-minute film that shows all the main stages of the event. However, there's lots more about the carnival along with an exquisite collection of masks and costumes from Africa, South America and Melanesia, displayed in moodily darkened rooms with accompanying videos and explanations on a downloadable app. Next door the Centre de la Dentelle is due to open in late 2024, celebrating Binche's historic role as a centre of lacemaking.

Opposite the carnival museum is a sizeable 17th-century church, the Collégiale St-Ursmer, behind which is a garden where you can see sections of historical city walls, but virtually nothing remains of the once opulent palace-castle of Mary of Hungary. A remarkable feast-pageant was held here in 1549 to honour Mary's brother, Emperor Charles V: some believe that it was from that event that the rituals and Inca-inspired costumes of the Gilles developed.

Binche train station is a 1911 neo-Gothic masterpiece. The rest of the cityscape can feel grey and rather forlorn, though it's fun to seek out a few almost comically outdated 1960s shopfronts.
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Binche carnival | Kobby Dagan/Shutterstock ©


STOPS BETWEEN BRUSSELS & TOURNAI

The E429 highway is fast and attractive but it's worth the very short detour to grab a meal at Enghien.

Three excellent eateries are huddled between a fine church and the gateway into a grand garden-park complete with château-mansion: a fine place to stroll.

The old main road (N7) continues almost dead straight towards historic Ath, a town with Roman roots that's famous for its late-August procession of giant figures. At other times get a taste of the revelry at Ath's Maison des Géants, due to reopen in 2024 after a massive refurb.

A little off the N7, Silly is worth a selfie stop beside the town sign. And yes, they do brew Silly beer.



EATING & DRINKING IN THUIN

Casa Nostra

Excellent takeaway sandwiches or dine-in Italian snack meals behind a gorgeous Art Nouveau–style shopfront. €

Café Au Belfroid

A very local boozing crowd despite a perfectly framed belfry view from upper-front windows. Roll dice for a free drink. €

Bagù

Inventive cuisine in an outwardly anonymous townhouse across the Biesmelle River from the hanging gardens. €€

Thuin TIME FROM MONS: 45MIN [image: ]

Trams and hanging gardens at Thuin

Surprise! Belgium has its own 'hanging gardens', terraced steeply down from the ridgetop heart of Thuin (pronounced 'twa') with its UNESCO-listed 1638 belfry. The gardens are a patchwork of mostly private sub-plots, best appreciated from the cobbled alley that starts by tunnelling through the Posty Arlequin tower. The tourist office has exploratory maps. Sadly many gardens have gone to seed rather like the town itself, which could be one of Wallonia's loveliest if the municipality would consider offering all the empty former shops on the potentially magical Grand Rue as cheap-rent workshops for artists. Thuin already has a great tram museum, and at weekends, a historic tramway line takes a nostalgic trundle to nearby Lobbes. If you thought Thuin needed some love, wait till you get there!

An attractive 7km drive northwest are the very picturesque rural ruins of the Abbaye d'Aulne, an extensive monastic complex destroyed in the anti-religious wake of the French Revolution in 1794.


GREAT DAYS OUT IN WESTERN WALLONIA

Pairi Daiza

Engrossing safari-park with pandas, koalas, gorillas etc., some living in imaginatively designed settings: an East Asian temple, African stilt village...

Musée royal de Mariemont

One of Belgium's most underrated museums with an astonishingly rich if confusingly eclectic collection ranging from antiquities and pre-Columbian art to Tournai porcelain. The 1970s building is ugly but beautifully set.

Le Bois du Cazier

Museums commemmorating Charleroi's steel, glass and coal industries on the very site where a horrific accident killed 262 miners in 1956.



RURAL REFRESHMENT STOPS

Le Relais de Walhain

Brick-and-beam roadside tavern southeast of Binche serving Paix Dieu beer on draft. Mussels cheaper on Thursdays.

Distillerie de Biercée

Historic enamel drink ads and winding copper piping enliven this distillery-pub in a classic fortified farm south of Thuin.

Taverne de l'Abbaye d'Aulne

An appealing brasserie-cafe on the grounds of the great abbey ruins.

The Botte de Hainault

Villages, hills, castles and Chimay beer

Around 30km south of Charleroi, the Lacs de l'Eau d'Heure are reservoir lakes that attract SUP boarders and windsurfers. Seeing Chimay on the map, beer fans driving this way might prefer to swerve south into the so-called Botte de Hainault, a green 'boot' of patchily pretty land that stamps its rustic foot into the Avesnois hills of France. The Chimay brewery is at an austere 1850 monastery called Notre-Damme de Scourmont. It doesn't accept visitors but 1km away Espace Chimay is a tasting room/restaurant with an interactive exhibition. It's 8km south of Chimay town, a charming place with a compact Grand Place overshadowed by a looming, extravagantly spired 16th-century church. Walk through the stone archway to find a splendid 15th-century château, still home to the princes of Chimay and well worth doing one of the tablet-led self-guided tours.

Slightly bigger Couvin town looks most attractive at dusk with its sloping Grand Place leading to a church subtly illuminated with changing colour lights. Nearby Nismes is even lovelier with boating on the river and a tourist office in a partly working watermill.

To the northeast, Mariembourg is the starting point for the Chemin de Fer à Vapeur des 3 Vallées, a steam railway that chugs through attractive landscapes to Treignes, a village with four little museums. North of here, Philippeville was once a geopolitical quirk – a disconnected, ultra-fortified exclave of France between 1659 and 1815. It retains a geometric street plan like a French bastide beneath which lie more than 10km of subterranean passageways. Fascinating tours visiting 600m of these souterrains start from the museum-like tourist office on the main square at 1.30pm and 3pm: book ahead.
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Tram museum, Thuin | CRM/Shutterstock ©


BINCHE ON CARNIVAL DAY

At dawn on Shrove Tuesday, 'brotherhoods' of Gilles clomp into the Grand Place shaking 'ramon' stick-bundles to symbolically sweep away winter. After beer-and-oyster breakfasts they briefly don spooky green-eyed masks and perform ring-stomp 'dances' before being invited into the city hall. After lunch, up to 1000 Gilles march across town wearing enormous ostrich-feather headdresses (wind allowing). They intermittently lob oranges into the heaving and increasingly inebriated crowd from their little wicker baskets. Don't even think of hurling one back: getting hit by an orange is meant to be interpreted as a metaphorical blessing – but only when it's thrown by a Gilles. Note that a shortage of toilets means that men widely ignore the various 'Defence d'Uriner' signs on walls, and women can get pretty uncomfortable.



DRINKING, EATING & STAYING IN THE BOTTE DU HAINAUT

L'Absolu

Atmospheric stone tavern with tables spilling onto a lamp-lit cobbled lane in photogenic central Couvin.

La Bonne Auberge

Loveable family restaurant with a decades-long reputation for good, honest regional food in pretty Nismes.

Le Petit Chapitre

Gorgeous, characterful B&B in the heart of old Chimay full of antiques and flamboyant furnishings.

Charleroi TIME FROM mons: 30MIN [image: ]

Post-industrial adventures in Charleroi

Belgium's budget airline hub, sometimes misnamed 'Brussels South', is actually on the outskirts of Charleroi, a place one Dutch newspaper rated the World's Ugliest City. They have a point. Grim industrial and post-industrial debris sits amid a confusing spaghetti of grey expressway overpasses. But the dystopian setting makes a fabulous canvas for an explosion of street art: dereliction and banality mix with odd elements of historical class to make Charleroi a photographer's dream. To truly embrace the realities you could join one of Nico Buissart's bruising Charleroi Adventure 'urban safaris'. You might sneak onto the spectacularly graffiti-ravaged Chet metro station on the never-used 'line 5' (hurry, renovation is planned). Or attend a concert at the Rockerill former foundry building amidst the worst/best of the industrial horrors. If you rate fascinating philosophical conversation and arty absurdity above conventional comforts, you could sleep next door at Ghostel up four flights of stairs in a banal former office building turned private art space. But you'll need some spoken French to really make the most of it.
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Cooling tower of a former power plant, Charleroi | ikumaru/Shutterstock ©


[image: ]

CHARLEROI DISCOVERIES

Serge Vizcaino, the artist, designer and crazy visionary behind Providence.be and Ghostel, shares his Charleroi suggestions.

Église Saint-Christophe

Right in the city centre. You walk inside this great big church and – wow – it's dazzling.

Musée de la Photo

A really great selection of photographs – considered one of the best in the world.

Hôtel de Police

If you like contemporary architecture, this 75m tower by Jean Nouvel (aka the Tour Bleue) is worth a look. You can't go in but it's beside the very impressive Musée des Beaux-Arts gallery.

La Terril de la Blanchiserie

For views of the bleak industrial majesty of this area, the best place is my rooftop. Second best is by climbing this slag heap: it's not too difficult (though the author, actually, found it a scary scramble).





Namur

FORTRESSES | STRAWBERRIES | SAX
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Wallonia's 'capital' has a gently picturesque old town core and some great museums, and sits at the confluence of two great rivers, the Meuse and Sambre. The centre is utterly dominated by tree-dappled layers of a vast if austere citadel that was once one of Europe's mightiest fortresses. It was supposed to be impregnable but French King Louis XIV managed to take it in 1692, having sent his master strategist and military architect Vauban to spy its weak spots. Vauban himself was then tasked with updating the bastions but the citadel took poundings in WWI and from both sides in WWII. Namur is now a buzzing student centre and home to the parliament of Wallonia. Up the Meuse, the wealthy riverside suburb of Wépion is famed for its strawberries. Half an hour further, Dinant has its own fortress and sees itself as the home of the saxophone.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Citadelle de Namur

SIGHTS

2 Abbaye de Notre Dame de Leffe

3 Cathédrale St-Aubain

4 Château de Freÿr

5 Citadelle de Dinant

6 Église St-Loup

7 Les Bateliers

8 Maison Leffe

9 Musée Félicien Rops

10 Profondeville

11 TreMa

12 Wépion

EATING

13 Le Casa Restaurant

see 2 Le Confessionnal

14 Le Fief de Namur

15 Le Lodge Wépion

INFORMATION

16 Terra Nova Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

If you don't want to use the cable car, bus 3 links Namur station to Rondpoint Thonard, high on the citadel hill. The tiny summer Namourette River ferries are fun but not an enormously practical A-to-B transport option.




TOP TIP

Parking is free on the citadel hill but be careful not to leave your car in the Terra Nova lot after 6pm when the gates lock. Also be aware that short sections of citadel pathway close in the evening and that the souterrains only have one or two English language tours (daily at 2.30pm, some days at noon too).



Inner Citadelle

Key sights on the citadel hill

The Citadelle de Namur covers a whole hillside. For some visitors the main attraction is simply enjoying the many great viewpoints. But if you want to learn more about the city's history and the fortress in particular, it's worth starting a visit at the Terra Nova visitor centre. Audio guides cover the key features, though swirling information boards and historical artefacts offer a whole lot more for Francophones. Take the time to sit beside the 3-D map of Namur in 1751 to listen to short but well told diary-style stories of four historical figures giving insights into 18th-century Namur.

With a Citadelle Pass you can also visit part of the souterrains, a fascinating web of dripping tunnels into which the fortress moved the majority of its key installations in more recent iterations. You'll need to join a guided tour which shows you around 500m of the tunnels including never-tested 1939 gas-proof bunkers and some clever Vauban architectural tricks. Guides help bring the past to life using audio-visual displays and 3-D wall projections. Temperatures hover around 13°C (55°F) so dress appropriately.



Namur's Citadel & Centre Walking Tour

[image: map]

Get off to a flying start with a ride on the 1 Téléphérique (cable car) to the 2 Station Citadelle. Consider a coffee with a view on the terrace of 3 Le Panorama, then stroll down to the 4 Terra Nova visitor centre. A footpath bridging two sections of the fortress leads down to the 5 Guy Delforge perfume shop with a free small museum. Across the road is a 6 panoramic view looking southeast across the Meuse from a small car park. The 7 Fief de Namur is a tempting distillery-restaurant, and across the road it's worth popping briefly into the atmospheric 8 Vielle Forge porcelain-figurine gallery. Cars on the Rte Merveilleuse loop the loop near here but pedestrians can walk down more directly, passing a series of excellent viewpoints from which to survey the city centre from above. Provided it's not too late (gates close early evening), you can descend past the 9 Golden Tortoise to the Pont du Musée and wander into the city centre past the 10 Halle al'Chair. Cross the Place d'Armes, past 11 La Bourse, a lovely renaissance-style building that's now congress centre, and towards the 12 theatre, a grand 1860s structure. Behind a statue of beloved local composer Nicolas Bosret, notice a tiny stone seat, which is where the 13 Roi des Menteurs (King of the Liars) is crowned during September's amusingly drunken Fêtes de Wallonie festivities. Cut back through an arched passageway past the 14 Beffroi, a 1388 stone tower converted into a belfry in 1746 and pockmarked with damage from when central Namur was 'accidentally' bombed by American planes in WWII. Explore the city's commercial centre, not missing the leafy, bar-ringed 15 Place Marché aux Légumes, arguably Namur's cutest square.



Riverside Revelations

Up the Meuse from Namur

However you travel, meandering up the valley of the Meuse makes a very pleasant if scenically patchy excursion, passing alternating sections of cliff, settlement, garden and meadow.

There are cruises and kayak rental options in both Namur and Dinant. Or link the two places on RAVeL 2, one of Belgium's easiest cycle-paths – 32km of flat, mostly smooth riverside with the option of returning by train. Heading south from Namur you pass Namur's youth hostel and the upper-market suburban village of Wépion (7km), with its restaurants, ice-cream shops and strawberry stalls: there's even a strawberry museum. Across the river, spy luxurious old houses including a castle called 'Dave'. Continue south through Profondeville, which makes an intellectual pun by dotting 'profound' philosophical aphorisms into carved pavement slabs. Consider a short detour to the beautiful gardens of Annevoie. If you're flagging, there's a train station across the Meuse in the pretty little town of Yvoir. But if you're still energetic after reaching Dinant, you could pedal on another 6km to take in the grand renaissance Château de Freÿr with its own fabulous formal gardens.

If you're kayaking, the most popular route is not on the Meuse itself but descending the River Lesse from Houyet or Gendron to Anseremme, where the rivers meet.

STAYING & EATING IN NAMUR

Hôtel Les Tanneurs

Contemporary hotel artfully fashioned from a series of 17th-century buildings. €€

Le Château de Namur

Sleep atop the citadel hill in castle-style architecture, even if the building's a 1931 caprice. €€

L'Air du Temps

Ultra-exclusive gastronomic retreats with two-starred Michelin dinners in a converted farm, 18km north of Namur. €€€

Moving Beer

Leffe in Dinant

World-famous Leffe beer is now produced in Leuven but has its origins at the active Abbaye de Notre Dame de Leffe at the northern end of Dinant. Other than for mass, or tours at 3pm on Saturdays, the abbey remains closed to ensure the monks' quiet religious contemplation. However, right opposite is the marvellously atmospheric restaurant Le Confessional, which serves Leffe with meals. Meanwhile on the other side of town, a different former convent is now the Infiniti Resorts 'Merveilleuse' Hotel where the bar serves many Leffe variants and where Maison Leffe is a highly interactive museum experience telling the beer's life story. Even for non-Leffe-fans it's worth coming up here for spectacular views of Dinant's cityscape – best seen in afternoon light.


GREAT MUSEUMS & CHURCHES IN NAMUR

Église St-Loup

Imposing baroque church with purple marble columns and complex ceiling tracery. Baudelaire called it a 'sinister and gallant marvel'.

TreMa

Masterpieces by Wallonia's medieval artists displayed in an 18th-century mansion.

Les Bateliers

Decorative arts museum, archaeological collection, contemporary gallery and performance space with hidden formal garden.

Cathédrale St-Aubain

An impressively vast 1767 neoclassical exterior while inside paintings by Jacques Nicolaï, a follower of Rubens, are displayed.

Musée Félicien Rops

This museum celebrates Namur-born Rops (1833–98), an artist with a warped penchant for illustrating erotic lifestyles and macabre scenes.



EATING IN NAMUR

Le Casa Restaurant

Decor wins no prizes, but hearty, inexpensive portions of authentic Senegalese food pair well with similarly genuine bissap drink. €

Le Lodge

Riverside brasserie at Wépion's northern edge serving hearty portions of Belgian standards. Marvellous views, decent beers.

Le Fief de Namur

In the nose of the citadel, the Fief combines gin distillery, bar and restaurant with inventive twists on classic Belgian meals. €€

Fortress Sax

Power and creativity in Dinant

Viewed across the Meuse, the town of Dinant is a very striking sight. A disproportionately huge Gothic church with a 16th-century bulbous spire appears almost flattened against a cliff on top of which a vast, unadorned 1818 citadel-fortress looms menacingly. Entrance fees include a cable-car ride to the top and an engrossing series of museum exhibits ranging from immersive historical timelines to weapon collections, a WWI trench mock-up and a 'Dutch Kitchen'.

Back down by the river there's lots of Sax. Adolphe Sax, that is. The creator of the saxophone grew up in Dinant, and colourful sculptures featuring the instrument dot the city centre in his honour. There are over 25 on the Charles de Gaulle bridge alone.
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Citadel and collegiate church, view across River Meuse, Dinant | Frans Sellies/Getty Images ©


DEMOCRACY & THE GOLDEN TORTOISE

It's true. A gilded tortoise really does sit gleaming on the raised tip of the citadel area. This tank-sized sculpture is known as Searching for Utopia in a nod to the book in which Thomas More ponders a perfect style of government. That sounds satirical given that the creature looks out across the building housing the parliament of Wallonia, not widely credited for its bureaucratic efficiency. However, the statue took on a whole new political meaning in 2022 when its designer, the previously well-renowned artist Jan Fabré, was found guilty of sexual harassment. Since then the human 'jockey' figure who rides the tortoise has been blindfolded: a statement designed to critique previous blindness to violence against women and sexual minorities.





Bouillon

HISTORY | KAYAKING | LIGHT SHOWS


[image: map]

The small, inviting town of Bouillon is dominated by a great stone dragon of a castle. It lies along a ridge-top, high above a curl of the Semois River: attractive if brooding by day, but utterly gorgeous at dusk when sensitive floodlighting is reflected in the river. An additional series of projections around town add to the appeal of staying here overnight. The castle's owner, Godefroid (Godfrey) de Bouillon, sold it in 1096 to get enough money to raise a Crusader army. It took three years to reach the Holy Land, with Crusaders slaughtering thousands of Jews in towns across Germany en route and another 40,000 Muslims and Jews upon finally breaching Jerusalem's walls in 1099. Victorious Godefroid was offered the title 'King of Jerusalem' but settled instead for 'Defender of the Holy Sepulchre'. He died a year later, but his brother Baudouin reigned on, keeping the Holy Land 'Belgian' a while longer.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Château de Bouillon

SIGHTS

2 Archéoscope

3 Église des Saints-Pierre-et-Paul

4 Musée Ducal

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Les Epinoches

SLEEPING

6 Auberge de Jeunesse

7 Golden Lion

8 Hotel de la Poste

9 La Ferronnière

EATING

10 O’Tableau




GETTING AROUND

Bouillon is small enough that you can walk pretty much anywhere. Gradients are steep so you might prefer the P'tit Train, a tourist 'train', which loops around town every half an hour, but that's more a sightseeing tour than a form of transport. Public transport to Bouillon is limited to a train-bus combination via Libramont.




TOP TIP

The tourist office can provide the latest timings to ensure that you catch the excellent falconry shows when visiting the castle – usually three times daily March to October. The office can also clarify the latest timetable for night-time projections, which occur at five different sites.



Fabulous Fortifications

Exploring Bouillon's castle and history

To experience old Bouillon, start at the Archéoscope, an impressively immersive multimedia experience where you'll be seated with earphones giving English commentary after the first five minutes of standing in poetic gloom. This provides a nuanced background to Godfroid, from the political context of the era and the physical reinforcement of the castle to his jousting match with the Count of Namur. The museum examines the motivations for the Crusaders and blames the peasant army of Peter the Hermit for the anti-Jewish pogrom committed en route to the Holy Land, rather than Godfroid himself. Exit past the imagined tomb of the blood-soaked 'hero'. A degree of balance is ensured through a more standard exhibition space including Arab understandings of the Crusades. All this is within the 17th-century former convent building and entered via the tourist office.

Now cross the river on the Pont de Liège, climb past the Église des Saints-Pierre-et-Paul and cut through the atmospheric little Quartier Bretagne, a short lane of quaint old houses including a creeper-draped mini-gallery-museum that's a shrine to local culture, poetry and the life of writer/printer Maurice Pirotte (1913–2013). Pop briefly into the Musée Ducal, a somewhat haphazard museum spread over two historic houses and including a small antique smithy (free access). Then climb a stairway to a plateau from which you finally reach the entrance to the town's centrepiece, the Château de Bouillon. The site has everything you might wish for in a semi-ruined medieval castle: dank dripping tunnel passages, musty half-lit cell rooms, rough-hewn stairwells and many an eerie nook and cranny to discover. Plus there are off-beat surprises like maturing cheeses and a calligraphy mini-museum. The 45-minute falconry displays are excellent.

