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Belgium 2001

Equatorial Africa-European Winter-Equatorial Asia-Australian Summer

Wednesday 5th December 2001

Bonny Island to Murtala Mohamad Airport Lagos.

Weather: Light Hamatan sky (dust) 32 degC.

Quote of the day: Murphy once said, “Anything that could possibly go wrong, will!”

We are just recovering from a 3 day power outage, where a cable fault between the plant and the residential area managed to “seize our light”, as the locals say. The worst-case scenario was a 24-hour outage after which time any possible fault would be repaired, alleviating the need to spend the money on a secondary supply. So, the first disaster was when my alarm clock didn’t go off because the time had been reset, but not the alarm time. Luckily Anita woke up as I had just finished nightshift the day before and was not able to get to sleep until after 2am.

So out of bed at 5.45am with the possibility of the bus coming to pick us up anytime after 6am, we quickly closed up our 3 suitcases (every time I swear we are going to travel with less, but it never happens!) and put them out the front on the street ready for the bus to come. Then settling back into waiting mode, we gave the kids some breakfast, thinking they could just leave what they didn’t have time to eat. Prescillia had arrived to pack up the house after we had gone. Its nice to be able to just leave knowing someone else will take care of everything, so we really appreciate her coming so early to see us off.

By 6.10am, the second disaster struck home. The jetty bus had not come, and feeling a little nervous, I rang the transport office only to find out the bus had already left without us. Having checked that there was a successful booking made for the boat, I assumed the bus would be coming to pick us up…. Wrong again. So with the transport office thrown into as big a panic as us, a mini bus was dispatched to take us the 6kms to the jetty. Speeding all the way, we made it with 5 extra minutes to spare!

The flight to Lagos went without a hitch. We went, we boarded, we flew and were met in Lagos by our meet and greet pick up crew. Off to the Sheraton Hotel (the worst one in the chain…) and checking in, we discover there is only 1 room booked for all 4 of us, instead of the normal 2 rooms. Well as we are only staying until dinnertime, we can survive with this, but what about our return on the 30th December? Yep…. only 1 room for that night too. So we end up in the manager’s office to argue my case. He agrees as long as he can get a fax from the company to approve it. Well how do I do that? So our meet and greet girl agrees to chase it up for us.

OK, so a quick lunch, followed by a trip to the pool for a relaxing afternoon. The sun was hot, as for me, I was hardly awake! When the sun finally sets, its time for dinner. Still full from lunch and with limited time left before we are to be picked up, we decide to just share a couple of pizza’s in the Italian restaurant. Just after placing our order, and getting our drinks, a riot breaks out in the kitchen. (Yes… I said riot!) The cook working in the front slams his meat cleaver down and storms out the back yelling at the horrendous commotion swelling in the back. Next someone comes rushing out to call the manager, then our waitress follows to inform us there is a little problem in the kitchen, but don’t worry your order is coming. We are the only people in there, apart from another couple from our company who are also being picked up in less than 1 hour, but at least they already have their food. So next the manager storms in, but takes the time to stop at our table to tell us the staff are on strike, but don’t worry, he will sort out everything and our order will be ready soon, and disappears into the kitchen. Seeing we had a worried look on our faces, the drink waiter looked into the pizza oven, and extracted out pizzas before going back in to the shouting match. A couple of minutes later our waitress comes back out with 2 black eyes and a fat lip… no wait, she went in like that… OK, she comes out and finally delivers out pizza then don her boxing gloves and goes back in for round 3. The commotion that came out as she opened the door to go in, just served to remind us of the underlying tension that exists in day-to-day life, and how vulnerable the peace and quiet actually is here. 10 more minutes later, the manager re-emerged, followed by all the staff, who went back to work like nothing ever happened.