EATING IN & AROUND BOUILLON

O'Tableau

Where Chez Betty once stood, Bouillon's in-the-know restaurant serves delectable trout, complex salads and seasonal meals. €€

Mon Manège à Toi

Popular riverside spot at Mouzaive-sur-Semois west of Alle, accessed by a footbridge across Renoir-like scenes. €€

Le Gastronome

Michelin-starred culinary creativity in an unlikely setting beside Paliseul train station, 14km north. €€€

River Life

Enjoying the Semois by road or water

Few places in Belgium are as beautiful as the deep-cut valleys of the Semois River, which form eccentric curls either side of Bouillon. The most spectacular scene is the Tombeau de Geant, an almost perfect loop best appreciated from an isolated viewpoint down the dead-end Rue Moulin du Rivage at Botassart (11km from Bouillon). More accessible is a viewpoint 'balcony' in Rochehaut village (18km) that surveys a different loop-peninsula. On that loop lies the attractive little hamlet of Frahan-sur-Semois. Rochehaut's Taverne de la Fermette is the valley's most reliably ever-open pub-restaurant but there are alternative dining options in Alle, by the river at Mouzaive and several choices in Vresse-sur-Semois where there's an art gallery and, inexplicably, a full-size reconstruction of Belgium's first steam locomotive, the 1835 Le Belge. Across the river, Vresse becomes Lafôret where, 500m down an unpaved track from the church, is the Pont de Claies site: each summer Belgium's last seasonal footbridge is erected here by placing hazel-weave onto log stilts embedded in the river.

To enjoy the Semois from the water, several companies offer kayaking, each using a different section of river. An advantage of choosing Bouillon-based Les Epinoches is that you start with a road transport upriver to a choice of three put-in points, then paddle back (in around 1.5, three or six hours). That means you finish dramatically, with the great bulk of Bouillon's castle appearing in front of you. It also means that you won't need to wait for other kayakers in your group to arrive before heading to the pub.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN BOUILLON

Auberge de Jeunesse

A simple youth hostel with fabulous views from its breakfast room. €

Guy Adam's Rooms

Bargain value B&B rooms in a time-warp stone cottage in the Quartier Bretagne art alley. Gites also available for weekly rent. No web presence; call 061 46 71 56 or email guyadam10@skynet.be. €

Golden Lion

Quirky, good value mini-guesthouse with flickering candles, friendly staff and easy parking. Beware the spiral stairs. €

La Ferronnière

Indulgent mansion-hotel with a newer wellness section in its extensive gardens. €€

Hotel de la Poste

Founded in the 1730s, Bouillon's most central riverside address retains some century-old wrought ironwork. €€



Abbey Beers

Experiencing the best brews and buildings

Orval is best known for its Trappist beers but it is also one of the most memorable of Belgium's several ruined abbeys, a site which glows magically in soft afternoon light. Dating from 1132 but wrecked in 1793, the site is well worth seeing even though you normally can't enter the brewery, which is within the active monastery section, with a giant Madonna and Child carved into its west wall. A visit also allows access to the monastic herb garden, an 18th-century pharmacy room, the grave of King Wenceslas (1337–83), and a museum focused on the beer. To taste the beer (no ticket required) head to the abbey's tavern, À l'Ange Gardien. Here they also serve a crisp, hoppy 4.5% Orval Vert draught beer that's available nowhere else. It's 35km southwest of Bouillon.
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Orval Abbey | LauraVl/Shutterstock ©


OUTDOOR PURSUITS ELSEWHERE

Another main centre for kayaking is La Roche-en-Ardenne where paddling is often combined with mountain biking. Other major outdoor centres include Coo and Durbuy with a wide range of family-oriented activities.





Central Ardennes

COUNTRYSIDE | CAVES | WWII SITES


[image: map]

Come for the fresh air and outdoors activities, and stay for the castles, caves and WWII sites that have marked this land of hills and forests. This big expanse of contoured greenery has two main bases. Durbuy is great for families and has some increasingly suave accommodation options for the moneyed crowd, but it can get pretty overcrowded on summer weekends. La Roche-en-Ardenne is better set up for cyclists and kayakers and has an impressive medieval castle ruin. Han-sur-Lesse is the best-known of the region's impressive cave systems but Rochefort is arguably a prettier town and has a great cave of its own. If you're just driving between Brussels and Luxembourg, a good stopping point en route is 'book village' Redu with its tavern and unexpectedly superb art gallery. Peep into the Euro Space Center too; the grounds are free to enter, though you'd need all day to do justice to the main centre itself. By the late summer much starts to close down, and between November and Easter, don't assume that much in this region will be operating.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Euro Space Centre

SIGHTS

2 Adventure Valley

3 Bastogne War Museum

4 Durbuy

5 Famenne-Ardenne UNESCO Global Geopark

6 La Roche-en-Ardenne

7 Le Labyrinthe

see 3 Mardasson Memorial

see 8 Mudia

8 Redu

9 Rochefort

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Grotte de Lorette

11 Grottes de Han

12 Grottes de Hotton

13 Grottes de Remouchamps




GETTING AROUND

This part of Belgium can be frustrating to visit if you don't have your own wheels. The nearest train stations to La Roche-en-Ardenne are Marloie and Melreux, from which there are bus connections. Bastogne has bus links to Namur and to Libramont station. Durbuy is 4km west of Barvaux station on the Liège–Jemelle line.




TOP TIP

Timing is important for trips in this region. Much closes down in winter and opening times/days for restaurants can prove more limited than you expect. Kayaking is dependent on water levels and mountain bikers around La Roche should check the region's hunting schedule for trail closures.



Biking Hot Spot

La Roche for cyclists and kayakers

Arrive at night in La Roche-en-Ardenne and what will strike you are the town's picture-postcard 11th-century castle ruins artfully floodlit across the valley. The sight is best appreciated as you descend past hotel Le Chalet on the road from Hotton. Looking up from the central bridge in town, you might even spot a ghost…at 10pm sharp. Come on a summer's day, however, and you'll notice something else: all that lycra.

La Roche-en-Ardenne is Belgium's pre-eminent centre for mountain biking, home to the BeMC (Belgian Mountain Bike Challenge) in May as well as being a key stop along the 160km Transardennaise long-distant route. Next door to a sweetly old-fashioned WWII museum commemorating the Christmas 1944 Battle of the Ardennes is The-Bike-Zone.com, which rents good-quality mountain bikes. The website offers very comprehensive route details for four numbered loop rides. Click the Jachtkalendar button to double-check trail closures due to hunting: these can be common in autumn.

Meanwhile for road bikers, everyone wants to get a selfie beside the 498m signboard at the top of the muscle-burning Col Haussire. And people come from across the globe for the annual 172km Velomediane road race in September, often nicknamed the 'Criquielion' for its founder. Bed'nBike offers secure indoor bike storage and cleaning facilities.

If you prefer to kayak, there are several sections of the River Ourthe that make good paddling when water levels are high enough. BrandSport has options starting from La Roche while Outdoor Centre trips end up there, having taken in the pretty Nadrin River loop. Both companies offer bike-kayak combination day trips.


MOUNTAIN BIKING AT LA ROCHE

Yonne Sterk runs La Roche based TheBikeZone (the-bike-zone.com). She shares her local cycling insights.

Why La Roche?

The challenge, the trails and the roads are really steep, yet there's lots of variety.

Most Beautiful Route

Of our four main loops, Route 3 mixes fields, forests and viewpoints and is best for families.

Most Technical Route

Route 2 is a real test but avoid it after rain – the trail gets so boggy after you cross Rte 89 that you might have to walk. Routes 1 and 4 are more like general all-body workouts.



The World's Smallest City?

Relaxation and family fun in Durbuy

Durbuy is a photogenic little knot of cobblestone alleys, grey-stone buildings, cute craft shops and hotels aimed at the seasonal flood of tourists. Originally an attraction was Durbuy's questionable claim to be 'the world's smallest city' due to a quirk of 14th-century bureaucracy. These days the green and pleasant valley still has a lot of charm out of season and makes a convenient restaurant-rich base to return to when touring the region. In mid-summer, if you can stand the crowds, there's a plethora of outdoor activities well-organised by Adventure Valley at a couple of sites a little out of central Durbuy. A 'Challenge Park' with a big network of rope walks, lies just west of the Pré Georis car park. However, the biggest centre is across the hill to the south at Rome with zip-lining across lakes, 'free-fall' jumps, climbing adventures and a wide range of indoor games for children including laser games, toddler rides and bowling in case the weather turns nasty. Across the road from here, Le Labyrinthe is a separately organised cornfield maze open July to early October.
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Grottes de Han | NeonBear/Shutterstock ©


EATING & DRINKING IN & AROUND DURBUY

Govinda's

Vegetarian Indian thalis and vegan snacks available during the day only at the Krishna-run Radhadesh castle-retreat centre, 4km away. €

La Canette

Buzzing but close-packed tables in a cosy interior filled with old signs, tools and assorted memorabilia. €€

Le Sanglier des Ardennes

Multiple upper-market dining experiences and a truly incredible wine collection visible in the tunnel linking the hotel's two sites.

Les Racines

Feisty back-alley blues bar that's quite different from anything else in town.

Le Fou du Roy

A short, tempting menu favours truffle, meat and game dishes at this atmospheric, upper market restaurant in the former castle-concierge quarters.



STAYING IN DURBUY

Aux 10 Clefs

Durbuy's best value B&B with immaculate rooms, friendly welcome and a groaningly impressive breakfast. €

Le Clos des Récollets

Boutique hotel linking three historic half-timbered houses in Durbuy's prettiest corner. €€

Le Sanglier des Ardennes

Durbuy's classic central property is now a super-suave oasis of contemporary urban chic. €€€

Explore the Euro Space Center

Astronaut for the day

Do you have the physical and mental aptitude to go into space? Find out as part of this unforgettable space-themed centre which offers several hours of experiential interest. Start with an 80-minute immersive introduction to space in its many aspects, including a look at the benefits that space travel has had on this planet. A planetarium gives another 25 minutes of stargazing. Thereafter the 'normal' entry fee includes a Moon- and Mars-walk in which a sprung arm seat reduces apparent gravity. If you dare, winch yourself up the 'Freefall slide' and let go. In the Mars Village you get a sense of what things might be like to settle on the red planet, from creating a liveable ecosystem to pondering a real ISS toilet. Some of the more advanced astronaut training contraptions, including the disorientating Space Axis spinner, are reserved for people doing the residential 'Minitrip' mission including a night at the attached 'Galactic Inn'.

Even when the main centre is closed, a selection of freely accessible outdoor attractions means it's well worth a stop if you're driving by on the E411 Brussels–Luxembourg highway. Out front there's a real 1971 Europa rocket. And in the gardens you can get an eye-opening sense of the scale of the solar system by walking all the way to Neptune past representations of the planets at relative sizes. Venus never seemed so close to earth! You can also see scale models of rockets, from 1944's V2 rocket-bomb to NASA's 2021 Space Launch System.


REDU: ART & BOOKS

Ever wondered what's the difference between rococo and neoclassicism? The superb gallery Mudia explains such differences using both its collection of 300 priceless paintings (from Brueghel to Kandinsky and Picasso) as well as clever interactive displays that bring works alive. The touch-me Hieronymous Bosch tableau is worth the entrance fee alone to see what Pythonesque motions each of the nightmarish figures will make. Mudia is on the main square in Redu village, itself famous for its annual mid-April book festival and home to a few bookshops, cafes and artsy cottage industries, notably papermaking and raspberry-schnapps creation.



STAYING IN LA ROCHE-SUR-ARDENNE

Hôtel de Liège

Basic budget hotel that's simple but great value for money. Easy parking.

Bed-n-Bike

A small selection of bike-friendly rental apartments along with a bike-storage facility for non-guests. €€

Moulin de la Strument

Old stone mill-hotel nestled beside a babbling stream 800m south of town in a wooded valley with a small campsite. €€

Going Underground

Reach for your stalactites

You don't need great courage or special equipment to descend into one of the many and varied cave systems of southeast Belgium's Famenne-Ardenne UNESCO Global Geopark, but you do need to choose which best suits your tastes. With the biggest array of stalactites, the Grottes de Han at Han-sur-Lesse are also the least physically challenging. Despite a controversial change of starting point since 2020, the visit still starts with a narrow-gauge train ride after which you stroll around 2km through a succession of impressive subterranean galleries: there are some steps but gradients aren't steep. The highlights are draperies (beautiful translucent 'curtain' formations), a short sound-and-light show and a cave whose stalactites reflect beautifully in the water.

Visits to the Grotte de Lorette near Rochefort are vastly more personal than at Han, with half-lit stairways that hint magically at the main cave's great vertical depth (65m). There's a memorable revelation of its full majesty at the end but be prepared for over 600 relatively steep steps.

As challenging and even more awe-inspiring, but with limited visiting slots, are the Grottes de Hotton where naturally sculpted grottoes sprout pretty stalagmites and weird 'eccentrics' – mini corkscrews or horizontal protrusions apparently defying geological logic. The key highlight is descending a former siphon through upturned vertical strata into a dramatically narrow, 37m-high subterranean chasm.

Towards Spa, the Grottes de Remouchamps don't have Han's stalactites or Lorette's depth but they're special in that you end the visit by being punted down Europe's longest underground river.

For all of the above, dress assuming temperatures of around 12°C to 13°C. Book well ahead online, specially for Lorette and Hotton.


RELAX IN ROCHEFORT

Low-key Rochefort makes an agreeable alternative to Durbuy for exploring the cave areas, being handily close to the Grottes de Lorette. Bicycles can be rented from Cycle Sport near the imposing statue-fronted church. The attractive main street winds up past older houses and the private Château Comtal with several shops and cafes selling Rochefort's famous Trappist beer, though the Abbaye de St-Rémy where it's brewed is closed to the public.

Just 2km east, Malagne is a peaceful Gallo-Roman archaeological site that comes to life when there are costumed demonstrations on the third Sunday of July.

For families, the inexpensive Domaine Provincial de Chevetogne is a godsend, with a petting zoo, play park, themed gardens and a whole raft of activities with tickets free from mid-October to March.
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STAYING IN ROCHEFORT

Hotel La Fayette

Good old-style auberge-hotel with decent-priced rooms near the castle. €

Le Briquement

Luxurious modern maison d'hôtes in peaceful countryside 8km northwest of Rochefort, with a small indoor pool. €€

La Malle Poste

Central, 17th-century coaching inn with excellent restaurant and modern rooms, some complete with hot tubs. €€€

No Surrender in Bastogne

The town that said 'Nuts'

At Christmas 1944, with the WWII allies surging towards Germany, Hitler launched a last-gasp counter-attack across the snowbound Ardennes. Though encircled, Bastogne held out valiantly in the Battle of the Bulge. When offered the chance to surrender, General Anthony McAuliffe, the American commander running Bastogne's defence, answered famously with a single word: 'Nuts!'

McAuliffe's bust and a US tank now sit on Bastogne's central square. Some 2km east, the excellent Bastogne War Museum tells the full story using imagined voices of civilian and military witnesses and participants. A usefully thorough summary of the war's context includes an engrossing 15-minute 3-D film presenting Germany's early attacks as though to a press conference. Theatrical audiovisuals add impressively to well-displayed memorabilia and there are lots of buttons to press for moving personal recollections. The museum is set in woodland beside the Mardasson American War Memorial, which is shaped as a sombre circle within a five-pointed star. Fernand Léger, better known for his cubist paintings, created Protestant-, Catholic- and Jewish-themed mosaics for the cave-like chapel-crypt beneath.

Bastogne now has an annual Nuts Weekend in mid-December, during which flag-bearing parade crowds follow tanks and antique military vehicles through town as sirens wail. These vehicles have mostly been restored at the northern section of the former Bastogne Barracks, where you can pay to see an impressive collection parked in two big museum hangars with brooding music, the smell of grease and reminiscence videos from former commanders. Next door, McAuliffe's 'Nuts Room' is a new museum.
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Mardasson American War Memorial | Sergey Dzyuba/Shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN BASTOGNE

Brasserie Lamborelle

Cosy, brick-and-beam cafe-restaurant whose house brew, Airbourne, is served in a ceramic helmet. Their food speciality is pierrade (meat cooked on hot stone). €€

Wagon Leo

Originally a simple diner built around a parked tramcar, Leo is now a grand brasserie-hotel with food that ranges from Liège meatballs to oysters and lobster. The tram is still part of the mix. €€

Le Nuts

Nostalgia pub that's almost a museum of WWII pictures. Wide lunch menu and themed Friday night 'rock dinners'. €




ARDENNES BATTLE SITES

The Battle of the Bulge was just part of a snow-hampered Ardennes-wide conflict in winter 1944, and several other important museums cover the same subject, notably in La Roche-en-Ardennes, Ettelbruck, Diekirch and Wiltz.



DRINKING & EATING OFF THE E411

Voyager Café

At the Euro Space Center. One of the tables is lit by what appears to be the gilded jet nozzles of a spaceship. €€

Le Fournil

Super-friendly stone-walled village hotel-restaurant in Redu; good for salads, trout or just a coffee. €€

Brasserie Les 4 Lunes

Charming auberge cafe with local beers and a short walk from the castle in Lavaux Ste-Anne. B&B too. Closed midweek. €€



Liège

URBAN CONTRASTS | FOLKLORE | MAIGRET
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In 705 CE St-Lambert was murdered in Liège but miracles linked to him brought pilgrims as important as Emperor Charlemagne and, as a result, wealth that allowed the development of St-Lambert's Cathedral (1015), which became the power centre of a quasi-independent territory ruled by the Prince-Bishops of Liège. They ruled for almost eight centuries until toppled in the 1789 Révolution Liégeoise. The anti-religious fury by that stage was so strong that four years later townsfolk voted in 1793 to demolish the fabulous cathedral. Where it stood at Place St Lambert remains a bleakly empty square today. Much of the urban structure which grew up later was influenced by the city's rapid growth as an industrial powerhouse so important that it hosted a World Fair in 1905. Today the post-industrial city is like a living architectural onion, layer upon layer of history lying beneath a craggily scarred facade. Proudly free-spirited citizens are disarmingly friendly and no Belgian city bubbles with more joie de vivre.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Grand Curtius

SIGHTS

2 Archéoforum

3 Église Collégiale St-Barthélemy

4 Montagne de Bueren

5 MULUM

6 Musée de la Vie Wallonne

7 Musée Tchantchès

8 Place du Commissaire Maigret

EATING

9 ¡Toma!

10 Accattone

11 Amon Nanesse

12 Aux Olivettes

13 Brasserie C

14 Cabale

15 Côté Cour - Côté Jardin

16 Le Bistrot d’en Face

17 Le Thème

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18 Chez Moi

19 Fragrances

20 Le Pot au Lait

21 Lou’s Bar

SHOPPING

22 L’Art de Plaire




GETTING AROUND

Dazzling Liège-Guillemins is the main long-distance, high-speed train station, but for the historic city centre, Liège-St-Lambert station is more convenient. Liège has suffered massive disruptions during the construction of its first 12km, 23-station tram system, which should eventually start operating around 2026. In summer there are river ferries.




TOP TIP

The Liège Visit Pass is a great deal, allowing entry to a dozen city museums over a 48-hour period for less than the price of buying separate entrances for just three, ie Grand Curtius, La Boverie and Archéoforum. Purchase from the tourist office, itself a veritable free museum.



Lighting up the Mountain

Exploring Hors Château

'Thank you for visiting without screaming' requests neat graffiti in multiple languages as you approach the Montagne de Bueren, quite possibly the world's most daunting public stairway climbing vertiginously up the mostly wooded hillside that rises abruptly behind Rue Hors Chateau. This remarkable sight is transformed into twinkling beauty during the night of Coteaux de la Citadelle when some 20,000 candles are lit on the steps while free concerts and fireworks add to the atmosphere. This usually takes place on the first Saturday of October, though a few years of the event will be skipped due to the glacially slow tram-building making mass access impractical.

Having Instagrammed the stairway (but without climbing it), veer left to find an alleyway leading to medieval buildings containing Brasserie C, flagship shop-restaurant-tasting bar of the city's most exciting small brewery.

Other tiny alleys that lead off Rue Hors Chateau give just a hint of Liège's medieval heritage. The loveliest are Impasse de la Vignette and especially Impasse de l'Ange/Couronne, which meet at a delightful hidden garden and host the city's long-running 'secret' restaurant Le Thème (€45 for three courses; book ahead).

Nearby, an adopted cloister-convent hosts the curious, great-value Musée de la Vie Wallonne, where local themes amble from ancient Mosan metalwork to 1960s room interiors. One particularly ghoulish exhibit shows an original guillotine and the embalmed head of the last man to have felt 'her kiss'. A block away in another antique building, ring the doorbell to be allowed into MULUM, a wonderfully obscure museum of lamps and lighting.

Before going much further it's also worth dropping into the tourist office, set within what was a 16th-century butchers' hall, still complete with timber beams.
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Tchantchès at his puppet theatre | Hemis/Alamy Stock Photo ©


MEET TCHANTCHÈS

Liège's mascot and oldest 'citizen' is a big-nosed wooden puppet called Tchantchès (pronounced chan-chay) who is an integral part of the culture in Outremeuse. That's the section of Liège that lies across the river from the city centre and which declares 'independence' every year in a series of raucously entertaining, off-beat celebrations in mid-August. In part these celebrate Tchantchès's 'birth' on 15 August 760, a humorous 'miracle' that's a thinly veiled biblical satire. The fact that Tchantchès has a penchant for getting riotously drunk on pékèt (local gin) can't detract from his good heart, typifying the free spirit of the Liégeois. You can hear his full 'life story' in thickly accented Walloon-French through puppet shows at the Musée Tchantchès.



EATING IN LIÈGE

Accattone

Beautifully made Italian served in a refreshingly unpretentious yet highly attractive cafe setting. €€

Le Bistrot d'en Face

Old-style rural French food served in a candlelit 16th-century building. Not for vegetarians. €€

¡Toma!

Thomas Troupin's 'immersive cuisine' that gives Belgian classic food a Michelin-starred gourmet makeover. €€€

Ambitious Aims

The museum magic of Grand Curtius

Imagine trying to explain the whole history of art, from prehistoric stone chippings to Art Nouveau pianos. This is the optimistic goal of the Grand Curtius museum, which also manages to interweave fascinating tales of Liège artists and industries. The main building is the former mansion-warehouse of a 16th-century Liège arms dealer painted ox-blood red. A small square behind features a stone spring fountain commemorating Belgian victims of WWI, above which rises the Église Collégiale St-Barthélemy, a church with twin Saxon-style diamond-facet towers. It's far older than the red-and-cream exterior appears, the song of the noon carillon is delightful and you can peer through a glass slit-window at the west end to see the baptismal font, a famed highlight of Mosan art dating from 1118. Or pay a token fee to go inside.


CAFÉ LIÉGEOIS

You might be surprised to find that the sundae known world-wide as Café Liégeois is not especially popular in Liège. Certainly you can find it – indeed, Le Bistrot d'en Face has won competitions for producing the city's best. However, despite the name, it doesn't originate here. The creation, combining ice cream with coffee, vanilla milk and possibly a shot of spirit, was actually a pre-WWI Parisian evocation of the suave tastes of Habsburg Vienna and originally known as Café Viennois. However, in 1914, when Germany invaded neutral Belgium, Paris reacted angrily by changing many Germanic names. Replacements honoured Liège for heroically managing to stall the Kaiser's advance towards France for 12 all-important days.

More traditionally linked with Liège is pékèt, Wallonia's version of gin.



Going Local

A Sunday in Liège

The best way to really sample Liégeois culture is through the mid-August mayhem of the Outremeuse festival. However, second best is to come on a Sunday: start your day snacking your way round the big La Batte weekly market with stalls along the riverside quays. Watch a folkloric puppet show at Musée Tchantchès – not that you'll probably understand much – then join locals singing their hearts out at the time-warp café chantant Aux Olivettes. Finally ramp up the music with a live mini-gig at Lou's Bar, a tiny blues-rock pub nearby.

STAYING IN LIÈGE

YUST Liège

Hostel accommodation is taken to a swanky new level. Great lounge-seating with free coffee. €

Nº 5 Bed & Breakfast

Elegant B&B with sauna, entered through an 18th-century home in the city's most charming historic quarter. €€

Hotel Neuvice

Stylishly converted old houses combine to create this excellent boutique hotel right in Liège's commercial heart. €€

Maigret's Master

On the trail of Georges Simenon

Liège-born author Georges Simenon (1903–89) did nothing by halves. His famous character Inspector Maigret appeared in no less than 76 different crime-busting novels, yet that's barely a quarter of Simenon's astoundingly prolific oeuvre. On average he churned out a book every 120 days, still leaving time to move house 33 times (and claiming to sleep with 10,000 women).

Seeking traces of the fellow is a good excuse for a wander around Liège. In Outremeuse, a bust of Simenon (whose pipe gets stolen as quickly as it's replaced) stares down Rue Jean-d'Outremeuse towards an ugly apartment block that's named for the author. One street clockwise is Rue Georges-Simeon with some fine 1890s and Art Nouveau houses. It was called Rue Louis Pasteur when Simenon lived here (at No 25, 1905–1911) before moving around the corner to 53 Rue de la Loi and attending the school opposite. At the western end of Rue Georges-Simeon is the Simenon Youth Hostel discordantly built partly within the walls of a historical convent. Outside a chained 'meteorite' (supposedly representing travel) is ringed by concrete suitcases inscribed with lines from Simenon's 1942 novel La Veuve Coudec.

Right in the city's commercial centre, Place du Commissaire Maigret is more bus stand than square, but there's a statue of Simenon's great detective sitting on a granite bench evoking the 1952 novel Maigret et l'Homme du Banc. And diagonally across rue Leopold at No 24 is the author's birth house, now the L'Art de Plaire fashion shop.


RIVER-BUS TRAVEL IN LIÈGE

From April to October the Navette Fluviale river boat is a fun, affordable and eminently practical way to shuttle between Guillemins (for La Boverie) and Cœur Historique (across the bridge from the Grand Curtius museum). The boat potters along slowly enough that there's time to quaff an inexpensive Leffe beer aboard, though you'll pay 50c extra to use the on-board toilet. It's tempting to nip off en route at Pôle Fluvial for a quick look inside the grand old Institute Zoologique whose interior hosts an important mural by Paul Delvaux that you can see for free if the building's aquarium and science museum don't appeal.



DRINKING IN LIÈGE

Le Pot au Lait

Super-eccentric pub-cafe decorated with psychedelic murals and lamps resembling radioactive triffids.

Chez Moi

Morning coffee or evening cocktails in a mould-breaking cafe just beyond the boisterous Pot d'Or bar zone.

Fragrances

Little changed since 1932, this beautifully perfumed tearoom and shop is full of teapots, marmalades and 350 types of tea.

Art & Architecture

Guillemins train station and La Boverie

Liège-Guillemins is not the city's most central train station but it's the main railway hub and one of Belgium's most jaw-dropping architectural statements of the 21st century. It's worth coming just to enjoy the sweeping arcs of this 2009 Santiago Calatrava masterpiece from various angles. The surrounding area is a major construction zone notable for the Tour Paradis, a blue glass skyscraper. You can't go up, but for a perfect view down onto the station curves, have a drink at the 7th-floor roof bar of the Yust hostel.

Opposite Tour Paradis, a pedestrian bridge takes strollers over the Meuse and on across the goose ponds and contoured lawns of a park that's home to La Boverie, a superb art gallery. The building's domed facade looks like a 19th-century country house but it was originally built for Liège's 1905 World Fair. The main hall hosts inventive contemporary exhibitions but the cheaper basement gallery is well worth the modest entry fee for a compact selection from the rich permanent collection that walks you swiftly from 16th-century altarpieces to a who's who of 20th-century painting including works by Pissarro, Picasso, Kokoschka, Chagall, Monet, Gaugin, Leger and even some curvaceous cubism by Le Corbusier, better known as a brutalist city planner. Belgian greats Magritte, Ensor and Emil Claus are represented and there's a brilliant 1890 realist canvas by Constantin Meunier.
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Tour Paradis | Bildarchiv Monheim GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo ©


LOST RICHES

Place St Lambert somehow symbolises Liège's contradictions. Where one of Europe's finest cathedrals, Cathedrale St-Lambert, once stood is a traffic-hemmed blank space. It's overlooked by one of the world's largest secular Gothic buildings, the potentially glorious former Palace of the Prince Bishops, but sadly it's now under-loved and used as courthouse and by provincial bureaucrats.

Little advertised beneath the square, however, is the fascinating if atmosphercally under-lit Archéoforum revealing archaeological excavations of both the cathedral site and remnants of an earlier Roman villa. It's well worth an hour to do it justice.

And although the original Cathedrale St-Lambert was demolished, the city has seven superb collegiate churches, with that of St Paul now standing in as cathedral.



EATING IN LIÈGE

Amon Nanesse

Rambling antique house serving satisfying local pub fare, notably boulettes (Liège meatballs in raisin-sweetened gravy). €

Côté cour – Côté Jardin

Inviting low-key brasserie with veg-friendly menu, garden seating, events and Thursday-night live music in summer. €€



Beyond Liège


[image: map]

Post-industrial attractions rub shoulders with historic villages as you head towards Belgium's largest area of wilderness – and its linguistically German anomaly.


The region directly around Liège is heavily shaped by industry and mining, but there are castles and the odd pretty village too. A little further out is the once-wealthy textile-town of Verviers and the quintessential spa, Spa. The Haute Fagnes offer fine opportunities for walking and cycling on signature moorlands and in surrounding forests. Politically, much of the area forms the so-called 'Eastern Cantons', presented to Belgium by Germany in 1918 to make amends for WWI. It's now Belgium's officially German-speaking area, with its own Germanophone parliament in Eupen, though a couple of the region's 11 communes actually speak French, most notably the town of Malmédy which is a popular base for outdoors types.


GETTING AROUND

Verviers is a stop for fast trains on the Brussels–Leuven–Liège–Eupen route and on slower services to Liège–St-Lambert, Spa and Aachen (Germany). Huy is on the Liège–Namur line. Blégny Mine and Val Dieu can be easily combined if travelling by car but are hard to reach by public transport. Bus 724 or 725 from Verviers gets you to Dolhain from which Limbourg is a 15-minute uphill walk. Some buses cross the Fagnes but routes are limited. Bus 745 links Malmédy to Stavelot and on to Trois Ponts train station on the Liège–Luxembourg line.




TOP TIP

Between Spa and Stavelot lies the Francorchamps motor racing course. Unless attending, avoid the whole area during the Belgian Grand Prix (late July) when roads are gridlocked for miles around.



Blégny TIME FROM LIèGE: 20MIN [image: ]

The sights and sounds of the coal seam

It's the sheer deafening roar of machinery that hits hardest when you're deep inside the Blégny coal mine, albeit graciously only in very short bursts for demonstration purposes. The descent into the mine is also a memorable experience, in little cage lifts that would originally have been crammed full. Superstitious miners put their lives in the hands of the gods, through faith in Ste-Barbara whose image surveys the lift shaft. If her statuette wasn't lit, miners would refuse to start work. These are just a few of the hard-hitting impressions that you're left with after an unforgettable two-hour visit to this UNESCO-listed site, which operated up until the 1970s and retains much of the original equipment in working order. And the realities would have been far tougher. While the audio guide covers all major points in English, you'll get lots of extra insight if you can follow the French (or Dutch) commentary of the human guide who passes on personal details learned directly from miners who worked here.

It's worth arriving well before your booked visiting slot as you could easily spend half an hour or more in the Puits Marie museum section (included). The museum looks at mining in general and important issues such as lighting, air circulation and water removal for which those giant compressor pumps were needed. Once pumping stopped in the 1980s, lower seams rapidly drowned.

There are copious play facilities for children and a nature path climbs the nearest slag heap to illustrate how botany can conquer even the most awful pollution.
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La Chocolaterie Darcis, Verviers | Cellule Communication/flickr/CC BY-SA 2.0 ©


ON THE PISTE

Skiing in Belgium? Well, yes, it does happen. The best known of seven short pistes is the slope and drag lifts at Ofivat, equipped since 2018 with two mobile snow makers. However, climate change has hit big-time. Back in the 1980s the region typically experienced around 100 days of snow but that's now dropped to a mere 20 or so…and these are often followed by rain. So ski-fans from around Belgium simply watch the forecast and dash here en masse as soon as the white stuff starts to fall. The E411 highway can be jammed solid if that happens to be on a weekend.

There's also indoor skiing at Peer (Snow Valley), Commines (Ice Mountain) and outside Antwerp (SnowWorld Antwerpen).



EATING IN VERVIERS

La Ville dans la Ville

Stylish mini shopping centre with traiteur, cafe and other food outlets. €

Le Patch

An inviting, multisensory treat with a menu that concentrates on beautifully prepared salads and Belgian classics. €€

Au Clair Obscur

A splendid 19th-century mansion with contemporary makeover hosts a refined restaurant and appealing B&B rooms. €€

Verviers TIME FROM LIèGE: 20MIN [image: ]

City of water, textiles and, now, chocolate

Verviers often gets a bad rap that's not helped by the catastrophic floods of 2021, which unravelled many of the efforts to pull the former wool-processing city out of its post-industrial depression. However, it's well worth at least a quick visit. There are several patchily genteel neighbourhoods around Place Albert Premier, one of Belgium's best blues-rock music venues, Spirit of 66, and the Fiesta City music festival in late August that attracts big names yet is totally free.

The superb chocolate museum, La Chocolaterie Darcis, lies within the working factory of the Darcis confectionary enterprise. Walk through a Mayan temple, get seasick on Hernán Cortés' galleon and visit a 19th-century cocoa parlour, before sniff tests, quizzes, a 10-minute video tour of Mexican plantations and explanations of modern chocolate making.

Verviers' other main museum is the Centre Touristique de la Laine et de la Mode, in an 1803 former mill. One section maps out the history of cloth and clothing from neolithic furs via Crusader capes to 1930s garter belts. Another delves into the city's roots as a textile centre with some well-preserved industrial equipment. There are several other remnant chunks of historical machinery dotted around town that you can link up in a self-guided city walk.

A once-appealing row of brasserie-restaurants set just back from the Vesdre River's north bank was decimated by COVID-19 and the floods, but it's starting to bounce back.
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Laetare pageants, Stavelot | John Thys/Belga News Agency/Alamy Stock Photo ©


GREAT CASTLES BETWEEN LIÈGE & NAMUR

Château de Jehay

This castle rises from its moat like a gingerbread fantasy.

Château de Modave

The interiors of the main castle (payable) are breathtaking. Walking routes through the extensive grounds are free, as is access to the front courtyard and former stables – now a picnic area.

Fort de Huy

Overshadowing the centre of Huy, this oppressively dour triangular fortress was completed in 1823 and used by WWII German forces as an interrogation centre. PG Wodehouse was held here and there's a fascinating if sombre museum. Access is by a footpath zigzagging up from near Huy's impressive Gothic church, or from across the river on a cable car rebuilt in 2023.



STAYING IN STAVELOT & MALMÉDY

Bel Natura

B&B above an Italian deli in a 1869 Stavelot mansion with a grand baronial-style breakfast room. €

Hotel Dufays

Exquisitely restored 200-year-old stone building in Stavelot where each lavish room has its own special character. €€

Daft Hotel

Boutique rooms and glamping tents behind a prominent music recording studio 2km south of Malmédy. €€

Eastern Cantons

Carnival comparisons: Malmédy, Eupen and Stavelot

Malmédy's four-day series of carnival festivities, known as Cwarmê, culminate on the Sunday before Mardi Gras. Amid a confusing cast of characters, the stars here are luridly colourful Haguètes in their feather-topped high hats. If they catch you with their hape-tchâr (flesh-snatcher) articulated tongs, the correct response is to kneel and mutter a special 'apology', ideally in Walloon.

The next day, nip across the moors to Eupen where the joyous Rosenmontag (Rose Monday) carnival lacks the weird characters of Binche equivalents but is nonetheless one of Belgium's most colourful, with an array of impressively sculpted procession floats that often have gently satirical themes. Eupen is also intriguing for being the biggest town in Belgium to be predominantly German-speaking. Visitors are generally welcome to look inside the parliament of the Germanophone community (pdg.be) here.

Three Sundays before Easter, come back to nearby Stavelot for Laetare, one of Wallonia's most celebrated pageants. The key characters here are the eerie 'Blancs Moussis' who look like sneering, blank-eyed Pinocchios. Even if you miss the big day, you'll find versions of the Blanc Moussis mask hanging on many a building, adding to the charm of Stavelot's townscape, a loveable mix of grey-stone, tile-fronted and half-timbered 18th-century houses.

 

Witches and blueberries

One of Belgium's lesser-known outbursts of folkloric weirdness sees a whole plethora of witches appear in the park at Vielsalm south of Trois Ponts. No, it's not Halloween but the Sabat des Macralles, a semi-comical affair of mid-July in which the keys to the town are briefly handed over to the forces of darkness. The witches, who belong to a kind of union, tell stories in impenetrable Walloon dialect to their general secretary Grand Maître Belzébuth (the devil) before a sound-and-light show with fireworks rounds off the evening. Rather incongruously the next day the town hosts a blueberry festival.


RURAL ESCAPES AROUND VERVIERS

Val-Dieu

Come to taste the Val-Dieu abbey beer and stay for the tranquil parkland where iridescent dragonflies dart and hover over impressionistic lake scenes. The focus is a rural neo-Gothic basilica whose impressive buildings date from an 1885 rebuild, though the original was founded in 1216. Much of the complex is still an active Cistercian monastery.

Limbourg

One of Belgium's most delightful historic villages, old Limbourg is raised on a promontory with a long, central square that's very roughly cobbled and lined by picturesque houses. The former town hall hosts a mini-gallery featuring a model of Limbourg as it looked when fully fortified as a medieval citadel. Across the square Brasserie St Georges is a superb old-world cafe.



EATING & DRINKING IN THE FAGNES

Peak Beer

Enormously popular glass-walled brewery-restaurant whose open terrace offers sweeping forest-framed views. €€

Baraque Michel

The last typical Ardennes-style restaurant on the moors, handily located for several walking routes. €€

Le Mont Rigi

Rebuilt in 2018, and relaunched as a fashion-conscious yet affordable rustic bistro. Moorland terrace 'garden'. €€

Malmédy TIME FROM LIèGE: 50MIN [image: ]

Explore Belgium's highest moorland landscapes

Malmédy has an impressively large cathedral. In former cloisters, its Malmundarium museum houses a quietly moving display on the demise of the town's tanning and papermaking industries. However, the crowds who fill Malmédy's cafes and pack the youth hostel dorms are almost all walkers and cyclists who've come to explore the Hautes Fagnes ('High Fens'), an upland plateau of swampy heath criss-crossed with walking paths. Some of the footpaths use boardwalks, allowing a greater sense of proximity to the environmentally unique sphagnum peat bogs.

In some countries the Fagnes area might not gain much attention, and some of the signature bogs appear to be drying up and sprouting shrubs. Nonetheless, this is Belgium's largest nationally protected reserve and the nearest the country comes to wilderness. It encompasses the nation's highest point – the Signal de Botrange, marked by a 1954 stone tower. For lots of background information, Botrange Nature Centre, 1.4km south, is a good starting point. Its museum section explains the Fagnes' evolution, fauna and traditional crafts; electric bikes are available to rent (book ahead) and there are Char a Banc wagon tours. A kilometre further back towards Ofivat, the ever-popular Peak Beer brewery-cafe also provides useful laminated walking maps.

Some of the best short walks start from the large car park at Baraque Michel. An access spur path to the Fagne de la Polleûr loop starts here behind the tiny 1830 Chapel Fischbach. The chapel is a highly unusual structure topped by a lantern: it was originally built like an inland lighthouse to help guide people crossing the featureless moors in the dangerous days before paved roads or GPS. Directly east, across the road from the restaurant, is a footpath signposted to Eupen. This route passes two small grey-stone pillars from 1839 that once marked the Belgian–Prussian border. Walk on another 700m to reach one of the Fagnes, most appealing boardwalk footpath sections.

Reinhardstein TIME FROM LIèGE: 1HR [image: ]

Castle by candlelight

As you approach down a steep dead-end forest lane from the largely forgettable Fagnes settlement of Ofivat, the first sight of Reinhardstein Castle is likely to elicit a gasp. With its stone towers topped with pointed cones of slate, it seems to have dropped straight out of a Transylvanian horror film. Guided tours let you inside at weekends, or daily in summer, but book ahead for the Thursday night slot when the 8pm tour is a spooky affair illuminated moodily by candlelight.

There's a network of forest paths in the valley below including a 40-minute 'cascade loop' and a route to the dam and lake near Robertville.


SPORT & FAMILY FUN AT COO

Coo (pronounced 'Koh') is home to Belgium's tallest 'waterfall', a modest 15m affair created by 18th-century monks. However, it's also an accessible rural starting point for all manner of outdoors activities, from caving and quad-biking to kayaking and 'dropping', all organised through Coo Adventure. Meanwhile the children are well provided for at Plopsa Coo, a mid-sized amusement park right beside the waterfall with around 20 attractions that are carefully graded for children and toddlers by height.

If you're cycling through the Ardennes, a great address hereabouts is Le Coffee Ride, with cafe, bike-friendly weekend accommodation and a series of route suggestions on their website, lecoffeeride.cc.



STAYING AROUND THE FAGNES: BUDGET HOSTELS

Gîte-Auberge Kaleo Ovifat

On the edge of the Haute Fagnes, ideally placed for hikers. €

Auberge de Jeunesse de Malmédy

Modern hostel in an activity park 2km from Malmédy. Spacious bar area, generous breakfasts. €

Gîte Kaleo Eupen Jugendherberge

On a hilltop at the southern edge of Eupen with views over rolling forested hills. €

Spa TIME FROM LIèGE: 1HR [image: ]

Head to the spa at, er, Spa

Yes, the English word spa comes from the name of this classic health resort. Spa's big business is bottling mineral water and you can still drink some of the lightly sulphurous spring water from one of the original sources, housed since 1880 within the octagonal-fronted Pouhon Pierre-le-Grand. Now part-museum, it was named for Russian tsar Peter the Great who credited a 1717 visit to Spa for his miraculous liver cure, which led to the resort's sudden surge of international fame. It became nicknamed the 'Café of Europe' in the 19th century, was popular with writers including Victor Hugo and Alexandre Dumas, while 20th-century star guests included Albert Einstein.