Next, on to the airport and we present our tickets to the man on our side of the counter who gives them to the KLM girl on the other side of the counter to ensure all goes smoothly. He then hands them over the counter, only to have the lady throw them back, “These are not signed”.  “What!” says Anita with hair on her neck standing. “No wuhulla madam” he says and whisks them away to the supervisor who signs them. (I never know tickets had to be signed by anyone before…) So back again. This time we progress one stop further, before she throws them back “There is no booking in the computer for these” “What!!” goes Anita with hair standing and jugular vein standing on left side of neck. Apparently there is a booking for 2 of the 4 seats required, and business class is full. “You will have to wait at the gate on standby and if there are no seats, 2 will have to go economy class”

“What!!!” says Anita with both veins now standing. “We can’t possibly fly economy class, it just can’t be done!! We have paid for business class and we shall have business class.”  So, onto the manager’s office upstairs. We wait in the queue for 15 minutes then he spends 5 minutes behind the computer only to tell us what is now ‘the bleedin’ obvious.’ “How can this be possible when we have a print out from the KLM computer 3 weeks ago to say all is confirmed” So Anita presents the paper, and he agrees someone else is getting thrown out, but not us. (Imagine…. having to sit in the back sipping water from a paper cup… it’s just not proper!) So onto the ticket office and more standing around with the boys growing impatient and resorting to antagonizing each other to amuse themselves. So back to the desk with our newly printed ticket and still we don’t get a seat allocation, but an assurance that by the time we get to the boarding gate that all will be sorted. Not convinced, we decide to hit the scotch in the business lounge anyway.

The lounge is so full there are no seats, so I ask if there is another lounge to which the girl looks at one of the boys standing nearby and says in Yoruba to please find these people a seat, to which I turned to the boys and asked “Ejo, mu aga murim wu” (please bring us 4 chairs). The girl at the desk smiled and yabbered away so fast I couldn’t understand, but nodded and left before I embarrassed myself.

The business class lounge was not only packed, but had run out of the following:

Ice, rum, food, chairs, newspapers in a language other than Italian. So after a couple of quick scotches and a talk to one of our technologists who was flying to London, and my boss sitting opposite us also, we left and went downstairs to run into 2 other of the contract staff from my shift, then Richard who is the trainer on my shift and the couple who were in the restaurant with us during the great Sheraton food fight, and I was wondering if there were enough people left on Bonny to run the plant for the next 28 days?

We fronted up to the KLM check in desk early to avoid disappointment from our shonky tickets, and as promised the girl from downstairs took our tickets and wrote our seat number on in pen which was honored when we got onto the plane. So we finally made it, but was it all over yet? With boarding complete, and the plane pushed out onto the taxi way the engines were started, prior to a 10 minute wait which ended with the captain announcing to us, that there was a problem with the planes fuel system and to be put safety first, we would have to return to the terminal and have it looked at. Can you imagine??? What a day this had been!  We returned to the terminal, opened the main cabin door and a little bearded bloke entered with his magic screwdriver. We sat waiting half expecting to be told to get off and go home to bed, but after 30 minutes with the hosties running around trying to bribe happiness from business class passengers with some champagne, the captain announced the fault was in one of the computers which was now OK, but we had to refuel again before attempting to take off again. So with an hour and a half delay, we were off. Anita checked our tickets for our next connecting flight from Amsterdam to Brussels, and it looked like touch and go that we would make it. So she called the purser and asked her advice. She said we may just make it, otherwise there was always the train, which only takes 2 ½ hours. But after checking the timetable, we found another flight leaving only 2 hours later than ours, which only takes 20 minutes of flying. So we decided to sit back and watch our favorite TV show from home, “The Royale Family” which was just starting on the comedy channel (only in business class, of course) before trying to get some shut eye for the big day ahead.

Thursday 6th December 2001

Lagos to Brussels, Belgium.

Weather: Patchy cloud with sunny breaks, 9 degC.

Quote of the day: What speed are we doing Mitch? 
Crossed fingers proved not enough to ward off the KLM ju-ju that had beset us the day before. The next obstacles, were that the air traffic controllers in France were on strike, causing us to make a detour further East than usual, then strong Northerly winds above the alps, and we arrived at exactly the time our next flight took off, (just to maximize the annoyance.) We were worried about Virginie’s father waiting at the airport in Brussels, but there was nothing we could do! We made a bee line for the transfer desk, and were booked on the 9.30am flight, then to the ticket office to change the time of our flight back from Brussels to a time more human than leaving at 6am. The flight took only 20minutes and I think I slept for 19 of them. I was feeling a bit sick and suffering from diahorea from something I ate in Lagos.