Spa has been attracting gamblers since 1763 and its famous casino is still operating, albeit now in a porticoed building rebuilt in 1908. Across the square, the city's most magnificent display of neoclassical architecture is the 1868 former spa centre, now undergoing very long-term conversion into a grand hotel complex. Since 2005, the Thermes de Spa instead operates a contemporary spa centre on the hilltop directly above the town centre, an indulgent complex of baths, pools, saunas, hammams and massage and therapy rooms. The fun way to get there is by a little funicular from beside the Radisson Blu Palace Hotel. Next to the hotel is the Parc de Sept Heures, a pretty riverside garden with pavilion, sophisticated old chalet-style restaurant and the 1878 Gallerie Léopold wrought-iron market hall.

In a 1862 Napoleon III–style building 300m west, Spa Story is a museum telling the town's history in what was once an exclusive hotel popular with Queen Marie-Henriette, the feisty Hungarian-born wife of Belgium's brutal colonial ruler King Leopold II. She used to avoid boredom by riding horses across the Ardennes, and the old stables are preserved. There's also a sweetly obscure museum of laundry, the Musée de la Lessive, in a banal 1960s primary school. Limited opening times.
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Reinhardstein Castle | Katarzyna Mazurowska/Shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN SPA

Giro Café

Lunch sandwiches and wraps to collect from the 1769 Hotel d'Ireland building on an intimate square full of cafe terraces. €

Boteye

Youthful cocktail and beer bar facing the Pouhon in the 1775 Hotel de Suede building.

Relais de la Sauvenière

South of town, this woodland roadside bistro is beside the original mineral spring that first put Spa on the cure-seekers' map. €€

L'Art de Vivre

Sedate, white tablecloth luxury. Haddock in bisque with asparagus and fennel, anyone? Delicious. €€€



EATING & STAYING IN SPA

Hotel-Restaurant La Reine

Good-value, freshly renovated rooms behind a reliable Spa restaurant. €

Villa des Fleurs

Intimate Napoleon III–style villa-hotel with original marble fireplaces and classically styled furniture. €€

Manoir de Lébioles

Luxurious 1905 château-style mansion-hotel complex with spa and swimming pools, a 10-minute drive above Spa. €€€





LUXEMBOURG

[image: map]

THE WORLD’S RICHEST COUNTRY

Known for banking and cheap petrol, Luxembourg is also a wonderland of green hills, quaffable wines and loads of great castles.
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vines, Moselle Valley | Sabino Parente/Shutterstock ©

Those pretty woodland footpaths and quaint castle villages come as a surprise to many first-time visitors who might have associated Luxembourg with banking or the bureaucracy of many EU institutions which are based here. There’s also a thriving wine industry on the banks of the Moselle River, and a superb dining scene which ranges from the very much peasant-based fare of local cuisine to a glittering firmament of Michelin stars. Luxembourg became an independent Grand Duchy almost by accident in the 19th century, having lost half of its territory to newly formed Belgium back in 1830. It was pummelled during WWII, occupied by Nazi Germany, liberated, then briefly conquered again in Hitler’s doomed last push in 1944. Since then, however, the little country’s fortunes have radically improved. A postwar boom in the iron and steel industry lasted long enough to kick-start a lively banking sector and low taxes created a virtuous cycle leading to a society that’s now wealthy enough to allow free public transport on the excellent train, tram and bus networks. Many museums are free too (or at least great value) and there’s a good network of youth hostels, making up for otherwise relatively elevated prices for restaurant meals and hotels.
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Pont Adolphe, Luxembourg City | rusm/Getty Images ©


The Main Areas

LUXEMBOURG CITY

Chasm of a fortress city and EU hub. 

Müllerthal & Éislek

The Grand Duchy’s rural north and east.



Find Your Way

Whether you’re driving (petrol’s cheap and uniformly priced), cycling or using the remarkable public transport links, distances are modest. But remember that there are lots of hills to slow you down.


[image: ]

Plan Your Time

The Grand Duchy is small enough to visit in day trips from Luxembourg City. However, overnight stops in Echternach, Vianden, Esch-sur-Sûre and/or various other small towns add new perspectives.
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Pavilion, Abbaye d’Echternach | Tefik rustemov/Shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

Get your bearings in Luxembourg City, strolling Europe’s most beautiful balcony. Take in great museums and galleries, then jump on a free bus to Schengen or Remich and cycle the picturesque Moselle Valley tasting sparklers from riverside wineries. Hand back the bike at Grevenmacher and return by a combination of bus and train.




A Few Days to Explore

Spend longer in the capital, then head south, prebooking a subterranean adventure at the National Iron Mining Museum and visiting the Belval blast furnaces at Esch-sur-Alzette. Loop up the Moselle Valley and sleep in fascinating Echternach. Then explore castle villages and WWII museums in the northern part of the Grand Duchy.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

On Whit Tuesday, the Springprozession sees the culmination of a major pilgrimage.

SUMMER

Luxembourg Day explodes with fireworks and revelry in late June, and there’s an arts or music festival.

AUTUMN

Drauwen a Wäifest at Grevenmacher is the best known of various autumn grape festivals.

WINTER

Drink glühwäin and eat gromperekichelcher and mettwurscht at several enchanting Christmas markets.



Luxembourg City

FORTIFICATIONS | MUSEUMS | FINE FOOD & FIZZ
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Luxembourg City’s UNESCO-listed Old Town is a layer cake of bastion walls, footpaths and viewpoints terraced steeply up through parks and fortress remnants from the Alzette and Pétrusse rivers. The atmospheric Grund quarter lies at the riverside below, while the contrastingly brash EU quarter sits on the Kirchberg Plateau, across a big red road bridge, the Pont-Grande-Duchesse Charlotte. Luxembourg was taken by the Burgundians in 1443, later becoming Habsburg-ruled. Its almost impregnable fortifications finally fell to revolutionary France after a seven-month siege in 1792–93. However, after Napoleon’s demise in 1815, Luxembourg was declared a Grand Duchy under the Dutch king. In 1830 it was split, with half becoming Belgian. When William III died in 1890, his daughter Wilhelmina became queen of the Netherlands but remnant Luxembourg’s rules of succession at that time allowed only males to rule the Grand Duchy. This detail meant Luxembourg’s previously nominal independence became a reality and Luxembourg City emerged as a fully fledged European capital.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bock Casemates

2 Chemin de la Corniche

SIGHTS

3 Am Tunnel

4 Cathédrale Notre-Dame

see 5 Deportation Memorial

5 Gare de Hollerich

6 MNHA

7 Mudam

8 Musée d’Histoire de la Ville de Luxembourg

9 Neimënster

10 Palais Grand-Ducal

11 Pétrusse Casemates

12 Pfaffenthal Elevator

13 Place Guillaume II

14 Tour Jacob

EATING

15 Am Tiirmschen

16 Big Beer Company

17 Chez Bacano

18 Dans le Noir ?

19 Kumpir The Happy Potato

20 La Table du Pain

21 La Villa de Camille et Julien

22 Mamacita

23 Pizzeria Bacchus

24 Restaurant Clairefontaine

25 Scott’s Pub

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

26 Chocolate House

27 Dipso

28 Kaale Kaffi

29 Konrad Café & Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

30 Philharmonie Luxembourg




GETTING AROUND

Free transport around town includes a useful modern tram linking the train station and the Kirchberg EU district with an extension to the airport due for completion in 2025. A funicular and two tall public elevators are handy for dealing with the steep cliff ascents. Velóh (cheap but not free) is a short-hop shared bicycle-hire scheme.




TOP TIP

Although the languages you’re most likely to come across are French and German (plus English and even Portuguese in some places), Luxembourg has its own Germanic language, Lëtzebuergesch, reportedly spoken by around 430,000 people. One key word to learn is ‘Moien!’ – a general-purpose greeting.



Formidable Fortifications

Bold bastions and underground casemates

Wherever you look from the valley rims of the old city, you can still see remnants of once-massive fortifications. Standing on the 1908 Pont Adolphe, a classic view is across the leafy, deep-cut Pétrusse Valley to a hefty series of Vaubanesque star-point bastions. From the top of the Pfaffenthal Elevator notice the 1685 Béinchen footbridge in the valley below, once heavily fortified and now bracketed with medieval-styled guard towers, the Vaubanstierm, rebuilt in the 1990s; the originals perished in 1867 when the Treaty of London demanded Luxembourg’s neutrality. From near the Dräi Tier (Triple Gate) look towards the 1730 Fort Thüngen in which there’s an intriguing museum about Luxembourg’s historic defences.

There are plenty more sections of old wall along the Montée de Clausen and the glorious Chemin de la Corniche pedestrian promenade. To the southeast, follow the 15th-century Wenzelmauer towards the multi-towered Ravelin de Rham, enclosing the rather discordant Op der Rhum old people’s home. En route you’ll find the impressive Dinselpuert gate topped by the well-restored Tour Jacob which houses a little-advertised free video presentation about city walls and their significance (April to October only).

The Luxembourg fortifications’ special features are casemates, a honeycomb of tunnels, artificial caves and rock-cut windows overlooking the valley far below. After the site’s abrupt 1867 decommissioning, sections of casemate were used for cultivating mushrooms and later for ageing sparkling wines before sheltering as many as 35,000 locals during bombardments of WWII. The main Bock Casemates can be explored at your own pace but expect spiral stairs and over 300 steps. Note that prebooked tickets require you to enter within your allotted 15-minute time slot as visitor numbers are limited to maintain the ambience. The Pétrusse Casemates are accessible on 45-minute guided tours complete with snazzy new lighting effects adding to the ambience. Buy tickets from the tourist office on Place Guillaume II.
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Saint Michael’s church atop Bock Casemates | Nina Zorina/Shutterstock ©


LUXEMBOURG SPECIALITIES

F’rell am Rèisleck

Trout in Riesling sauce.

Hiecht mat Kraiderzooss

Pike in a herb-based green sauce.

Kniddelen mam Speck

Dumplings topped with bacon.

Huesenziwwi

‘Jugged hare’; cooked in lard, flambéed in brandy and served in a stew.

Judd mat Gaardebounen

Smoked pork with broad beans.

Bouneschlupp

Green-bean soup with potatoes, onion and bacon.

Träipen

Luxembourg’s take on black pudding, usually served with apple sauce.

Gromperekichelcher

Spiced pancakes made fritter-like from shredded potato.

Äppelklatzen

Pastry-wrapped cooked apples spiced with cinnamon and nutmeg.



EATING IN LUXEMBOURG CITY

Scott’s Pub

Ever-popular super-casual waterside watering hole with international pub food. €

Big Beer Company

Stands out amid the countless youthful eateries in Rives de Clausen for its Bavarian snacks and Luxembourg specialities. €€

Am Tiirmschen

Atmospherically antique city-centre mansion serving archetypal Luxembourg fare. €€

Fit for a Grand Duke

The Palais Grand-Ducal inside and out

The head of state, Grand Duke Henri, has his office in the Palais Grand-Ducal, a palace building that’s photogenically all a-flutter with little pointy turrets. Built in 1572 as the town hall, an annex was added in 1860 that today houses the Luxembourg Chamber of Deputies (ie parliament). The main building has served as the royal palace since 1890 and the facade is endlessly popular as a backdrop for selfies. The exterior view can be appreciated at greater leisure if you sip a coffee at the Chocolate House terrace cafe. Inside the palace, the decor morphs from medieval-Gothic in the dining room to a sumptuous gilded romanticism upstairs. However, to get in you’ll need to prebook a 75-minute guided tour (mid-July to early September only) via LCTO. Tours are gently humorous and give lots of insights into the ducal family.

The knot of lanes and small squares to the east are picturesque and dotted with eating places. West lies much bigger Place Guillaume II, often hosting city events, and presided over by a bronze horseback statue of William II, the Grand Duke/Dutch King who granted Luxembourg its then-liberal parliamentary constitution. The graves of the grand dukes are in the crypt of the Cathédrale Notre-Dame with its elongated black spires.


HOW LUXEMBOURG BECAME THE GIBRALTAR OF THE NORTH

Roman roads between Treveris (Trier), Theudonevilla (Thionville) and Orolaunum (Arlon) crossed the River Alzette in the shadow of a Bock promontory. A fort here was rebuilt in 963 CE by Count Sigefroi (Siegfried) of the Ardennes and called Lucilinburhuc (later Lützelburg), from which Luxembourg derives its name. Over centuries it became so indomitable that it was nicknamed the Gibraltar of the North. Around 1644, during the Eighty Years’ War, Spanish forces started cutting kilometres of ‘casemate’ tunnels. Defences were extended by Vauban (1685) and reinforced by the Austrians (1740s) who built more casemates. In 1867 Dutch King/Grand Duke William III tried to sell the fortress, sparking such international outrage that Luxembourg was eventually declared neutral and had its vast fortifications substantially demolished.



STAYING IN LUXEMBOURG CITY

Hostellerie du Grünewald

Freshly renovated yet much cheaper than city centre hotels. Located beside Dommeldange train station. €

Hôtel Le Place d’Armes

Historic property brilliantly located in the heart of the old-town nightlife area. Noisy at weekends. €€

La Pipistrelle

Four gorgeous B&B suites in an 18th-century property that’s carved into the cliff between Grund and the old city. €€€

Shooting Spree

Traces of Luxembourg’s star photographer

Though less well known today, pioneering photographer Edward Steichen was world famous in the mid-20th century. Having known Rodin, Picasso and Richard Strauss, he developed the art of the ‘pictorialists’ in seeing photography as a window into the soul – his portrait of Greta Garbo remains a classic. He also essentially ‘invented’ war photography and his experience of the horrors of WWI and WWII led him to organise major exhibitions that underlined the overarching unity of the human experience. Though he had only spent the first 18 months of his life in his native Luxembourg before being taken to the US as a toddler (due to family poverty), he later returned as a hero to the Grand Duchy and bequeathed his collected works to the state. Getting a fuller picture of the man is a wonderful excuse to venture into one of the capital’s more off-beat free museums – the Am Tunnel, a 350m subterranean gallery with photographic exhibits that change every year or so. The Steichen section is at the very far end and includes a 14-minute film about the man and his work. The Am Tunnel is part of the impressive Spuerkees Complex whose centrepiece (different entrance) is the 1913 tower-topped palace on Place de Metz, which also contains a great banking museum, though that’s only open to groups by advance reservation. Plenty more of Steichen’s portfolio is exhibited at MNHA, the superb national art gallery.
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Fête de la Musique | Halit Olmez/Alamy Stock Photo ©


VISITING THE EU QUARTER

Most of the banking and EU buildings are architecturally functional, closed to the public and, at weekends, much of the area is eerily deserted. An exception is the Philharmonie, an eye-catching modernist concert hall that looks like an architect’s optical illusion. You might find exhibitions at the BnL (national library); using the free funicular is a fun way to get here, worth combining with the Pfaffendal Elevator, a glass lift with great views across the river. Don’t miss the Mudam gallery for contemporary art. Return to the old town via footpaths amid a series of Vauban fortifications, including Fort Thüngen.



EATING IN LUXEMBOURG CITY

Dans le Noir ?

Dine in complete darkness at this mould-breaking experiential restaurant served by blind waitstaff. €€€

Restaurant Clairefontaine

Long-term favourite for diplomats and ministers with a fresh, contemporary makeover. €€€

La Villa de Camille et Julien

Refreshingly unstuffy for a Michelin-starred experience but with all the culinary refinement. €€€

Fireworks & Fizz

A city of celebrations

Somehow Luxembourg is often portrayed as a slightly staid place and it’s true that on Sundays parts of the city can feel almost comatose. However, you’ll quickly rethink this idea on Thursday to Saturday nights if you hit bars around Urban City in the Old Town, or the seething Rives de Clausen, a pub-restaurant zone on the regenerated Mousel Brewery site.

Throughout the summer there’s the added boost of a series of festivities that seem to come almost weekly. Particularly enjoyable is Luxembourg National Day(s), with revellers popping corks on bottles of fizz all around the city centre on 22 June in anticipation of the Fakelzuch torchlight procession. After a big firework display, parties continue into the night. And that’s before the actual day, which is officially 23 June.

Earlier in June the Fête de la Musique is a weeklong series of free concerts, then in mid-July the joyous Blues’n’Jazz Rallye sees two more days of partying around open-air stages and pub gigs.


STEICHEN ELSEWHERE

Steichen’s single most famous contribution to photography is probably the curation of the 503-image The Family of Man, a 1955 exhibition of such global significance that it’s now UNESCO-listed and the centrepiece attraction at the reconstructed castle in Clervaux.




CHEAP EATS IN LUXEMBOURG CITY

Rosamund Mason, who has worked for the EU in Luxembourg since 1992, shares places she chooses to eat inexpensively in the city.

Pizzeria Bacchus

Cheery, prompt service, decent portions and unusually good value for such a central spot.

Chez Bacano

Unpretentious place great for scampis flambés or bargain-priced dish of the week.

La Table du Pain

Reasonably priced soups, salads and menu du jour. Open 7am to 7pm.

Mamacita

Colourful Mexican bar-restaurant with cocktails and music.

Kumpir The Happy Potato

My daughter likes this place for the baked potatoes with choices of topping.



Scars of War

Luxembourg City’s WWII connections

The Luxembourg American Military Cemetery, 4km from central Luxembourg City at Hamm, is a deeply moving sight. Over 5000 white graves and commemorative pillars remember the US servicepeople who gave their lives for the double liberation of the Grand Duchy, first in September 1944 and again in the Battle of the Bulge that Christmas. Among them lies General George Patton, famed for his swagger, ivory-handled pistol and almost comically foul-mouthed pronouncements. Patton’s daring and decisiveness led him to pivot the entire Third Army (250,000 soldiers) to cut off the German counter-attack in December 1944. Though often leading from the front, he based himself in Luxembourg City where he stayed at the Alfa Hotel (due to reopen in 2024 after years of reconstruction) and had an office at the Fondation Jean-Pierre Pescatore, a grand monastery-like old people’s home opened in 1892. Some claim that Patton’s prayers in the complex’s chapel led God to provide suitable weather for the battle’s denouement.

Patton died in a 1945 car accident. He was originally buried at Hamm, as just one of the many fallen, but the large numbers of well-wishers who crowded the site led his grave to be moved to give it more access space. A vast and sombre German Military Cemetery is 1.5km further east at Sandweiler.

In the city centre, the former abbey of Neimënster is now a multifunction arts and events space. However, during the period of Nazi occupation it had been used as a political prison. The sculptor Lucien Wercollier was incarcerated here in 1942 for refusing to produce pro-Nazi symbols, and later sent to a concentration camp. Though scarred, he survived and 25 of his works are now displayed here. Many others never returned. Trains took away Luxembourg youths forcibly conscripted to fight for Germany and some 800 Jews were sent to death camps. They generally departed from the Gare de Hollerich where there’s a Deportation Memorial and permanent exhibition (visits by appointment).


OTHER WWII SITES

US tank monuments and battle museums in northern Luxembourg and the Ardennes region of Belgium include a Patton museum at Ettelbruck, Luxembourg’s National War Museum at Diekirch and various experiences linked to the Battle of the Bulge at Bastogne.




LUXEMBOURG FOR FREE

In Luxembourg it’s not only the transport that’s free. There’s no charge to visit the Am Tunnel nor for the permanent collection at the engrossing national gallery, MNHA. The same goes for exhibitions of contemporary art at the so-called Casino Luxembourg, the grand former society mansion at which Hungarian composer-virtuoso Franz Liszt gave his last concert. And on a Thursday evening between 6pm and 8pm there’s free access to the Musée d’Histoire de la Ville de Luxembourg, the fabulous city history museum hosted partly in a former ‘holiday home’ of the Bishop of Orval. A glass elevator provides views of the building’s rock foundations, the Grund valley and Rham plateau, and the museum’s lovely garden has a panoramic terrace.
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Ceiling of Luxembourg American Military Cemetery chapel | EWY Media/Shutterstock ©

DRINKING IN LUXEMBOURG CITY

Konrad Café & Bar

Everyone seems to know each other in this Bohemian wonderland. Great for coffee or wine.

Kaale Kafi

In the main cafe zones, Kaale Kafi feels like an artist’s studio that’s been temporarily commandeered.

Dipso

Lively wine bar in a 1453 stone building that incorporates part of the old city walls.



Beyond Luxembourg City


[image: map]

Wine to the west, post-industrial revivals to the south and plenty of music and attractive countryside in between.


In barely half an hour from Luxembourg you can be exploring the fascinating former steel cities near the French border, or be tootling towards the German border for Moselle vineyard wine tastings. For Schengen, drivers should follow motorway signs to Saarbrücken and beware the 90km/h speed limit in the long descending tunnel just before arriving. Consider looping up from there through Wellenstein on Rte 151 to enjoy vineyard panoramas from viewpoints beside Rte 16. A quick walk below the Point de Vue Remich picnic site, you might find a pop-up wine-tasting terrace appearing on summer weekends to get you in the mood.


GETTING AROUND

From Luxembourg, trains take around 20 to 30 minutes to Dudelange/Belval-Université respectively. Buses 5 and 4 run between the two cities. Bus 402 runs to Schengen, 413 to Remich and 309 to Grevenmacher, with cycling a great way to link along the banks of the Moselle in between. Thanks to Rentabike Miserland, you can rent bikes and pedal one way, collecting or dropping off at Schengen, Remich, Ehenen, Wormeldange or Grevenmacher, plus weekdays in Wasserbillig.




TOP TIP

A Luxembourg Card includes bicycle hire but costs just €1 more than 24-hour rental, while adding numerous other attractions.



River Moselle TIME FROM LUXEMBOURG CITY: 30MIN [image: ]

Wine tasting along the Moselle

The banks of the River Moselle that forms the Luxembourg–Germany border between Wasserbillig and Schengen are pillowed with emerald-green vineyard-lined hillsides that by autumn are groaning with grapes. The vines produce the excellent crémants (méthode traditionelle sparkling wines) that give Luxembourg the fizz and pop that keep it buzzing as well as a wide range of whites – a special delight are softly balanced pinot blancs, almost unique to Luxembourg.

Though interrupted with a few less attractive sections, the scene is generally very appealing, especially south of Ehnen where the rebuilt Wëin Haus (wine museum) is due to reopen in 2025.

Producers are dotted widely along the flat riverside road (with a parallel cycle path) and most have tempting tasting rooms. If you want to tour as well as taste, the classic option is Bernard-Massard by the bridge in Grevenmacher with its art-filled reception area and humorous guides. Tours run hourly on the hour but consider prebooking online as places are limited.

Many tourists are drawn to Remich where there are river-boat trips and a selection of eateries, but the place can become unpleasantly overcrowded, particularly on a summer Sunday.

Martelange TIME FROM LUXEMBOURG CITY: 50MIN [image: ]

Fill up at Martelange

In its own way the utterly banal town of Martelange is one of the oddest places in Europe. The Luxembourg–Belgium border runs right down the middle of its main street, and due to the bargain price of petrol on the Luxembourg side, the result is a bizarre scene where a row of drearily unremarkable Belgian houses on one side face a surreally long strip of filling stations. Tiktok-tastic.


BEST MOSELLE WINERY EXPERIENCES

Cep d’Or

The raised tasting platform in modernist concrete has river views. Try the richly oaked Pinot Blanc Barrique. It’s at Hëttermillen.

Poll Fabaire

The imposing winery building in Wormeldange offers tasters in a great five-glass metal vine contraption to sample on the terrace. Come on Sunday afternoons to witness or join a sweetly time-warping wine-dance in one of the cellar rooms. Schumacher-Lethal next door looks more contemporary but we found their sparkling wines a little soapy.

Caves Henri Ruppert

Tastings and light snack boards in a modernist salon with unbeatable pool-fronted river views above Schengen.



Schengen TIME FROM LUXEMBOURG CITY: 1HR [image: ]

Home of hassle-free travel

In the far southeast corner of Luxembourg lies the small town of Schengen in whose ivy-draped 1779 castle tower Victor Hugo once stayed. However, if the name Schengen sounds familiar that’s more likely due to the 1985 and 1990 treaties signed here that led to the border-free travel agreement across large parts of Europe – known to this day as the Schengen Area. Actually the signing took place in a boat moored off Schengen at a mid-river point where, symbolically, France, Germany and the Benelux meet. A series of photo panels along the waterfront sets the context and a free European Museum explains the history of the agreement with plenty of thought-provoking elements.

Some 2km northwest, Schengen’s sister town of Remerschen is home to Biodiversum, a wetlands area in former gravel pits with 2.5km of partly boardwalked trails, bird-watching spots and a free-to-enter nature centre in a very striking truncated-pyramid-shaped building. In central Remerschen there’s a modern youth hostel and the vast 1940s Caves du Sud winery building containing a boat-shaped bar that’s ideal for tasting local wines (prices are great and the first glass is free). The big surprise here is the free-to-visit architectural gallery known as the Valentiny Foundation housed in a dazzlingly contemporary building with lattice-like cut-out windows.

EATING BEYOND LUXEMBOURG CITY

Table du Chef

Classy yet affordable Portuguese cuisine beside the tourist office in central Dudelange. €

Pizzeria Il Trio

For inexpensive meals and friendly service at Hollenfels while touring the southern castles. €

Schmëdd Brasserie

Contemporary dining attached to the Ellergron nature centre. Weekly lunch specials highlight local ingredients. €€

Restaurant Mathes

Beautifully conceived meals in a Moselle-facing dining room at Ahn which looks discreet from outside and ’70s-retro within. €€

La Maison Lefèvre

Refined food at bistro prices, beautifully served in a splendidly restored 1897 townhouse in central Esch-sur-Alzette. €€

La Distillerie

One Michelin star for what some claim to be the world’s best vegetarian food. It’s within Bourglinster Castle. €€€

West Luxembourg Castle Villages

Trundling along the back lanes

An easy but scenic driving or cycling route links some of Luxembourg’s lesser known castles. In Koerich, the hefty Grieveschlass ruins have been turned into a performance space that’s host to cultural events including the mid-May Beautiful Ruin festival. An idyllically pretty drive or cycle continues along the Eisch Valley with water meadows and small trees lining the roadside and verdant woodlands fluffing surrounding hillsides. Spot the austere castle rising above Septfontaines (a private home) and stop at Ansembourg whose Grand Château allows visitors free daytime access to beautifully manicured formal gardens. Take the steep lane to the left between the château’s two spired turrets to climb to Hollenfels, descending through the village towards the fine medieval castle tower. It’s attached to a youth hostel!

[image: ]

Gardens, Ansembourg Château | Joan Wozniak/Shutterstock ©


MINETT STORIES: STEEL & PEOPLE

Luxembourg’s southwest Minett region is nicknamed the land of red rocks and counterpoints a series of regreened bio-reserves with the remnants of a once-powerful steel industry. The mining of iron ore deposits here took off in the 1840s in tandem with Europe’s boom in railway building. It would come to totally reshape and dominate Luxembourg’s economy until the mid-1970s. As well as leaving physical remnants like old blast furnaces at Esch-sur-Alzette and mines at Rumelange, a major effect of the country’s era of industrialisation was demographic: first farmers from the north moved south, then Germans, Italians and, from the 1960s, Portuguese came to fill labour shortages. Today almost 50% of Luxembourg’s population are immigrants. Discover the region through personal tales.
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Esch-sur-Alzette TIME FROM LUXEMBOURG CITY: 25MIN [image: ]

Discovering Minett’s post-industrial regeneration

In 2022 Esch-sur-Alzette, Luxembourg’s second city, was European capital of culture. That might seem unlikely in a place best known for rusting steelworks, but in the industrial Belval quarter, two gigantic blast furnaces have now been very imaginatively preserved as the startling focus of an impressive new regeneration project. Somewhat cleaned up, they’re now fused into a contemporary facade with workings you can visit (except Tuesdays), and more that you can see rising above and inside the contemporary, ’60s-retro-styled Café Saga.

Belval also hosts Rockhal, Luxembourg’s biggest live-music venue on a street sexily named Avenue du Rock’n’Roll, and has a train station that looks like a 1960s vision of a UFO. Central Esch, 3km southeast, feels like a prosperous French provincial city if you stick to Rue de l’Alzette, but is rather more ragged elsewhere. At the southernmost edge of town, the former Cockerill Mine has now been mostly repurposed as Ellergron – a fascinating (and free) ecological centre where statistics highlight the ill effects of humanity on nature and a Greta Thunberg cut-out sits among flip charts addressing possible solutions. The site also has a mining museum section giving a fascinating series of insights into the way miners lived in the 1880s. Don’t miss the clothes-drying chains.

For a far more immersive mine experience press on to the National Mining Museum (MNM) in Rumelange, but dress for the cold as you’ll actually be going into the mine. Prebook well ahead, as visiting slots are limited, with few available dates outside summer.

Continuing east towards Dudelange, Mont St Jean is a hilltop viewpoint tower and minimal castle site accessed on foot in 10 minutes from the Scherr bus stop by climbing through the Cimitière du Foret. When open (May to September; free) you get panoramas encompassing Arlon and even the distant glass towers of Kirchburg.

[image: ]

European Capital of Culture ceremoney, Esch-Sur-Alzette, 2022 | Harald Tittel/picture alliance via Getty Images©


REVIVING DUDELANGE

The motto of Dudelange (aka Diddeling) is ‘On dirait le sud’, evoking to Francophone ears dreams of a laid-back Mediterranean escape. That’s quite a stretch for a post-industrial town once divided in half by mountainous piles of ironworks slag waste. Today, however, the Italian Quarter (now more Portuguese than Italian) overlooks a graffiti-daubed factory area that’s being transformed into the Neischmelz regeneration zone. Here you’ll find VEWA, a creative space for artists and craftsfolk, contemporary cafe and microbrewery Kantin, plus the plush new CNA cinema and exhibition space. Don’t miss Dudelange’s twin-towered Église Saint-Martin: outwardly a fairly standard church but inside a dazzling marvel of rich murals and stained glass above a gilded altar.

Less than 25 minutes from Luxembourg City by train, Dudelange hosts major music festivals Jazz Machine (May), Usina (early June) and Fête de la Musique (mid-June).





Müllerthal & Éislek

WALKING | CASTLES | WWII MEMORIES


[image: map]

Parts of northern and eastern Luxembourg have been nicknamed Little Switzerland for the patchwork of forests and grassy fields, though you shouldn’t imagine even a hint of an Alpine peak. The Müllerthal and Éislek regions appeal for outdoor activities, pedalling through castle villages, paddling down the Sûre River and especially investigating the network of hiking trails. The best of these lead to narrow, mossy ravines, crystal-clear creeks and strange rock formations, notably west of Echternach, one of the region’s key hubs and most historic settlements.

The Ardennes ‘mountains’ that extend into both Belgium and France are not just intriguing for their medieval castles. They’re also indelibly linked to the 1944 Battle of the Bulge in which Hitler’s last counter-attack was defeated thanks to the valiant efforts of US armies fighting in frozen winter conditions. Locals suffered horribly and many museums tell the story from various angles.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Abbaye d’Echternach

2 Château de Clervaux

3 Château de Wiltz

SIGHTS

4 Beaufort

5 Château de Bourscheid

6 Château de Larochette

7 Château de Vianden

8 Echternach

9 Esch-sur-Sûre

10 Müllerthal

11 National Museum of Military History

12 Patton Museum

see 1 St-Willibrord Basilica

13 Villa Romane

14 Wolfsschlucht

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

15 Hohllay Cave




GETTING AROUND

Trains run between Luxembourg City and Clervaux via Diekirch and Ettelbruck where you can switch to buses for Bourscheid, Esch-sur-Sûre and Vianden. Change trains at Kautenbach for Wiltz. Change to buses at Mersch for Larochette. Buses to Echternach via Berdorf leave from LuxExpo, currently the last stop at the northeast end of the Luxembourg City tram line. Bus 191 links Echternach to Ettelbruk via Beaufort and Diekirch. Bus 21U links Echternach, Beaufort and Larochette. Every 20 minutes there’s a shuttle minibus between central Echternach and the Villa Romane.




TOP TIP

While it’s easy enough to visit virtually any sight in a day trip from Luxembourg City, your experience will be far more memorable staying overnight in Vianden, Echternach, Esch-sur-Sûre or Clervaux.



Roman Resonance

History and spirituality at Echternach

Set in a garden-dappled bend of the River Sûre, Echternach is Luxembourg’s oldest city. The centre’s focal point is the St-Willibrord Basilica, founded in 698 CE by Northumbrian-born missionary Willibrord, then Bishop of Utrecht. Among Willibrord’s saintly miracles was not getting beaten to death by angry guardians of pagan temples that he vandalised in the name of his god. From 1031 the church had attained a powerful, Romanesque splendour and Echternach grew around it, the large attached abbey/monastery hosting a highly influential scriptorium. The French invasion of 1794 saw the church sacked and the abbey used for a while as a porcelain factory, but despite WWII bombings, both have been rebuilt. The expansive Abbaye d’Echternach site is partly used as a school but there’s an interesting museum. Stroll through the north arcade gateway to peek through wrought-iron gates at the splendid 1736 Orangery set in formal French-style gardens. Then wander east between tennis courts to find a 1761 rococo pavilion in the riverside gardens.

The most distinctive old secular structure in Echternach’s bustling town centre is the Dënzelt, a stone-fronted former law court with origins dating back to the 14th century. The photogenic arcade, statues and corner turrets that give it its current neo-Gothic appearance date from an 1895 rebuild.

One kilometre south of the city centre, the Villa Romane, site of a 1st-century Roman villa, was discovered during the creation of the reservoir lake that now makes a popular boating and recreation area. The sparse, neatly maintained archaeological site is now set in a garden growing the kinds of medicinal species once used by Roman pharmacists.
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Cave, Müllerthal woodlands | Sebastian Sonnen/Getty Images ©


SPRING-PROZESSION

On Whit Tuesday, 51 days after Easter Sunday, thousands of people whip out their handkerchiefs and dance in formation through the streets of Echternach. For many this Springprozession, is the culmination of the St-Willibrord pilgrimage, honouring the 7th-century Northumbrian monk who’s credited with evangelising much of the Low Countries. His relics survived the WWII bombings and it’s well worth the token entry fee to enter the fascinating museum section in the abbey’s former scriptorium, where you can watch a video of the Springprozession through the ages, as well as learning much more about the lives of medieval scribes.



EATING & STAYING IN NORTHERN LUXEMBOURG

Auberge Rustique

A 1790 house-hotel in Beaufort whose bar-restaurant serves coffee and scrumptious apple cake between meal times. €€

Hôtel Beim Schlass

Modernised traditional hotel and restaurant super-handy for the main sights in Wiltz. €€

Auberge Aal Veinen

Charming inn and cosy Germanic restaurant amid a barrage of ancient beamwork right on Vianden’s historic Grand Rue. €€

The Great Outdoors

Making the most of Müllerthal

Across all the beautiful countryside in Luxembourg, no area is more magical than the Müllerthal woodlands with their pretty beech canopies and mossy rocks cut with streams and micro-canyons. The classic E1 walking route winds 6km from Echternach to Berdorf passing the Wolfsschlucht (‘wolves’ canyon’) where a stone staircase leads to a fine viewpoint. Further on, the trail traverses the Labyrinthe, a succession of otherworldly cliffs and tight ravines, and there’s a small cave system called Hohllayust just before you reach Berdorf. You could loop back to Echternach via the Geierslee viewpoint or take buses 191 or 211.

Equally charming but less frequented is a 5km (roughly two hour) circular walk starting from a woodland car park 2km south of the church in Nommern (4km west of Larochette). Steps help navigate the steepest micro-canyon sections, most memorably an outcrop called Drachelay where the path loops-the-loop with a tiny metal bridge.

The region’s not just for walkers. Kayakers can take bus 500 from Echternach to Dillingen and paddle back a canoe rented from Outdoor Freizeit (season ends mid-September). The youth hostel in Echternach has a climbing wall and bicycles can be hired through Rentabike Mëllerdall, which has a dozen pick-up and drop-off stations at campsites, hostels and tourist offices across the Müllerthal region. While hills abound there’s also an essentially flat riverside bicycle path following the River Sûre to Diekirch (27km), and you could continue all the way to Luxembourg City via the Moselle Valley and a former railway line.
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BEAUFORT & LAROCHETTE

Drivers wanting an effortless taste of the Müllerthal experience could stop near Kippiglay, a roadside outcrop between Echternach and attractive Beaufort village.

In Beaufort’s former youth hostel, the interactive Naturpark Expo highlights the special natural features of the region which, since 2022, has been designated the Mëllerdall UNESCO Global Geopark. Meanwhile don’t miss Beaufort’s pair of valley-side castles: one a five-storey medieval ruin, the other a 17th-century Renaissance-style château.

More impressive than either is Château de Larochette, castle ruins that tower above the slightly down-at-heel town of Larochette. Up close, the castle is less complete than it first seemed but it’s well worth exploring its lawns, wall stubs and stairways, while the four-storey 1385 keep provides toe-curling vertiginous views.



EATING & STAYING IN NORTHERN LUXEMBOURG

Cocoon Hôtel Belair

Hotel in a fabulous riverside location near Bourscheid Castle. For hearty dinners try the nearby Brasserie de Vieux Moulin. €€

Hôtel de la Sûre

Rooms in antique houses dotted around lovely Esch-sur-Sûre, with restaurant at the foot of the upper castle ruin. €€

Turm Hämelmaous & Wollefstuerm

Towers in Echternach’s original medieval city wall converted into holiday rental apartments. €€€

Canon Fodder in the Ardennes

Memories of 1944

To learn more about the WWII battles of the Ardennes, the two most important addresses are the National Museum of Military History (MNMH) in Diekirch and the mural-fronted Patton Museum in Ettelbruck. However, other less urban locations have their own 1944 mementoes and can be linked into an appealing drive. From Ettelbruck head northwest via very picturesque Esch-sur-Sûre, then take the over-hill back-roads route towards Wiltz. Stop to survey old Wiltz’ ridge-top situation from beside a US tank: this was the only such tank to survive the town’s unsuccessful defence during the lightning German counter-attack in late 1944, and only did so because it had accidentally been driven into a cesspit and sunk. At the bottom of Wiltz’s Grande Rue, the multifunction Château de Wiltz building contains a small WWII museum as well as a microbrewery and marvellous old bar: part of a museum of brewing. The three-week Wiltz Festival uses an amphitheatre in the castle park.

After a very pretty drive through soft woodland contours and riverside meadows you get a spectacular view down onto Clervaux from beside a WWII artillery piece. Two grand churches set off Clervaux’s gigantic whitewashed Château de Clervaux, which was authentically rebuilt after its WWII destruction. It is now home to Steichen’s UNESCO-listed The Family of Man photo exhibition, a WWII museum, a free photo garden, and a ‘memory board’ showing the castle as it looked in 1945 after being bombed to bits. Beside the stylish Koener Hotel a GI statue seems to be remembering the calm-before-the-storm era when US troops had thought that Clervaux would be an easy posting. Bronze townsfolk wave from the window of the Spuerkeess building.


NORTH LUXEMBOURG’S CLASSIC CASTLES

Vianden

Luxembourg’s best-restored castle utterly dominates the loveable old town of Vianden, with chairlift access for those who don’t want to struggle up the scenic but steep cobbled Grand Rue. The interiors are appealingly museumised with photo galleries showing the reconstruction process. Vianden town also has a little Victor Hugo Museum in the house where he stayed, a fascinating hydro-electric plant you can visit and family-friendly zip-line adventures.

Château de Bourscheid

Ruined but huge and utterly dramatic especially when seen from afar.

Esch-sur-Sûre

The two disconnected tower-stubs are modest but the village that surrounds one of them is surely Luxembourg’s prettiest.







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Belgium & Luxembourg. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Belgium & Luxembourg and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

The main ports of entry in Belgium and Luxembourg are Brussels Airport and Luxembourg Airport. Both are about 20 minutes away from their city centres, by train or bus. Low-cost airlines mainly land at Brussels South Charleroi Airport, 45 minutes away from Brussels by shuttle. Careful when you book: many travellers confuse the two Brussels airports.
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Visa

EU nationals don’t need a visa for any length of stay. Those from the UK, Canada, New Zealand, the US and Australia can stay for up to 90 days in any six months without a visa.




Sim Card

EU residents benefit from the portability of their telephone subscription. For those who need a SIM card, go to SIM Local at Brussels Airport (no shop in Luxembourg).




Border Crossing

Belgium and Luxembourg are surrounded by fellow EU and Schengen countries. Once admitted into the Schengen area, you can freely move between one country and the next.




Wi-Fi

Free wi-fi is available at both airports and at main train stations. It’s widely available everywhere else; you might just need to ask for a password.



Getting from the Airport
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ETIAS

The European Travel Information and Authorisation System (ETIAS), also known as 'the European ESTA', has been delayed several times but should be implemented in 2025. Residents from visa-exempt countries will be required to have a travel authorisation to enter 30 European countries, including the EU, Iceland, Norway and Switzerland. The authorisation form will have to be filled out online prior to departure and submitted with a fee of €7. Scan the QR code to check and see if ETIAS is in operation before your departure.
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Getting Around

You can easily move around by public transport in both countries but the charming towns and villages of Wallonia and Luxembourg are more easily explored by car.



TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
From €65 (B), €85 (L)

Petrol
Around €1.60L (B), €1.55 (L)

EV Charging
48-53¢/kWh

Train Brussels–Luxembourg
€24



Public Transports

The train and bus services are extensive and affordable (even free in Luxembourg), although rush hour often see trains getting delayed. Wallonia, being less populated, does not have the same coverage as Flanders and Brussels, but cities are well connected.