We arrived and rushed to collect out bags, which came off last, and rushed out the door to see a man waving at us. Ashille, Virginie’s father recognized us from the photo we emailed her brother-in-law and was happy to see us after waiting so long. He thought we had lost our luggage, but we explained about our dilemmas on the way to his car; a 7 series BMW, one of my dream cars. We pulled out of the car park with Anita sitting with one of the suitcases on her lap so we could just see her eyes looking over the top. Ashille stood on the go pedal and it jumped out onto the motorway like a bullet! “What speed are we doing Mitch?” “170kph…”  Wow, as a boy I always dreamed of a car that would go like this! Consequently, the journey from Brussels to Eeklo didn’t take very long.

We arrived at the home of Virginie’s parents and were greeted by Lucy her mother who had a lovely lunch prepared for our arrival. Eric the son-in-law was there too, and soon after Sylvie and the girls arrived home from school for lunch. They were all so sweet and fussing over us like mother hens. Lucy could hardly speak English, and Ashille too had given up trying instead relying on Sylvie to relay the stories of Bonny back to them as they were told. They were very interested on how their daughter was living, and the fact the Asher, their grand daughter was one of Riley’s girlfriends. Seeing Anita was taking an interest in their house, they proudly took us on a tour of the house, which was the most gorgeous we had ever seen! It was right in the main street of the town, and was originally an underwear shop owned by Lucy’s mother.

They then brought our car out of the garage and took us over to our house in the next village.

It was the sweetest little farm cottage, with little bedrooms upstairs, and chooks running through the backyard. We could look over the back paddock and see the Dutch border only 500mtrs away. Ashille and Sylvie were looking after us, showing us every detail on how to work everything. At one point, Anita asked a question about the washing machine, and before we knew it, Ashille was there reading the instruction manual for the answer! He then took us (in the BMW) to see where the shops are in the next village of ‘watervliet’ and believe it or not, the shop was closed on Thursdays. We were starting to get orientated, and after they left us, we took a drive over the border back to Holland and cruised around some of the little farm properties before heading back into to Eeklo for some shopping.

It was dark by 5pm, and we were very tired.so had our tea and put the kids to bed. We stayed up having a cuppa, and me catching up on my diary before we too were nodding off and so went to bed. Boy it was cold!!!!!!

Friday 7th December 2001

Waterland-Oudeman to Holland and back.

Weather: Patchy cloud with sunny breaks, 9 degC.

Quote of the day: Oh my God, 9am and still dark. How do the kids go to school?

“Oh my God, its 9am and still dark. How do the kids go to school in this?” I heard Anita say. It was the middle of the night for all I knew and she was standing at the window peering out of the blind. The clock in the bedroom said 9am but I suspect it was still on daylight saving time from the last time Filiep and Virginie were at home. I was dead to the world until then, but got out of bed to look. The paddock next door was covered in a heavy frost and looked very cold in the morning twilight.

The boys were already up and playing with the train set they found in the toy box downstairs. We were eating our cornflakes when the phone rang. It was Sylvie ringing to tell us the steam train that runs from Moltegen through their town Eeklo was running a special trip today for an English excursion group and it would be a good day for us to tag along as it doesn’t run very often.

So after breakfast, the boys went out and got all excited to see the outdoor table in the backyard covered in a thick layer of ice! The chooks didn’t mind though, they were out foriging in the paddock next door, frost and all. We gathered out coats and piled into the car and headed over to Moltegen, only 20 minutes drive from home. On the way we passed a service station with a sign out the front telling us the temperature was minus 1 degC! I didn’t think it was possible to go below zero! Upon arriving at Moltegen we looked around the town at the beautiful old building, but when we arrived at the stoom museum, it was locked up and deserted. So we went with plan B and headed into Holland and up the cost, across on the ferry at Zeeland and on up to see the sea barrier they had built as a result of the massive destruction caused by flooding of the South East of the Netherlands in 1953 when Spring tides combined with gale force winds in the Nord Zee to drive the tide level 4mtrs above the usual tide level and over the tops of the dykes which collapsed after they were breached.