Train Deals in Belgium

Traveling by train on weekends (Friday 7pm to Sunday)? Enjoy a 50% discount. For multiple destinations or group travel, the 10-trip Multipass (Standard, or Youth until 26 year of age) offers great value on longer journeys and can be shared between several persons.

RIGHT OF WAY

Belgium is strict with the right of way. It's generally indicated by a sign in the shape of a white triangle bordered in red with a black X in the middle. When drivers arrive at an intersection, they must stop and give priority to drivers coming from the right. The right is 'absolute'; you don't need a sign to give way. Giving way applies at all times, except in the case of traffic light signals, qualified agents or road signs.


Hiring a Car

Most rental companies require the driver to be 21 years old or over, and to have a credit card. Airport hire is slightly more expensive than city hire, and the majority of cars are manual; an automatic will cost you extra.




Road Conditions

Belgium's motorways network is compact, toll-free and illuminated at night. The secondary roads are also good, but Wallonia's system is less maintained. Mind the potholes! Despite its small size, Luxembourg has six motorways (also toll-free) and excellent secondary roads.




Low Emission Zones

If you bring your own car, be aware that Brussels, Ghent and Antwerp have established Low Emission Zones, restricting older and more polluting vehicles from entering. Check if your car meets the criteria by registering it for free on the city's respective LEZ websites. It’s mandatory.




TIP

Bringing your bike on a Belgian train costs €4 per journey. Check the BikeonTrain website for availability. It's free in Luxembourg.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.

Seatbelts must be worn by all occupants.
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Blood alcohol limit is 0.5mg in both Belgium and Luxembourg.








Money

CURRENCY: EURO (€)

Credit Card

Visa and Mastercard credit cards are accepted almost everywhere (it's not the case for American Express and Diners Club). Smaller hotels or restaurants might no accept cardst.

Digital Payment

Paying with your phone, smartwatch or contactless bank card has become commonplace ever since the COVID-19 pandemic. For larger purchases, you will still be asked to enter your PIN. You can even use contactless payment in Brussels (STIB/MIVB) and Flanders (De Lijn) public transport.

Taxes & Refunds

VAT is always included in both countries. Non-EU residents having bought goods with a minimum invoice of €125.01 (in Belgium) or €74 (in Luxembourg) are entitled to a VAT refund. Don’t forget to request your Tax Free Form, then have it stamped by customs and file it at the airport.

Tipping

Service is included in bars and restaurants, but if you are happy with it, tipping is appreciated.


HOW MUCH FOR...

Museum entry
€10–20 (B), €7–8 (L)

Discount card for attractions
From €32 (B), from €13 (L)

Train Brussels–Bruges
€16

Train Luxembourg City–Esch-sur-Alzette
Free (second class), €3 (first class)




BUDGET

Belgium and Luxembourg are on the pricier side of Western Europe. Accommodation and going out at the restaurant can cost you a pretty penny. If beer is cheap in Belgium, museums are expensive, and the opposite is true in Luxembourg. If you are on a budget, many museums in Wallonia and Brussels are free on the first Wednesday or Sunday of the month. If you are under 21 or a student under 26, you’re in luck, museums in Luxembourg are free.
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HOW TO… Save euros

Check museum policies to see if a discount can apply to your case (under 18, students, over 65 etc). If you plan to visit a lot of museums, a city card (Brussels Card, LuxembourgCard, Antwerp City Pass) can save you some money and public transport is often included. In Belgium, many museums are free on the first Sunday of the month. In Luxembourg, some open late on Tuesday or Wednesday for free night visits.
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LOCAL TIP

Always keep loose change for the toilet attendants (known as 'Madame/Monsieur Pipi' at cinemas, clubs, public toilets or even some restaurants). They only take cash.








Accommodation

Old Stone Stays

Belgium and Luxembourg are full of historic buildings (castles, monasteries, almshouses etc) and some of them have found a second life as tourist accommodation. There are options for every budget, from luxury resorts to boutique hotels, B&Bs and even hostels. The Flemish art cities are particularly blessed with choices.

Unusual Places to Stay

Experiential tourism is all the rage – be it a yurt, a tiny house in the countryside, a cabin in the trees, a caravan in a park, or a safari tent – and both countries have understood the message. The green surroundings of the Belgian Ardennes and Namur province make them prime locations for a unique stay and Luxembourg has a few options too.

B&Bs

Fancy trying some Belgian or Luxembourg hospitality with a slice of insider tips about your destination? Then we cannot recommend enough staying at a B&B. You can find them everywhere: by the sea, in cities and towns, in the countryside, from the most luxurious to the most casual. They are a great solution in rural areas where hotels are scarce.

Bike Hotels

Biking is an essential part of Belgian (and especially Flemish) culture, and with growing interest in slow tourism, it’s no surprise that the network of bike-friendly hotels is expanding. Different labels have been developed across the country: Fietsvriendelijke logies (Flanders), Vélos bienvenus (Wallonia), Bike Friendly Brussels) and Bed&Bike (Ostbelgien). Luxembourg has also introduced its own Bed+Bike label.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN BELGIUM AND LUXEMBOURG

Hostel dorm
€35 (B & L)

Midrange hotel
€130 (B & L)

Luxury hotel
€300 (B), €380 (L)
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Camping

Wild camping is forbidden in Belgium and Luxembourg, but there are some adaptations. In Luxembourg, as long as you are away from trails and houses, spending one night is tolerated (except around the Haute-Sûre lakes). In Wallonia, the Nature & Forest Department has arranged several public overnight wild camping spots, especially along multiday itineraries. The Flemish equivalent, Natuur en Bos, has done the same.



ACCOMMODATION TIPS

Brussels and Luxembourg City have a unique characteristic: both are congress towns filled with business travellers during the working week and so, often, spending the night in hotels is cheaper during the weekend than during the week, especially on Sunday night.

Airbnb is widespread across both countries but think before you book, especially accommodation in touristic cities where a large swathe of housing capacities has been confiscated for the benefits of tourists while there is a raging housing shortage for locals, with skyrocketing rent prices as a consequence. Scan the QR code to browse on fairbnb.coop instead.
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Family Travel

Travelling as a family is rarely an issue in Belgium and Luxembourg. Many hotels and hostels offer family rooms, and there are also numerous attractions to keep children entertained, ranging from comic museums to amusement parks and outdoor activities. With discounts available for different age groups and categories, you can enjoy a family getaway without exceeding your budget.


Eating

You won’t have to stick to fast food as many restaurants (especially casual ones) offer children's menus and are well-prepared to accommodate their youngest customers, with highchairs and diaper-changing facilities in the restrooms. In Belgian cities such as Mechelen, Gent, Leuven, Liège and Brussels, food courts have become increasingly popular and serve as a fantastic option for families.

Transport

If you are using public transport, travelling through Luxembourg will be a breeze, as buses and trains are free. In Belgian trains, up to four kids under 12 can travel for free when accompanied by an adult. For youth aged between 12 and 26, the Youth Ticket offers a flat price of €7.10 per journey to any destination.


Guesthouses

Guesthouses are ideal for families and extended stays, but make sure you book months in advance as they are popular accommodation. Oftentimes, guesthouses have children’s beds, cots and baby chairs but it's better to double-check if they are available.




Attractions

Almost everywhere, concession rates are applied to young visitors. Institutional museums (such as the fine-arts museums in Brussels or Antwerp) are free for visitors under 18. In Luxembourg, entry is free under 21 for similar museums.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Musée des Sciences naturelles

Dinosaurs! Need we say more?

Mini-Europe

A grand tour of the EU (and the UK) on a small scale.

Garnaalsvissers te paard

Kids will love seeing the shrimp fisherfolk in yellow raincoats bringing in shrimp in horse-drawn nets.

Euro Space Center

The chance to be an astronaut for a day.

Mullerthal Trail

Enjoy a family walk through Luxembourg's prettiest landscapes.
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COMIC STRIP CAPITAL OF THE WORLD

Since the time between the two world wars, Belgium (especially the French-speaking part) has developed a love for comic strips, earning the country a reputation as the Comic Strip Capital of the World. Known locally as bande dessinée or stripverhaal or even 'the 9th art', it has flourished here for decades, producing iconic characters like Tintin, the Smurfs and Lucky Luke. Belgian comic artists have achieved global recognition for their creativity and storytelling prowess. Kids will love to visit the Comics Art Museum in Brussels, Tintin at the Herge Museum in Louvain-la-Neuve, or to discover Brussels along the comics murals trail.






Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

We hope you won't need it, but purchasing travel insurance is strongly recommended, especially for non-EU residents. EU citizens (and citizens of from Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, Switzerland and the UK) should get their free European Health Insurance Card (EHIC). It gives the cardholder access to necessary medical treatment during temporary stays in other European countries at the same conditions as locals.
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Petty Crimes

Belgium and especially Luxembourg are pretty safe destinations but, mostly in cities, pickpocketing and bag-snatching can and do happen. Keep your wits about you, especially at train stations and while on public transportation. Conditions in Brussels’ Gare du Nord and Gare du Midi’s neighbourhoods are a little rough, especially at night. We recommend using public transportation to get to your destination.

Cannabis Policy

Contrary to the general perception, possession of cannabis is still illegal in Belgium; it's merely decriminalised. However, carrying a small amount for personal use (3g) is tolerated if you’re over 18 years. Luxembourg just passed a similar law. Smoking cannabis in public, even if some people indulge, is still prohibited.


TAP WATER

Locals buy bottled water, and few restaurants offer free water, but tap water is perfectly safe in Belgium and Luxembourg.



FEMALE SOLO TRAVELLERS

With a safe environment, efficient transportation systems and plenty of accommodations with female-only dorms, Belgium and Luxembourg are both great destinations for female solo travellers. While exploring cities, take the usual precautions as you would in any other urban area. Women might get some unwanted attention (especially in Brussels); the best thing to do is to ignore it and carry on confidently. Going out on your own? Many restaurants, bars and nightclubs participate in the ‘Ask for Angela’ campaign. If you feel unsafe, head for the bar and ask for ‘Angela’. The staff will be there to assist you.

Terrorism

Ever since the March 2013 Brussels terrorist attacks, Belgium has been on high alert to protect its citizens and visitors. It is currently at Level 3 (serious threat). As for Luxembourg, despite its status as an EU centre of power, it has only faced low levels of threats.


CAR & BIKE CRIMES

Unfortunately, both Belgium and Luxembourg have seen an increase in car theft, including theft of vehicles and items left inside cars. Be cautious not to leave anything too valuable inside your vehicle. Bicycles, especially e-bikes, are particularly easy targets for thieves. Cities like Brussels, Luxembourg and Antwerp provide bike parking spots or boxes to safely park your bike.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Petit-déjeuner/Ontbijt (7–10am) Breakfast is usually bread-based with sweet or savoury spreads, cold cuts and/or cheese.

Dîner/Lunch (midday–2pm) From a light snack to a three-course lunch menu.

Apéritif/Aperitief (6–8pm) Time to have a beer, Moselle wine and some finger food.

Souper/Dinner, avondeten (6–10pm) Dinner tends to be a more consistent meal, with several courses when dining out.



Where to Eat

Restaurant gastronomique / Gastronomische restaurant Celebrating cuisine with quality dishes, fine wine selection, attentive service and a charming ambiance.

Bistrot / Eetcafé Small places for eating and drinking, offering a concise menu, some of them at a gastronomic level.

Brasserie Can be either a brewery or a non-stop restaurant, serving classic dishes.

Café Serves drinks (from coffees to cocktails) with optional casual dining and finger food.

Boulangerie / Bakerij Bakery

Pâtisserie A bakery focused on cakes, pies and other sweet treats.
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MENU DECODER

Plat du jour / Dagschotel dish of the day

Menu de dégustation / Degustatiemenu sampling menu

Entrées / Voorgerechten starters

Entrées froides / Koude voorgerechten cold starters

Entrées chaudes / Warme voorgerechten hot starters

Plats / Hoofdgerechten main dishes

Accompagnements / Bijgerechten side dishes

Pain / Brood bread

Poissons / Vis fish

Viandes / Vlees meat

Volailles / Gevogelte poultry

Fruits de mer / Zeevruchten Seafood

Dessert dessert

Fait-maison / Huisgemaakte Homemade

Eau minérale (plate ou pétillante) / Mineraalwater (plat of bruisend) mineral water (flat or sparkling)

Bière au fût / Tapbier beer from tap

Bière en bouteille / Bier op fles bottled beer

Vin blanc / Witte wijn white wine

Vin rouge / Rode wijn red wine



HOW TO… Settle the Bill

Paying the bill at restaurants, bars or cafes in Belgium and Luxembourg is pretty straightforward: everything is included (taxes and service charges). What you get is what you've paid for, and tipping is not necessary unless you want to reward exceptional service. If you're at a restaurant and want the bill, you'll need to request it, as it's common for customers to linger after the meal (dinner is not to be rushed here). When a waitstaff member enquires if you'd like coffee or after-dinner liquor, take the opportunity to ask for the bill. Splitting the bill should not be a problem either for your dining partners or for the restaurant but some establishments may not accept it, especially if you mix cash and card payments. It's always best to ask beforehand, so you and your party can decide how to settle it.


HOW MUCH FOR A...

Croissant (in a bakery)
€1.75

Deli sandwich
€5-6 (B), €6.5-8 (L)

Dish of the day at lunch
€17 (B), €20 (L)

Three-course dinner
€48 (B), €55 (L)

Beer (Pils, 25cl)
€2.70 (B)

Beer (special, 33cl)
€4-5 (B), €7.5 (L)

Glass of wine
€4-6 (B), €7.5-9 (L)



HOW TO… Eat Mussels Properly

The Belgian national dish is a sacred thing and should be eaten with the utmost reverence – which means with a mussel’s shell. Eat your first mussel (choose a large and sturdy one) using your hands or a fish fork. The now empty shell will serve as a pair of claws to grab your frites and shell the other mussels. Mussels are usually served in large saucepans, and its upturned lid collects the empty shells. If you spot a closed shell, do not eat it as it means the mollusk is not cooked. Discard it right away with the empty shells.

Once finished, the mussels’ broth can be eaten with a spoon (don’t overlook it, it’s where all the best flavours are located). A welcome finger rinse is always provided.

Mussels can be enjoyed in a variety of sauces. Here are some of them:

Moules marinières/Mosselen à la marinière (natuur) The classic of classics, with onions, celery, parsley and butter

Moules au vin blanc/Mosselen met witte wijn in a white wine sauce

Moules à la bière/Mosselen met bier in a beer sauce

Moules à la provencale/Mosselen Provençaals with tomatoes, pepper bells and garlic

Moules à la crème/ Mosselen met room in a cream sauce

Moules à l’ardennaise/Mosselen ardennaise with bits of bacon, veggies, cream and mushrooms
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Mussels Season

Did you know that almost all the mussels eaten in Belgium are from Zeeland in the Netherlands? The mussels season lasts from July to February. Outside of those months, they are not fresh.




GOING OUT

Belgians have the reputation of knowing how to party (Luxembourgers are a little more on the quiet side but that does not mean they frown upon a good night out). Typically, the evening starts around 6pm with a beer in a cosy bar or aperitif in a cafe or cocktail bar, just to set the mood for the night. If you feel a bit hungry, you can usually order finger food but don’t overdo it if you have plans to go to a restaurant. In the evening, restaurants usually offer at least three courses, so make sure you're hungry and have plenty of time to enjoy your meal. If you're planning to go to a movie, theatre or concert (which often start at 8pm), arrive at the restaurant early (many open at 6pm), so you can enjoy your meal without feeling rushed (don’t hesitate to mention you have something planned when you order so the staff can ask the kitchen to speed things up). When the weather is nice, locals will flock to the terraces – you should do the same. After dinner or a show, it's time to carry on the evening with a little partying. From music bars, disco bars to clubs (such as the Fuse in Brussels or the Lenox Club in Luxembourg City), there’s something for everyone. The nightlife lasts until the wee hours, so, if you’re heading to a club, don’t think about going before midnight.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.
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Train Travel

Belgium and Luxembourg are blessed with extensive railways networks connecting their respective cities, towns and neighbouring countries, making travelling by train a breeze. While affordable in Belgium, trains (and buses) are free in Luxembourg.

Brussels Greeters

Discover Brussels from a local's perspective with a Greeter. These volunteers dedicate their free time to share their slice of Brussels. It's a wonderful way to get to know the city and its inhabitants.


The Brussels Artisans Market takes place several times a year at Be-Here, a former warehouse transformed into a sustainable village. Find 40 or so local and sustainable designers, creators and their wares.




Browse through regional products at the biweekly Stater Maart, right on Luxembourg City's Place Guillaume II: delicious hams and cheeses, Moselle wines and a food village for those who cannot wait to eat.



Food with a Meaning

Have a wonderful and affordable meal at Brussels’ BelMundo in Molenbeek. Most of the veggies are grown in their garden and most of the rest is locally sourced. The restaurant trains jobseekers as cooks and waitstaff. See belmundo.ateliergrooteiland.be.
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Look for Good Food

In Brussels, look for restaurants with the Good Food label, awarded to establishments promoting local and seasonal produce, alternatives to animal proteins and food produced in an environmentally friendly way, while minimising food waste. goodfood.brussels

Cycling in Flanders

With many kilometres of cycling routes and relatively flat terrain, Flanders is easy to get around by bike. Information and itineraries: visitflanders.com/en/discover-flanders/cycling. In Wallonia, RAVeL (ravel.wallonie.be) is a network of former train and tram tracks turned into protected cycling paths.

Make for the Villages

Leave the crowded Flemish art cities and head for Wallonia’s Most Beautiful Villages. This award is bestowed to villages with an outstanding architectural and natural heritage, such as Limbourg or Aubechies. More info at beauxvillages.be.

Sustainable Stays

Luxembourg's EcoLabel Lux certifies tourist accommodation that makes significant efforts to reduce its impact on the environment and the climate. From camping to châteaux, you’ll find an extensive list of establishments. ecolabel.lu/lecolabel-lu

Green Music

Catch a concert at 4AD Muziekclub in Diksmuide. In addition to on-point lineups, they are sustainability pioneers with practices going from carbon offsetting to proposing local and fair-trade food or recuperating rain water. 4ad.be.

Cups of Goodness

Exploring Luxembourg City, you might need to refuel with a hot drink on the go. Cups2Go are reusable cups you can fill up at participating establishments with rewards in store. Find them at up2go.vdl.lu


Twenty-two Belgian beaches hold the Blue Flag environment label. Check the list at blueflag.global.




GR412, dubbed 'Black Loop', is an unusual hiking trail through Charleroi’s industrial landscape.




5th

Luxembourg is ranked fifth in the Global Sustainablility Index. Its success stems from sustainable finance – for instance, by selling green bonds for eco-friendly projects. Free public transport also helps in reducing car usage and CO2 emissions.




RESOURCES

fietssnelwegen.be/en/ Everything you need to know about Flanders’ cycle highways.
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visitwallonia.com/en-gb/3/i-love/sustainable-holidays Sustainable activities and accommodation in Wallonia.
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visit.brussels/en/visitors/what-to-do/sustainable-brussels Visiting Brussels, the sustainable way.
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Accessible Travel

Belgium and Luxembourg, especially the cities, are increasing their efforts to improve accessibility. Belgium is a little less exemplary than its neighbour, but things are gradually improving.


Cobblestones Everywhere

One thing both countries have in common is cities with plenty of cobblestone streets. These streets can be challenging for wheelchairs and the vision-impaired due to their uneven surfaces.

AIRPORT

Contact your airline or travel agent at least 48 hours in advance (72 hours for Luxembourg) to request PMR assistance. At Brussels Airport, find the Special Assistance Welcome Desk at check-in row 2. Brussels South Charleroi has PMR Corners at both terminals. At Luxembourg Airport, report to your check-in desk.

METRO AND TRAMS

Brussels metro stations have Braille signs and tactile tiles leading up to the platforms. Personal assistance is available at stations with lifts, but advance request is needed. Station staff can also provide help upon request. Most trams are accessible, especially as the older ones tend to disappear.


The Brussels Fine Arts Museum offers 'Made-to-measure' tours for vision- or hearing-impaired visitors. Huis van Alijn in Ghent caters to various needs, with a dedicated accessibility officer. In Luxembourg, MUDAM provides adapted activities for visitors on the autistic spectrum.




Accommodation

Large hotels and well-established brands have accessible rooms. For smaller hotels, historical buildings, B&Bs or short-term rentals, it might not be the case. Make sure to check in advance.



Bars & Restaurant

If hotels and museums are largely accessible to mobility-impaired visitors, it’s not the case for bars and restaurants where toilets are often located in basements or on a floor above.

Public Transportation

Luxembourg City offers accessible public transportation with low-floor buses, trams and an easy-to-use funicular. Trains provide free assistance for mobility-impaired passengers; requests should be made 24 hours in advance in Belgium and one hour in Luxembourg.

MUSEUM ACCESS

Museums are widely accessible to wheelchairs (although bear in mind some rooms might not be). If you are visiting the Atomium in Brussels, only the top sphere is accessible to wheelchairs via elevators.


RESOURCES

Visit Brussels (visit.brussels/en/visitors/plan-your-trip/practical-info/accessibility) Plenty of tips to discover the capital.
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Visit Flanders (visitflanders.com/en/travel-information/accessibility) Prepare your visit to Flanders according to your needs.
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Access-I (access-i.be) Lists accessible accommodation, buildings, events and trails in Wallonia, based on disability types.
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Info-Handicap (info-handicap.lu) Luxembourg’s representative organisation for people with disabilities. In French or German.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Belgium and Luxembourg are among the most welcoming destinations in the world for LGBTIQ+ travellers. With progressive attitudes and legal protections in place (Belgium was the second country, after the Netherlands, to legalise same-sex marriage), both countries offer an inclusive atmosphere and larger cities have thriving queer communities. However, be aware that prejudice still does exist.


Prides

Prides mark the peak of an already busy calendar for the community. Brussels Pride is the largest pride in the country with over 150,000 participants during the weekend around 20 May. It’s more than just a parade and having fun; Pride festivities are loaded with events, conferences and exhibitions during the week leading up to the march. Luxembourg Pride follows the same model but takes place during the first week of July, culminating with the Equality March on Saturday. Brussels also hosts Bear Pride in October.

[image: ]
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Community Houses

Brussels has its Rainbow House (rainbowhouse.be), and Luxembourg City its Rainbow Center (rainbowcenter.lu). Both provide information, assistance and a safe place for LGBTQIA+ community members. They also serve as a meeting point. Cavaria (cavaria.be) and Prisme (federation-prisme.be) are the umbrella organisations federating Rainbow Houses and smaller associations.



BRUSSELS’ RAINBOW VILLAGE

Brussels has a 'gay neighbourhood' centred around Rue du Marché au Charbon, Plattesteen and Rue du Lombard. Bars, disco-bars, shops (kinky or not), a sauna – whatever you're after, it’s always a good place to have fun and make new friends in the local community along the way.


La Démence

One of Europe’s biggest gay men parties has been going on for years, taking place every last Friday of the month at the famed Fuse club in Brussels. With three floors, several bars, a dark room and a tight DJ lineup, guests are here to party hard.



IN LUXEMBOURG

The LGBTQIA+ scene may be small and discreet but there’s plenty of fun to be had. Although the mythical Bar Rouge has closed (it was the oldest gay bar in Luxembourg), Fairytails has taken up the torch. This LGBT collective organises parties several times a year at club Lennox. Another spot: Barnum is a restaurant and cabaret ruled by the fabulous Madame Yoko.


MSK Ghent

MSK Gent offers an LGBTQIA+ tour highlighting 12 works from its collection. Curated by members of the LGBTQIA+ community, the tour is available in English.








Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

This is for indications only as schedules may vary.

Banks 9am–4/5pm

Bars 6pm–midnight/1am

Cafes 8am–8pm

Clubs 10pm–3am (L)/6am (B)

Restaurants noon–2pm and 6pm–10pm

Shopping malls 9/10am–7pm

Shops 10am–6pm (with a possible midday break)

Supermarkets 8am–8pm

Internet

Wi-fi is largely available in airports, large train stations, restaurants, cafes and some public areas.


Weights & Measures

Both countries use the metric system. Also, pay attention: the decimal place is indicated by a comma and the thousand by a dot.

Smoking

Smoking is prohibited indoors, everywhere, and on outdoor station platforms in Belgium.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone GMT +2

Country code +32 (B), +352 (L)

Emergency number 112

Population 11.69 million (B), 660,809 (L)



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Luxembourg and Belgium share a significant number of public holidays. On these days, most stores and services are likely to be closed.

New Year's Day 1 January

Easter Monday March/April

Labour Day 1 May

Europe Day (Luxembourg) 9 May

Ascension Day May

Whit Monday May/June

Luxembourg National Day 23 June

Belgian National Day 21 July

Assumption Day 15 August

All Saints' Day 1 November

Armistice Day (Belgium) 11 November

Christmas Day 25 December

Second Day of Christmas (Luxembourg) 26 December

Electricity 230V/50Hz
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Language

Belgium is split into Dutch-speaking Flanders (Vlaanderen in Dutch) and French-speaking Wallonia (la Wallonie in French), as well as a small German-speaking region. French, German and Lëtzebuergesch are spokei n Luxembourg.


DUTCH

Basics

Hello. Dag./Hallo. dakh/ha·loh

Goodbye. Dag. dakh

Yes./No. Ja./Nee. yaa/ney

Please. Alstublieft. al·stew·bleeft

Thank you. Dank u. dangk ew

Excuse me. Excuseer mij. eks·kew·zeyr mey

Do you speak English? Spreekt u Engels? spreykt ew eng·uhls

I don’t understand. Ik begrijp het niet. ik buh·khreyp huht neet

Time

What time is it? Hoe laat is het? hoo laat is huht

It’s (10) o’clock. Het is (tien) uur. huht is (teen) ewr

morning’s ochtends sokh·tuhns

afternoon’s middags smi·dakhs

evening’s avonds saa·vonts

yesterday gistere khis·tuh·ruhn

today vandaag van·daakh

tomorrow morgen mor·khuhn

Directions

Where’s …? Waar is …? waar is …

What’s the address? Wat is het adres? wat is huht a·dres

Can you show me (on the map)? Kunt u het mij tonen (op de kaart)? kunt ew huht mey toh·nuhn (op duh kaart)

Signs

Ingang Entrance / Uitgang Exit

Open Open / Gesloten Closed

Verboden Prohibited / Toiletten Toilets

Emergencies

Help! Help! help

Leave me alone! Laat me met rust! laat muh met rust

Call the police! Bel de politie! bel duh poh·lee·see

Call a doctor! Bel een dokter! bel uhn dok·tuhr

I’m sick. Ik ben ziek. ik ben zeek

FRENCH

Basics

Hello. Bonjour. bon·zhoor

Goodbye. Au revoir. o·rer·vwa

Yes/No. Oui/Non. wee/non

Please. S’il vous plaît. seel voo play

Thank you. Merci. mair·see

Excuse me. Excusez-moi. ek·skew·zay·mwa

Do you speak English? Parlez-vous anglais? par·lay·voo ong·glay

I don’t understand. Je ne comprends pas. zher ner kom·pron pa

Directions

Where’s …? Où est …? oo ay …

What’s the address? Quelle est l’adresse? kel ay la·dres

Can you show me (on the map)? Pouvez-vous m’indiquer (sur la carte)? poo·vay·voo mun·dee·kay (sewr la kart)

Signs

Entrée Entrance / Sortie Exit

Ouvert Open / Fermé Closed

Interdit Prohibited / Toilettes Toilets

Time

What time is it? Quelle heure est-il? kel er ay til

It’s (eight) o’clock. Il est (huit) heures. er il ay (weet)

morning matin ma·tun

afternoon après-midi a·pray·mee·dee

evening soir swar

yesterday hier yair

today aujourd’hui o·zhoor·dwee

tomorrow demain der·mun

Emergencies

Help! Au secours! o skoor

Call the police! Appelez la police! a·play la po·lees

Call a doctor! Appelez un médecin! a·play un mayd·sun

I’m sick. Je suis malade. zher swee ma·lad

I’m lost. Je suis perdu/perdue. (m/f) zhe swee·pair·dew

GERMAN

Basics

Hello. Guten Tag. goo·ten tahk

Goodbye. Auf wiedersehen. owf 	vee·der·zay·en

Yes/No. Ja/Nein. yah/nain

Please. Bitte. bi·te

Thank you. Danke. dang·ke

Excuse me. Entschuldigung. ent·shul·di·gung

Do you speak English? Sprechen Sie Englisch? shpre·khen zee eng·lish

I don’t understand. Ich verstehe nicht. ikh fer·shtay·e nikht

Time

What time is it? Wie spät ist es? vee shpayt ist es

It’s (10) o’clock. Es ist (zehn) Uhr. es ist (tsayn) oor

morning Morgen mor·gen

afternoon Nachmittag nahkh·mi·tahk

evening Abend ah·bent

yesterday Gestern ges·tern

today Heute hoy·te

tomorrow Morgen mor·gen

Directions

Where’s (the station)?

Wo ist (der Bahnhof). vor ist (der bahn·hawf)

What’s the address?

Wie ist die Adresse? vee ist dee a·dre·se

Can you show me (on the map)?

Können Sie es mir (auf der Karte) zeige ker·nen zee es meer (owf dair kar·te) tsai·gen

Signs

﻿Ausgang Exit / ﻿Eingang Entrance

﻿Offen Open / ﻿Geschlossen Closed

Verboten Prohibited / Toiletten Toilets

Emergencies

Help! Hilfe! hil·fe

Go away! Gehen Sie weg! gay·en zee vek

Call the police! Rufen Sie die Polizei! roo·fen zee dee po·li·tsai

Call a doctor! Rufen Sie einen Arzt! roo·fen zee ai·nen artst

I’m ill. Ich bin krank. ikh bin krangk
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Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Belgian & Luxembourgish life


A History of Belgium & Luxembourg in 15 places

Culture through the ages
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The Art of Zwanze

Zwanze is not just a word; it embodies the spirit of Brussels

Mélissa Monaco

Don’t You Dare Call Them French Fries

In Belgium, fries are the star of the show

Sander Van Den Broecke

The Brown Pub, A Taste of Belgium
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Contemporary Art & Architecture in Bruges

A city that vigorously champions contemporary art and architecture

Helena Smith
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A HISTORY OF BELGIUM & LUXEMBOURG IN
15 PLACES

From the mists of time, what’s now Belgium and Luxembourg has been an area both fertile and strategic. The castle-filled region has been an almost eternal battleground through which armies have passed, often surprised by the plucky resistance of a people who finally got their own nations almost by accident in two twists of 19th-century geopolitics. By Mark Elliott


AS A COUNTRY, Belgium didn’t exist before 1830. Then, an almost accidental rebellion ignited by a vocal group of opera-goers led to a new Belgian state being thrust into unexpected independence. A German king was provided to counteract a rather liberal constitution. Belgium grabbed part of Luxembourg but the rest of Luxembourg stayed Dutch till a quirk in the then rules of accession gave the Grand Duchy an equally unlikely chance to go it alone. Both countries rapidly industrialised thanks to rich deposits of coal and iron ore, Belgium also enriching itself from King Leopold II’s heartless exploitation of his African colonies.

Much later, cooperation between Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands would form the Benelux, a model that helped inspire the future EU.

But don’t imagine that there was no history here pre-1830. The name Belgium comes from a throwback to the semi-mythical Belgae, a confederation of Gallic tribes who briefly resisted the Romans. Far later, the area’s duchies became part of Burgundy, then Habsburg Spain. After the 16th-century Dutch Revolt, the protestant Netherlands broke away, but future Belgium/Luxembourg remained Spanish-ruled, with Catholicism becoming entrenched and eventually reinforcing a stark cultural division with the Netherlands. The Habsburg empire later split over Spanish royal succession, followed by a period of Austrian rule, which ended as revolutionary France invaded and destroyed the monasteries. After Napoleon lost Waterloo, the Dutch took over but only lasted 15 years.

1. Silex’s

SIGNS OF NEOLITHIC BUSINESS CULTURE

If you thought that Stone Age people were simply isolated groups of mutually antagonistic cavemen, a surprise awaits at Silex’s near Mons, Belgium. In 1867, railway engineers digging a cutting close to Spiennes village found a series of hand-dug shafts, which proved to be 6000 years old. Clever archaeologists saw here apparent proof that Neolithic humans had a culture sufficiently developed that they could organise complex mining operations as well as develop long-distance trade in flint – the raw material of the day for knives and weaponry.

2. Ambiorix Statue, Tongerene

A REAL-LIFE ASTERIX

As every Belgian school child learns, no people were as brave – or perhaps foolhardy – as the Belgae, a Germano-Celtic tribal confederation that briefly resisted the Roman legions. The group’s semi-mythical leader was Ambiorix, whose vague memory was dusted off when Belgium emerged as a country in 1830. A slightly cartoonish statue of the hero stands proudly in central Tongeren which, ironically, is now the town with the most significant remnants of time under Roman rule. It’s also home to an excellent Gallo-Roman Museum. Though it’s a wild oversimplification, today’s linguistic divide between Francophones and Flemish speakers can be approximately linked to the northeast Roman frontier established near here around 50 BCE.

3. Beffroi de Tournai

CIVIC RIGHTS WRITTEN IN STONE

In Tournai, another Belgian city with Roman roots, an ornate belfry first built in 1188 rises 72m high. But it isn’t part of a church. Indeed, it provides a remarkable secular counterpoint to the Tournai’s vast, multi-spired Romanesque cathedral across the way. The non-religious belfry was the Low Countries’ first, but in rapid succession many more towers, along with fine guild halls, became widespread symbols of a town’s civic rights pushed by guilds of skilled workers who had the impudent idea that wealth should allow a degree of privilege. Within a feudal system that generally assumed the birth rights of counts, dukes and the distant French crown, that was novel.

4. Kortrijk 1302 Museum

FRENCH CHIVALRY, TAKE THAT!

As the 13th century ended, wealthy Flanders was in a conundrum. Its weaving economy depended on wool imports from England; however, the Count of Flanders officially owed allegiance to the France whose king was at war with England. This supposedly meant imposing what today we’d call ‘sanctions’. The unwilling Flemish revolted. In a messy fight, the high point (from the Flemish point of view) was the Battle of the Golden Spurs on 11 July 1302, a day still celebrated as a holiday in Flanders. Sweet if temporary victory saw a rag-tag force of peasants and weavers outwit the heavily armed French by getting the aristocratic cavalry bogged down in cunningly disguised marshland.
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5. Mechelen Courthouse

WHERE CHARLES V PLAYED AS A BOY

The Gerechtsgebouw (courthouse) in Mechelen was once the palace of Margaret of Austria. Who? So what? Well, in the 14th and 15th centuries, local counties and duchies had steadily amalgamated, mostly through intermarriage. By the 15th century most of the Low Countries had become part of the then extensive Burgundian empire. Born at Ghent, a ‘Burgundian’ prince called Charles (Karel) was destined to be heir to the Habsburg/Spanish empire and would go on to become Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, history’s most powerful teenager since Alexander the Great. He was brought in Mechelen by his young aunt Margaret, who for a while acted as regent, administering the Low Countries in his name.

6. Museum Plantin-Moretus

ANTWERP LEADS THE WORLD’S 16TH-CENTURY TECH REVOLUTION

Antwerp’s Museum Plantin-Moretus was one of Europe’s earliest major printing houses and retains the world’s oldest surviving presses. Printing in its day was like AI today, threatening to upend social order. Mass-printed Bibles in the 16th century unleashed a revolt against perceived corruption of the Catholic Church and the growth of Protestantism. Charles V, with humanist advisors like Erasmus, had proved tolerant as the educated Low Countries rapidly embraced the new-fangled ideas. But Charles’s Spain-based son Phillip II was ultra-Catholic and tried to crush them. The result was decades of war, the loss of the Netherlands, and the heavy-handed re-Catholicisation of proto-Belgium.

7. Archéoforum, Liège

A HOLE WHERE A CATHEDRAL SHOULD BE

Through many centuries, Liège (and its patchwork of dependencies) remained aloof from the politics of dukes, emperors and reformations being an ecclesiastical territory ruled by a Catholic Prince Bishop. Low taxes encouraged loyalty as well as experimental metallurgy and beer production, notably in distant exclaves like Hoegaarden. However, in the anti-religious fervour following the 1789 French Revolution, the Prince Bishops were ousted and the symbol of their power – the vast Cathedral St-Lambert – was destroyed after a vote of the city folk. Where it once stood is now the Archéoforum, a subterranean archaeological visitor experience.

8. Theatre de la Monnae

MONTY PYTHON–STYLE REVOLUTION

French forces took over, destroyed monasteries and generally ripped up any remnants of the Habsburg system, but Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo in 1815 saw the region come under the Dutch crown. Then, just 15 years later, history took a whacky turn at La Monnae, still Brussels’ foremost opera house. Following a performance of a Daniel Auber composition, tipsy theatre-goers fired up with patriotic sentiments poured out of the grand building, joining demonstrating workers on the street outside. Together the crowd chased Dutch troops out of key locations and raised the flag of Brabant. Belgium was born – or so the very simplified story goes.

9. National Mining Museum, Rumelange, Luxembourg

INDUSTRIALISATION IN FULL SWING

Going into the former iron ore mine at Rumelange in southernmost Luxembourg is now a fun museum experience, but for miners in the 19th and 20th centuries conditions were incredibly tough. It was in great part the sweat of such folks, of coal miners in the Borinage (Mons, Charleroi) and steel workers at Seraing, Charleroi and Belval, that funded massive infrastructure development including continental Europe’s first train service and a network of canals that now include a series of remarkable Unesco-listed boat lifts.

10. Royal Museum for Central Africa, Tervuren

LEOPOLD’S RACIST LOOT FUNDS ART NOUVEAU BRUSSELS

An Africa Museum on the outskirts of Brussels? While now more respectful in its approaches to the continent, the grand establishment at Tervuren has a history that makes one wince, once exhibiting Congolese tribesfolk in the gardens like zoo animals. And that’s nothing compared to the dreadful story of how King Leopold II personally amassed vast swathes of colonial territory under the guise of Christian charity. The disingenuous name, Congo Free State (from 1885), hid appalling human rights abuses. Locals were essentially enslaved to produce rubber and other products. The profits helped fund the incredible flowering of Art Nouveau architecture in Brussels and Antwerp. International outrage shamed Brussels into annexing Leopold’s African holdings in 1908, but while forced labour was abolished, Congolese copper, diamonds and other resources were plundered by the colonial regime until 1960.

11. Lakenhalle, Ypres (Ieper)

WWI GETS BOGGED DOWN

One of the most glorious medieval buildings in Belgium is the huge, fanciful cloth hall in Ypres (Ieper). Except, what you see was totally rebuilt after WWI when it had been left as rubble after endless bombardment. Whole villages disappeared into the mud where for several years soldiers rotted in sodden trenches in Flanders fields. The whole course of WWI could have been very different if plucky Liège had not previously delayed German advances by 12 valuable days. And if the coastal route towards France had not been flooded by opening sluice gates at Nieuwpoort to block further advance.

12. McAuliffe’s Bust & Sherman Tank in Bastogne

NUTS TO HITLER

During WWII German forces once again surged across Belgium and Luxembourg, this time fully occupying both countries from May 1940. Jewish and Roma communities were decimated, many victims ‘processed’ (sent to death camps) through an infamous deportation camp at Mechelen. 1944 saw liberation by an apparently unstoppable Allied force pushing full tilt towards Berlin. Then at Christmas, Hitler launched a last-gasp counteroffensive across the snowy Ardennes. Dozens of towns in Luxembourg and southeast Belgium were caught up in renewed fighting but in surrounded Bastogne, when invited to surrender, the US commander Anthony McAuliffe rebuffed the German emissary with one word: ‘Nuts!’

13. The Atomium, Brussels

POSTWAR OPTIMISM

The Atomium is one of the oddest buildings anywhere, a futuristic series of nine great metal balls linked in an architectural lattice to form the centrepiece for the 1958 Brussels World Fair. At the time it was a celebration of technology, underlining how Belgium had raced ahead in developing a prosperous modern economy in the wake of WWII. Again this was fuelled by coal and steel, reserves that Luxembourg also enjoyed. The prosperity was felt less by the migrant mine workers who flooded in from Italy (and later Portugal, Turkey and North Africa) and laboured under conditions that were often arduous and dangerous.

14. Schengen Pier

FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT STARTS HERE

When growth faltered in the 1970s, little Luxembourg cleverly diversified into banking and grew ever more affluent. Slow to adapt, the once-wealthy heavy industrial areas of French speaking Wallonia slumped while Flanders was contrastingly responsive. As the economic balance shifted, so historical Flemish grievances against Francophone dominance developed into a growing tension across Belgium’s linguistic divide. However, Brussels and Luxembourg had meanwhile become important bureaucratic hubs for the EEC (later EU) and it was in a barge in the river at Schengen, Luxembourg, where a 1995 agreement unlocked the free movement of people within most of the block.

15. Havenhuis, Antwerp

MULTICULTURAL ARCHITECTURE

Few places better symbolise the positives of multicultural, globally linked 21st-century Belgium than the dramatic Havenhuis building in Antwerp. Combining futuristic and historic elements and designed by British-Iraqi architect Dame Zaha Hadid (1950–2016), it serves as the new management hub for a port which cleverly reinvented itself through massive expansion to regain its historic status as a global trade hub. However, while Luxembourg continues to prosper, parts of Belgium remain economically sluggish and Belgium’s arcane political system remains prone to paralysis. In 2020, at the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, a national government was finally assembled, a world-record 652 days after the previous administration threw in the towel.
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THE ART OF
ZWANZE

In Brussels, zwanze is not just a word; it embodies the spirit of the city itself. By Mélissa Monaco
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ROOTED IN POPULAR culture, zwanze refers to the art of playful banter, witty humour, good-natured teasing and practical jokes. Mixing French, Dutch and the Brussels dialect, spoken with that irresistible Brussels accent, it also demands a good sense of self-mockery, for ‘Blessed are those able to laugh at themselves, because they are not done laughing.’