On the way we passed a road sign that announced to everyone that it was now 4 degC. We continued on until we stopped in a small village called Haamstede, where we parked the car and went for a walk around. There was a castle built from brick and maybe only a couple of hundred years old, but all the signs were in Dutch so it was hard to figure out. We found a nice restaurant for lunch, and knowing what pancake was in Dutch, we spotted that on the menu and had one each with ham and cheese. Luckily for us too, the waiter spoke English.

After lunch we drove back to the sea barrier and water world which we had seen advertised from the road, but entering water world led us to discover it was closed from Novermber to April but the visitors center for the sea barrier was open, so we spent a couple of hours going through the displays on how they built it, and the problems they encountered with things like moving sea bed made up of loose sand. They are very proud to show you the intricate engineering detail which you don’t realize when you first look from the outside.

We also went on the tour over one of the piles and standing in the bitter cold at 4.30pm it was already getting dark for the night, as we watched the sea whistle through the gate door for the high tide. The original plan was to just close off the opening from the Oosterschilde (East Schilde) and they had pumped up sand to form an island in the center, when the greenies pointed out that the inside was a unique habitat area for marine life and would become fresh water and kill it all off. So the decision was made for the environment to make an opening gate, which on average only has to close once per year, but a few years ago it closed 7 times in the one year, and has not had to be closed for the past 3 years.

Saturday 8th December 2001

Gent

Weather: Heavy morning fog lifting by 1.30pm and bloody cold!.

Quote of the day: I’m sick of this walking, I’m going to save my pocket money and buy a wheel chair! (Riley)
Headed off after breakfast for a day in Gent. We drove around the city centre looking for a place to park when Anita starts complaining that we are driving in a pedestrian only area. I looked in the rear vision mirror and noticed we were the only car around and people were looking at us funnily, so maybe she was right…. I said don’t worry, there is another car following us, and it’s a police car with its lights flashing (it wasn’t of course).

We found a car park outside in an area beside one of the beautiful churches then went to look at the ticket machine where you buy the ticket to display on the dash of the car while you are away. The instructions were all in Flemish and I couldn’t make head nor tail of what I was supposed to do. I had only 50f in change and didn’t expect to get much for my money. A lady approached, and I stood aside pretending to fiddle with my change while I watched her put her money in and press the green button, to collect her ticket. I tried the same but it would not take my money! Then a young man came over and I stood aside and watched again as he did it. He left and again the machine refused to take my money! So after arguing with the machine for a couple of minutes, which of course was useless as the machine did not understand my English muttering, the young man came back and asked me if I was having trouble. Ah! I was happy to find someone else who speaks English. They must all think we are quite dumb here. He showed me you have to put the coins into the slot and let the scanner examine them before the coin chute opens and takes them. He said we could have 2 hours for 60f or 1 hour for 50f, so it was 1 hour we got.

The church had a bazaar sale with lots of cheap antiques including a blow lamp, bugle and other interesting things which would be impossible to carry home. After 1 hour we went back for the car, and Anita convinced us to move the car as we were too far from the center to walk and we needed more time than 2 hours so we took off again into the one way streets and walkways. And yes again we ended up on a funny street where there were no cars, just people and a policeman stepped off the kerb in front of us and pointed for us to turn around. I was ready to tell him my name was Clarke Grisswald, but he could already see that.

We had a place on the map that Filiep had marked on the map for us to park at, but gave up and parked in an underground carpark that ended up being further away from the centre that we were before. But we found a great heated indoor shopping mal, then we headed back into the city centre. The buildings were beautiful and very old. It really was impressive to see 2 church spires with the clock tower of the town hall between them. Anita wanted to visit the “St. Babo’s cathedral” which was dripping in famous old artworks incuding a Rueben’s that Anita had studied at school and was impressed to see. The oak and marble alter too was pretty amazing and even impressed the boys. Down in the crypt below there was a man playing the most beautiful music I had ever heard on a harp. He had the CD’s for sale and I was tempted to buy one, but notice they were $40aud each, and lost interest.

We had a late lunch in a little café where we warmed up again, then more walking around the city. We found the cinema and our hopes of seeing the Harry Potter movie for Mitchell were dashed; it wasn’t on.

We headed back to the first shopping mal near the car and stocked up on groceries, which left out cash reserves dangerously low, and still the car park fee to pay. After loading up the car we drove toward the exit and realized you have to pay the money on your ticket before you drive out, so a quick dart into another car park to sort it out was in order. I went and saw the man in the ticket booth who pretended not to understand and just pointed to a vendoring machine nearby where people were lined up to pay there fee. Fearing the worst I lined up too and watched other people using the machine. Then my turn. I put my card in and it demanded 300f, and all I had was 200f!!! I looked around waiting for a miracle, wishing Anita was there with her purse; she always manages to find enough change for any situation. Then I noticed the visa sign and put in my credit card. First it wouldn’t take it and then a lady behind me growing impatient took it from me and put it in the other slot, the same one where my ticket disappeared. A big red message flashed up on the screen and it gave me back my credit card and ticket. I moved out of the way and let the growing cue move again. I bet they were all cursing damn tourists!

I went back to the ticket window only to find the little man had disappeared, but returned after only 10 minutes of waiting. I tried to explain to him what had happened and how I wanted to pay at the window and not some machine. It turns out he spoke perfect English and took me back to the vending machine saying he could not believe the credit card trick had not worked. When he placed the ticket and credit card into the slot, the message we got on the screen was that the fee had already been paid from my first attempt! He looked at me like I had 2 heads and sent me on my way!

We got lost going home, and Anita was convinced she could find the way reading the map in the dark, but I got out the GPS anyway and asked it to take us home. It led us down all these back roads and country lanes and once into the carpark of the pub (maybe a hint, but the road we wanted was behind the pub) and eventually thanks to science and modern technology we found home safe and sound.

A quick dinner at home then bath and bed, all too tired to do anything else and promising ourselves we will go to the local pub for dinner tomorrow night.

Before bed, the phone rang, and it was Sylvie inviting us for lunch tomorrow. Goodnight….

Sunday 9th December 2001

Belgium to Holland by bicycle, Eeklo for lunch, then to Brugge for dinner.

Weather: Frosty morning with sunny skies, Cold!

Quote of the day: This is an international bike ride.
You always feel better after a sleep in, and these cold morning certainly encourage it! We woke up late, had a leasurely breakfast, talked to the chooks who had only laid one egg, then collected the bicycles from the garage and went for a ride up the lane. The grass was covered in a frost heavier than I have ever seen and the light breeze that was blowing was bitterly cold and seemed to cut right through you. If you could manage to stand out of the breeze but still in the sun, you could feel the warmth of the sun trying to battle against the cold. The roadside drain in front of our house, seemed to have something on the surface, like a film or something. I picked up a small pebble from the road and threw it into the water, but to my surprise it bounced across and stopped on top. It was frozen over!

We rode our bikes around the corner and onto the main road and traveled the 100 metres to Holland, where we stopped for a photo of us on our bike at the border. Mitch announced to us all that this was now an International bike ride.

After our bike ride, we were invited to Sylvie and Eric’s house for lunch, so we packed up the car and headed into Eeklo to find a shop open so we could take something with us for lunch. But all the shops were shut, even the supermarket we were in Friday night. We drove up the main street and out of the town, but still no sign of anything that even looked promising. So back into town and we saw Sylvie standing out the front looking for us, so we decided to give up and go in.

After a lovely lunch, we just sat around the kitchen table chatting for ages, while the Riley and the 2 youngest girls watched a video, and Mitchell and Micheul (their oldest son) played a game on the computer.

After leaving, we thought it was too early to go home, and decided to go for a drive towards Brugge, which was our destination for the next day, only about 20kms away. We promised the boys McDonalds for dinner, but when we got there we discovered that Macca’s doesn’t take Visa card, and we had run out of cash until a visit to the moneychanger in the morning. So we continued into Brugge and found a nice expensive restaurant where we had dinner in the market square, then watched some people make idiots of themselves in the ice skating rink they had set up in the middle of the square for Winter while Anita and I spent the last of our cash on a hot liquor and a hot chocolate for the boys before heading home.