To be a zwanzeur or zwanzeuse is to possess quick wit and a knack for comedic timing. It’s about cleverly responding to any situation with a lighthearted jest, even in the face of challenges. It means creating an atmosphere of warmth and camaraderie, where laughter is central to daily interactions. The first zwanzeur is, of course, Manneken Pis, the little peeing boy who unapologetically relieves himself in front of strangers. A few days after the bombing of Brussels by the troops of the King of France, Louis XIV, in 1695, a humorous pamphlet called ‘Manneken Pis’ lament’ circulated among the ruins of the city, showing that in the face of tragedy, Brussels’ population had enough resilience to make light of it.

Zwanze has much to do with the earthiness of the French Bruxellois (inhabitants of Brussels; often called ‘Beulemans’ after a famous theatre play). In the 19th and early 20th century, French became the language of power in Brussels, which had predominantly Flemish or Flemish-dialect-speaking inhabitants. More than willing to adapt to the new order of things, the bourgeoisie started to learn French, giving rise to a creole language mixing Dutch grammatical structure, French vocabulary (sometimes translated literally from Dutch) and dialect words. It spread to the rest of the population, making it a language of the people. This mix of odd phrasing and clever retort forms the basis of zwanze.

Examples of zwanze can be found throughout Brussels but it’s often associated with the Marolles, the most popular and rebellious neighbourhood, where the spirit of old Brussels is still alive. Imagine entering an old brown cafe like Le Petit Lion on Rue Haute and ordering a strong coffee. You might get a response like this: ‘Do you want a double shot or a coffee strong enough to lift weights?’

As zwanze is essentially spoken (or played as a joke), it found its place in theatre, with the most famous play being Le Mariage de Mademoiselle Beulemans, written in 1910. It tells the story of a young Frenchman sent to Brussels to learn the brewing trade. He falls in love with the daughter of his boss, the truculent, hot-tempered Monsieur Beulemans.

In one scene, Mr Beulemans struggles to put on his suit and gets angry with his wife’s clumsy attempts to help.

Mr Beulemans: You’re going to give me a heart attack. Maybe that’s what you want.

Mrs. Beulemans: Yes! I want you dead, don’t I?

Mr. Beulemans: Well, I do have life insurance.

Another way to understand zwanze is by attending a puppet show at the Théâtre Royal de Toone, performed in Bruxellois or Brusselvloms (the original Brussels dialect). Although, it requires mastery of French or Dutch.

Zwanze can also be found on the streets. One of its best ambassadors is Brussels-born sculptor Tom Frantzen. His work is spread around town, and one of his most famous sculptures is the Zinneke Pis, depicting a mongrel dog (zinneke in Brussels dialect) lifting his hind leg against a bollard to pee. But the sculpture that embodies zwanze best is the Vaartkapoen (Canal’s Rascal). This sculpture depicts a man coming out of a sewer and tripping a policeman who seems to fly in the air before falling, symbolising youth challenging authority.

More than just having fun, zwanze is a state of mind and truly captures the essence of Brussels – a city that celebrates the simple things, cherishes its unique identity, and finds humour in every aspect of everyday life.
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Théâtre Royal de Toone, Brussels | PETER HORREE/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

THE ART OF PLAYFUL BANTER, WITTY HUMOUR, GOOD-NATURED TEASING AND PRACTICAL JOKES





DON’T YOU DARE CALL THEM
FRENCH FRIES

In Belgium, fries are the star of the show. If you ask any local, they’ll tell you the only place to get real fries is a Belgian frituur (roughly translated as ‘fry shop’). By Sander Van Den Broecke


THESE EASYGOING EATERIES are a quintessential part of Belgian food culture – and no other country has elevated fried potatoes to such an art form.

A Staple of the Belgian Streetscape

In Belgium, a frituur is more than a place to get your fry fix. Over the years, it’s become a staple of the streetscape in every Belgian town, village and city.

According to Navefri-Unafri (the National Association of Fryers), there are more than 4600 frituurs in Belgium, a country with just under 12 million inhabitants. To put that into perspective: per capita, Belgium has almost 10 times more fry shops than the US has McDonald’s locations. That makes sense when you learn that more than a million Belgians ate fries on an average day in 2021.

They may be plentiful, but the appearance of Belgian fry shops is as varied and peculiar as the rest of the country. Some of them are simple, mobile food trucks manned by a single dedicated operator. Others are small restaurants with full kitchens and a separate counter for deep-fried snacks – usually meaty, cheesy or both.

Over the years, the frituur, in all its diverse glory, has become a vital component of what it means to be Belgian. Bernard Lefèvre, president of Navefri-Unafri, explains: ‘A frituur is not merely a place where you can eat fries. If that were the case, there would be a few million of them. A frituur, rather, is the place where fries are the first thing you order, and maybe you get a snack to go with it. They rarely exist [in this way] outside our country, and that makes them distinctively Belgian.’

Whether you call them frieten (in Dutch) or frites (in French) doesn’t really matter (just never French Fries!). At the frituur, fries are most often served with sauces like mayonnaise, Flemish beef stew sauce or tartare, and snacks like meat croquette, frikandel, bear’s foot, and cheese balls.

A Cultural Phenomenon

The fry shops may not have a unified look, but there’s one thing they all do very well. Somehow, fries from the frituur always taste better than the ones you get abroad, or even the ones you bake yourself. Ninety-one per cent of Belgians agree that fries from the frituur are inextricably linked to Belgian culture, according to a 2021 government study. There’s even a national movement to have Belgian fry culture recognised as UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage, led by Lefèvre.

‘Looking at Belgium’s geographical location, it all makes sense. There’s a pleasure-seeking, Romanesque culinary tendency to our south, and a technical, Germanic one to our north. Belgium is at the intersection of those two dynamics. Because of that, we love fast food and we love good food. And no meal answers that description the way fries do,’ says Lefèvre.

In other words: we can’t help it. We love fries because they satisfy our basest urges for fast, delicious food. Knowing this, it should come as no surprise that Belgium is the only country in the world with a yearly Week of the Fry celebration and a Fries Museum (in Bruges).

In Belgium, eating fries is about more than sustenance. It’s the comfort food you crave after a bad day at work. It’s the taste of home when you return from a long trip abroad. It’s an informal ritual shared with loved ones to get you through the week.

[image: ]

Classic Belgian frituurs, Brussels | MDART/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

A Disputed History

So what makes Belgian fries so special? Why do Belgians feel such a strong connection to their fries? To answer that question, we have to go back in time. The origin of the fry is disputed, as Paul Ilegems (a retired professor of art history and curator of the Fries Museum) confirms in his book Encyclopedie van de Friet.

One theory posits that the first fry was sold in the 1780s under the Pont Neuf, the famed Parisian bridge across the River Seine. But the French pommes de terre frites at the time were no more than roasted or baked potatoes. Another theory dates back to 1573, when Teresa of Ávila was growing potatoes in the convent garden. According to legend, she cut the potatoes into small figures of Christ and fried them, in accordance with the Spanish custom of cooking everything in boiling oil. And thus, the humble potato was born anew and became the earliest ancestor of the fry.

The inventor of the fry remains unclear, but Ilegems and other historians believe fries were subsequently popularised in 19th-century Belgium by a Belgian-Bavarian carnival vendor named Jean Frédéric Krieger. Krieger (later known as Monsieur Fritz) toured with his family’s travelling company, moving from fair to fair. In 1838, he started selling fries at the fair in Liège, and thus, the very first frituur was born.

Gaining Popularity

When Krieger opened his first fairground stand, fries were a relatively unknown delicacy. But word of the tasty treat soon spread like wildfire among the Belgian public. By 1856, the fair in Liège had three fry shops, and five years later, there were 17. Monsieur Fritz’s empire expanded rapidly, and he built a robust network of fry shops across the country.

Soon enough, demand for fries grew beyond the fair season. As a result, countless mobile and permanent fry shops opened their doors in Belgium in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Fries had entered the people’s cuisine, transcending class, race and socio-economic status. Today, fries are still as whimsical, mundane and beloved as they were then – and we owe it all to Jean Frédéric Krieger.

We can’t know for sure what Belgian food culture would look like today if Krieger had never started selling fries at the fair in Liège. However, we can be sure of one thing: Belgians may not have invented the fry, but they perfected it. And that’s something that makes every Belgian proud – even 180 years after fries first found their way into the country.

[image: ]

Frietmuseum, Bruges | ILPO MUSTO/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

BELGIUM IS THE ONLY COUNTRY IN THE WORLD WITH A YEARLY WEEK OF THE FRY CELEBRATION AND A FRIES MUSEUM





THE BROWN PUB, A TASTE OF BELGIUM

In most countries, a brown pub is just that: a bar with brown decorations. But in Belgium, brown pubs – or bruine kroegen, as they’re known in Dutch – are gritty, down-to-earth staples of the neighbourhood with a heart and soul of their own. And they’re about much more than just brown tables and chairs. By Sander Van Den Broecke


[image: ]

Delirium, brown pub, Brussels | RADIOKAFKA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

THE BROWN PUB is a cultural phenomenon dating back to 19th-century working-class Belgium. But the English term ‘brown pub’ doesn’t quite do it justice. No one-on-one translation even exists for this concept. So, for lack of a proper translation, here’s the idea.

The Unique Belgian Tradition Lost in Translation

A bruine kroeg has mismatched decor with dark wooden chairs and tables that are slightly too close for comfort. Tacky beer posters are scattered around, the weathered wallpaper has turned a brownish yellow from decades of indoor smoking, and you often have to make do with little more than candlelight. The keys on the piano in the corner have been collecting dust for years. Newspaper clippings adorn the walls, next to a vintage mirror and long-forgotten photos of the owners in their childhood years. It’s not cool or trendy, nor is it trying to be. Brown pubs do not strive to appeal to long-bearded, lumberjack-shirt-wearing hipsters – and that’s precisely where they get their authentic charm.

But what defines the bruine kroeg more than anything is its homely, nostalgic ambience. When you step through the door, it feels familiar, like you’ve travelled back to simpler times – even if you weren’t there to experience those times yourself.

Tanguy Ottomer, city guide at BeroepsBelg and author of several books on Belgium and Antwerp, says, ‘Every bruine kroeg in Belgium has a certain…history. You can’t just wake up one day and decide to open one.’

Where Belgian Beer Tastes Better

Brown pubs are as much a staple of the Belgian streetscape as frituurs (‘fry shops’). Every Belgian city, town or village has at least one place where regulars sit out their days on a leather bar stool. Here, people from every walk of life come together – politicians, dock workers, students and pensioners alike. And in a country whose residents are notoriously bad at opening up, that’s quite the feat.

Just as they’ve always been, brown pubs are still deeply rooted in Belgian beer culture. More often than not, they have a wide range of traditional beers on tap, an elaborate menu of Belgian and international brews, and staff members with an all-encompassing understanding of the menu. By offering a large selection of beers not commonly served in mainstream bars, brown pubs contribute directly to the idea that beer is a part of everyday life in Belgium. And, most importantly, says Ottomer, ‘Belgian beer always tastes better in a brown pub. That’s just how it is.’

But despite its widespread impact, the brown pub is now facing more challenges than ever.

[image: ]

Amber abbey beer | WERNER LEROOY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Future of the Brown Pub

Like most hospitality venues, the average brown pub in Belgium suffered greatly during the COVID-19 pandemic. Many were forced to shut up shop or radically rethink their business model. Add to this the fact that many younger people are reducing their alcohol intake or turning to healthier drinks, and the future of the bruine kroeg becomes very uncertain.

‘I don’t believe our brown pubs will disappear,’ continues Ottomer. ‘They may become less abundant, but quality always prevails. Trendy bars come and go, but I believe the bruine kroeg will always be around to some extent. The task at hand is to get younger generations to embrace the dark wooden chairs and vintage mirrors on the wall.’

Still, regardless of anyone’s opinion on the matter, brown pubs are part of what makes Belgium Belgium. Most of them have a long-standing local legacy and are beloved among both regulars and visitors. So, the next time you’re in Belgium, go out and get a pint at the neighbourhood bar around the corner from your hotel – especially if it looks a bit worn. Who knows what fantastic tales you’ll find beyond the threshold?




CONTEMPORARY ART & ARCHITECTURE IN BRUGES

Beyond the canals, the chocolate and the chips, Bruges is a city that vigorously champions contemporary art and architecture. By Helena Smith
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Installation ‘Denature 4’, during the 2021 Triennial Bruges | ZHENG HUANSONG/XINHUA VIA GETTY IMAGES ©

WHILE BRUGES MAY have grown a little weary of the ‘Venice of the north’ tag, it’s undeniable that the two watery cities have a lot in common. Both enjoyed spectacular trading eras, whose abundance lives on in gorgeously harmonious architecture. Both went through long declines, when the canals took on a sepulchral air which provided inspiration to 19th-century Romantic writers and Expressionist artists. And both cities have reinvented themselves by weaving contemporary art into calendars once dominated by religious and historic festivities. While Venice leads the way with its outstanding global art and architecture Biennales, Bruges is doing its bit by reviving the art Triennales first held in the city in the late 1960s and early ’70s.

The Triennale themes are fantastical, ranging from reimaginings of sedate Bruges as a megapolis to liquidity and the city, to the trauma beneath the skin of this dreamy destination. For the 2021 event, Brazilian artist Henrique Oliveira sculpted huge knotted wooden branches around ancient city walls in a tangled image of the subconscious mind, while Tunisian artist Nadia Kaabi-Linke’s huge circular bench stuck with shining pins which actively prevented meetings symbolised exclusivity and elitism. The next event, held in 2024, promises to once more integrate modern imaginings into the ancient city streets, provoking visitors to think beyond the tourist clichés.

You don’t need to visit Bruges at Triennale time, though, to find modern art among the cobblestones and canals. The city is scattered with some wonderful sculptural works, which enjoy a pleasing incongruity against the gabled buildings. Rik Poot’s 1987 Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse strike an energetic but tense note at Hof Arents in the heart of the old town, depicting revolution, war, hunger and death. Horse-drawn carriages clip-clop through the square past their bronze counterparts, whose panelled contours contain gaps, as if the creatures and their riders could fracture and fall apart.

And your cosy boat trip may be interrupted by the sight of Constant Permeke’s Niobe, a rounded waterside bronze figure who lies on her stomach weeping into canal: she is the Niobe of Greek myth, whose 14 children were killed to punish her pride in them. A less obtrusive work can be seen at St Jans Plein, where Titus Nolte engraved the quizzical words ‘futura historiae obstant’ – the future obstructs the past – on a kerbstone. In the Groeninge Museum courtyard, Pablo Atchugarry’s abstract meditation recalls praying hands which point to the sky in folds of white Carrara marble, echoing Michelangelo’s marble Madonna and Child housed in the church close by.

More ephemeral works can be spotted across the city in the form of street art, including a wall portrait of Mary of Burgundy by Jeremiah Persyn located on Hauwersstraat: the popular 15th-century queen holds the tumbling smoke-grey city in her outstretched hands. Near the concert hall on Kapucijnenplein, four colourful jesters dance on stilts along a high wall, painted with geometric rigour by Stan Slabbinck. Nearby on ‘t Zand square, a female portrait by Strook, made from planes of reclaimed wood, hangs to the side of a whitewashed building asking you to look up and contemplate its faceless mystery.

In terms of architecture, Bruges excels at modern creations which insert themselves gracefully but unapologetically into the ancient cityscape. The public library is a fine example, built in the 1970s during a wave of urban regeneration. Echoing the proportions of the surrounding houses and featuring rhythmic lines of blunted gables, this brick building has a colourful light-flooded interior that is actively enjoyed and used by locals.

Elsewhere, the College of Europe was revived in the mid-1990s with a sweeping concrete grid structure, which runs along a side street and peeks above an entrance gate looking onto the Sint-Annarei canal. Across the canal, pause at sleek brasserie De Refter, whose double facade is fronted by playfully modern pointed gables. Then stroll down to the 2012 state archives, whose long red bricks mimic piled-up sheets of paper.

The city continues to look forward: from 2026 the BRUSK building near the Groeningemuseum (Groeninge Museum) promises to revive the museum quarter with a bold new construction and space for temporary exhibits of both historic and socially relevant modern works. But for now, nowhere is Bruges closer to the bleeding edge of contemporary art than at the Concertgebouw. Completed in 2002, the concert hall references the terracotta rooftop tones of the surrounding old town. Initially appearing monolithic, it is cut with wide apertures which allow for sweeping city views.

Some visitors see Bruges as a city preserved in aspic, cast forever in the fading light of its Golden Age glory. But contemporary artists and architects call on locals and visitors to look again, and to step into an active relationship with a living city.
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Chocophiles should head to Choco-Story, Bruges’ chocolate museum, which tells the tale of chocolate from Belgian artisans all the way back to the Aztecs.
SANDER VAN DEN BROECKE
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Explore Luxembourg City’s Bock Casemates. Once part of the city’s fortificatons, they have since been used to grow mushrooms, age wines and as shelters during WWII.
MÉLISSA MONACO
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Waterloo
Napoleon's last battlefield has a
plethora of engaging attractions both
old and contemporary and it's just an
hour south of Brussels by bus.

Mons

Much more than its world war angels
and demons, Mons is one of Belgium's
underrated cultural gems with a crazy
dragon-slaying festival to boot.

@ Aarschot

Namur
Wallonia's capital has a cultural vibe
that gets ever livelierand now has a
cable car to whisk you to the top of its
signature fortress-citadel.
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Congratulations on choosing Belgium &
Luxembourg for your next adventure

Plan Your Trip The Guide
Explore some of the most

Navigate the destination with
spectacular parts of the country in-depth tips on the best
as you start to build the itinerary

experiences and the best way to
for your journey make the most of your trip

H PERENNIAL
{ SURVIVOR

Storybook

Gointo greater depth as
you explore a destination or
make sense of something you
experience on your trip

Food, Drink &
Nightlife

THE ART OF

=

FRONT COVER: Moselle Valley, Luxembourg
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FROM THE AIRPORT

Brussels Airportis about a 20-minute drive
from the city. You can catch atrain (just
below the airport) to the city’s three main
stations, or take bus 12 (one floor below
the Arrivals level) to the EU Quarter, with
connection to the Metro.

TAXIS & RIDESHARES

For long-distance, late-night transportation
orif you have heavy luggage, taxis and
rideshares are readily available. Be aware
that not all taxis accept bank or credit
cards. Most taxi companies offer packages
to/from the airport. Don't forget to mention
it when you order your taxi.

&)

WALKING

With most of the main attractions within
walking distance and the largest pedestrian
areain Europe, you'll find it's quite easy

to go from one sight to the next. Opt for
comfortable footwear, as the cobbled
streets might prove to be less than ideal for
high heels.

PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION

The public transport network in Brussels
consists of metros, trams, buses (operated
by STIB/MIVB), and intra-urban trains
(SNCB/NMBS). For late-night-goers, Noctis
buses (on Friday and Saturday nights) and
Collecto, ashared taxi service, are available
to ensure your safe return.
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BRUSSELS
Ghent, Bruges &
Northwest Belgium

MEDIEVAL CITIES AND
UNFORGETTABLE VIEWS

Miles of sandy beach, poignant
WWImemorials and flat expanses
of hop-fields are punctuated with
fine medieval towns. Veurne and
Oudenaarde are lovely, Ghent is
magnificent, but Bruges grabs the Brussels
limelight with its fairytale confection MuLTIcULTOR A .
of pretty canals, soaring towers and caPITALGHEUROEE
step-gabled houses.

History meets bureaucracy meets bizarre in
this multicultural jumble that's fabulous for art,
museums, chocolate shops and unforgettable
cafe-bars. The term Brusselisation was coined
in the 1960s to describe places that wantonly

wreck their own historical cityscapes. Much has
survived nonetheless and Brussels' magnificent
Grand Place remains a global wonder.

Antwerp &
Northeast Belgium

CENTURIES OF CREATIVITY,
CONTINUED CUTTING EDGE
Antwerp is Belgium's second city, biggest portand
fizzing hub of cultural cool. Medieval charmers
like Mechelen and Lier fly under the radar, while
further east, orchards and vineyards roll in
emerald waves towards Gallo-Roman Tongeren
and the 'gin’ city of Hasselt.

Antwerp &
Northeast Belgium

Wallonia
BELGIUM'S FRANCOPHONE SOUTH

Expect more contours as you head south and
switch linguistically from Dutch to French. Beyond
amishmash of post-industrial fascination, rolling
farmlands and riverside fortress towns lies the
sports-magnet that is the well-wooded Ardennes.
Here you'll find caves, rivers to kayak, adventure
parks and the nearest Belgium comes to mountains.

Wallonia

Luxembourg

THE WORLD'’S RICHEST
COUNTRY
Don't think that Luxembourg is all
banks and no trousers. The capital
is adramatic once-fortified canyon.
Beyond are magical castles nestled
in hilly green country with great
walking trails, quaffable sparkling
wines and totally free public
transport that, despite the cheap
Luxembourg petrol, might make you want to put
your car away.
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