Monday 10th December 2001

Brugge.

Weather: Cold and Sunny.

Quote of the day: Australians weren’t built for ice skating!
Back to Brugge and we parked the car outside the city in the car park recommended to us and walked back into the city. The magnificent buildings of Brugge looked even more impressive by daylight than they did last night. We think this would have to be the most beautiful city we have ever visited! It is truly amazing and has a long history of first being a sea port in the middle ages, then the river silted up preventing ships from reaching it, so the sea trade all moved to Antwerpen. Then it was taken over by the Spaniards, then became poor, unloved and passed over, until the trendies discovered its untouched, unspoilt beauty. It boast the biggest collection of original buildings dating back to the middle ages anywhere in Europe.

Back in the centre of the city at the market square, the boys thought they would like to try ice skating, and all my attempts to talk them out of it were fruitless so they went ice skating. Once they were on the ice I realized they needed Dad’s help out there. (Besides, it looked kinda fun!) So I also went out and joined them for an hour or so. Mum went and looked in the shops when she wasn’t watching her boys. I only fell over once and I am writing this with a sore bottom back at home, with stiff ankles to go with it! Riley has roller blades at home and didn’t do too badly but Mitch and I were a little slower, with Mitch not game enough to let the side rail go at all! After 10 minutes, I had forgotten about how cold it was, and had to peel off my coat then felt really warm as I whizzed around the ring better than any Nigerian I had ever seen ice skate. I figured therefore that I must be the Nigerian ice skating champion!

After the skating, we paid the 200F for a family to climb up the bell tower. It had some great views over the city and a chance to see the workings of the great big clock at the top, with all its gears and cogs and the escapement clicking louder than any clock I had ever seen. It was a mechanical marvel! In the tower above, there are 47 bells of different sizes weighing a total of 27 tons. There was a keyboard also and a concert is given 3 times per week with somebody playing music on the bells. There was also a huge drum inside, like the one inside a music box with pins sticking out and every 15 minutes it turns around to play a tune on the bells.

While we were in the top, just under the bells Riley was getting nervous that they would chime. So Mitchell seized the opportunity to say that the bells were warming up, and looking at his watch it was time for them to ring. Riley being the big tough kid and school yard bully melted to pieces with tears running down his cheeks because he was too scared to stay there. Of course when the time did come, he hid under mum’s coat crying, while the noise of the bells wasn’t too loud but instead make a beautiful musical tune rather than an Earth shattering ‘bong!’.

Back down the bottom we climbed aboard a horse drawn buggy for a tour of the city. The tour guide must have memorized the words in English but couldn’t speak anymore than that. Because he started to tell us about the clock tower, and I interrupted him to say we had just come from there, but like a robot he ignored me and continued, so I didn’t try to interrupt again. The tour was for 30 minutes and quite relaxing and enjoyable, except for the bitter cold. I was looking for the heater switch but the button I pressed only made the horse make funny noises!

Back to the car, and finally McDonalds for dinner for the boys then home to bed late again.

Tuesday 11th December 2001

The Belgian sea side!

Weather: Heat wave! Foggy, 5 degC.

Quote of the day: Can I please have the ball…… I mean bill!

We drove to the coast at Zwin, where we went for a nature walk along a wetland area, and saw a water rat swimming in the creek. Then drove Knokke-Heist, and walked around the seafront, most things were closed for the Winter. Some shops had lovely Winter clothes for sale with a sign on the door, open weekends only.

We then drove further South to Blankenburge where we found a nice seaside restaurant over looking the water (just as Anita had requested) and had a nice lunch. The couple sitting at the table behind us had a beautiful big bulldog who really did look like he had been chasing parked cars. The lady sitting opposite us appeared to be alone, but when she picked up a bone from her table she too had a big poodle sitting with her. It was like one of the children (better behaved than ours!) and sat there looking patiently at the lady when she went to the toilet.

Riley again wasted his money in a vending machine trying to buy a toy he wanted, but got a bouncy rubber ball instead that he spent half of his lunchtime chasing around the floor until it was lost. We then noticed the lady with the poodle had it in her ashtray, and when the waiter came to collect our dishes, I asked him accidentally “can I please have my ball…. I mean bill!”

We went for a walk along the beach then drove down through Zeebrugge and Oostende and came home.

Wednesday 12th December 2001

Antwerp

Weather: Foggy then cloudy, 5 degC.

Quote of the day: I didn’t know they had electricity in the 16th Century!
We found a car park next to the river Schelde, opposite the National maritime museum which we had planned to visit later in the day. The city centre was filled with scaffolding which was being either erected for some function, or dismantled as the workers were there with cranes and things blocking the view of the beautiful statues and buildings.

We visited ‘cathedral of our lady’ before having to stop for the first hot chocolate for the day, to warm us up. Anita wanted to visit Ruben’s house (the famous Flemish painter) and we passed the shopping centre where Anita went crazy again in the shops which hardly take Visa card, so its damn lucky we cashed up our left over Naira into English pounds which we are changing to Belgian Francs to survive. We had lunch at the Quick restaurant, which is a McDonalds copy that should be named slow with hamburgers that have been shrunk in the wash then steamrolled flat.

We finally found Ruben’s house that he brought in 1500 and something. It was a fascinating insight into the wealthy life style of the 16th Century, but Riley being the constant idiot kept saying “I didn’t know they had electricity in the 16th Century” and “Look at this electric heater! Its amazing what they had back then!”

By 3.30pm, Anita thought Mitchell and I should explore the Maritime museum before it closed, and so made a plan to meet back at the car by 5pm so she, being shop deficient (comes from living on a desert island) could have another look at the shops, even if I refused to give her any more money.

The maritime museum had a great collection of ship models and overall was great to see. But I expected to find some ships to visit outside on the quayside, but alas they were not open during the Winter months. So Mitch and I went back in and took more time to look at some of the things we glanced over. By 4.45 one of the museum workers came and said my wife was waiting outside and was “in panic” so I headed out to find her calm and relaxed waiting in the semi dark and bitter cold. She thought they were closing and was worried they would lock me in, but she wasn’t really worried.

We had an appointment with a lady who is a local historian for the Eeklo area and she was coming to visit at 8pm to arrange a tour of the region. So we thought we should head back. Driving around trying to get our bearings for the drive home, Anita saw the Metropolis cinema complex which was recommended to us to find the Harry Potter movie which Mitchell was desperate to see. He wants to be the first in his school to see it, and as we are the first to leave the island for our Christmas break there was a good chance he would achieve it. So we darted in, found a car park and entered the cinema, thinking what a stroke of luck we found it. Then we noticed the ticket counter which said the movie started 10 minutes ago, and as we were short of time maybe we should give it a miss, but asking the lady she confirmed we were lucky it was in English and starting in 1 minute! So we went for it.

The only trouble was, it went for more than 2 hours! It was a good film (I even enjoyed it, but don’t tell anyone, OK?) So we came out of the cinema at the same time we were meeting the lady and we still hadn’t had any dinner. So into the pizza restaurant next door to find each slice of pizza was 3 Euro, or around $6aud. I choked back the lump in my throat that came when I remembered at home you could buy the whole pizza for the price of 2 slices and ordered for everyone remembering the diet I was supposed to be on!

After dinner we hit the road again which looked a little confusing, so I put on the GPS just in case. It said we were kind of heading in the right direction but traveling at 45 degrees off our course. After traveling for a long time, never finding the right turn off to take us in the actual direction we wanted, we finally bit the bullet and headed off the main road, which traveled a short distance before running into road works which got us completely lost. At one point the GPS said we were traveling back towards Antwerp which was confirmed when we saw the road signs pointing there! Up ahead we saw a road worker standing beside the road in the freezing cold and thought we should ask him directions, so slowing down and winding down the window we approached only to find it was a dummy with a mechanical arm! I pretended not to notice and kept talking to him, driving Mitch and Riley crazy with laughter!!

We eventually arrived home after 10pm and rang the lady who agreed to come back to see us tomorrow.

Thursday 13th December 2001

Quiet day at home

Weather: Cold!

Rita came out in the morning and left us with some books to read while we caught up on washing etc. We went into Eeklo for lunch, and just happened to run into Sylvie and her Mum and Dad going into the “Lefe” restaurant in central Eeklo, so we went in too. Being market day, the restaurant were doing a steak for the lunch special.

When we came back there was a note in the letter box from the lady next door who we have been trying to catch up with for the past 4 days. So we spent the evening at her house talking and looking at her beautiful doll collection, while standing next to her lovely wood heater. Her house is being renovated by her son and was a little drafty and being below zero was a little cool! Riley played with her fat white cat “Simba”.

Friday 12th December 2001

Brugge

Weather: -7degC overnight, with clear blue sky and bright sunshine, top of 0 degC!

Quote of the day: Do you take Australian money here?
After enjoying Brugge so much we decided to spend another day there, and Rita agreed to meet us there and show us around. The morning air was bitterly cold, and passing the service station on the way out of our village, Mum said to the boys, “what temperature do you think it is?”  I made my guess at minus 1 but said I would not be surprised if it were minus 2 as my fingers where stinging holding onto the cold steering wheel. Anita was the first to see the sign saying “Us that 4 degrees?” but as we got closer we saw it was actually –4 degC!

We parked our car at the railway station car park, then took the free bus into the city  ‘centrum’. Once there we changed the last of our English pounds into Francs and headed down the street to the church of ‘Our Lady’, where the Madonna and child statue carved by Michelangelo in 1504 is. 

We then visited the old hospital which has been converted into shops, where we found an Australian shop with lots of things we take for granted at home all for sale at ridiculous prices. Riley reached into his pocket and took out some Australian coins that he had been begging his mother to change for Belgian Francs so he could spend them, and asked the lady “Do you take Australian money?” The lady was surprised!

We then headed to a little café for our first hot chocolate of the day. It was well deserved as the air was bitterly cold, and I don’t think I have ever felt it as cold ever!

After hot chocolate, we headed back to the market square where we had a sausage in bread from the street vendor for our lunch and stood trying to find a spot with sun to thaw our feet while we ate it, but it was no use, the sun had no warmth in it.

Next was back to the ice skating, and the boys just had to have another go. It was now 1.30pm and we were meeting Rita close by at 2pm, so off the boys went to fill in the 30 minutes.

When Rita arrived, the boys had not had there fill, and refused to give up. So I agreed to wait with the boys while Anita and Rita when to the Groeninge museum of Flemish art especially the ones by Jan Van Eyck. When they came back 1 ½ hours later, I was so.. so… cold! I could not feel my feet anymore and when I was taking Riley’s skates off, he looked up at me and said “Dad, you don’t look too well.” So it was back to another shop for more hot chocolate!

We then walked around the city centre, mostly covering places we had already seen, except now Rita was giving a detailed explaination of the most of the buildings etc. One building is the chapel of the holy blood, where so of the blood of Jesus ended up and has been worshipped ever since.

We then hopped into Rita’s car and she drove us around the district showing us things of interest, and with the time running out fast, she dropped us back at the car park to pick up our car with just enough time to rush the 1 hour drive home before we had to be out again at the restaurant in our village (Waterman-Oodeman) where we were meeting Sylvie, Eric and the kids and Ascheil and Lucy for dinner to say thank you for all the help they had given us. Passing the service station on the way home, had the sign out the front showing –3degC, just one degree warmer than when we left in the morning!

We made it to the restaurant 5 minutes late, and they arrived 10 minutes after that! We had a nice meal, drank some nice wine and chatted about this and that before heading home to our cold house.

Saturday 15th December 2001

Eeklo

Weather: Sunny and about –1degC, then cloudy later, around zero.

Quote of the day: I didn’t know they had electricity in the 16th Century!
Rita was expecting us around 9am, and we managed to get there after being lost about 45 minutes late. Riley and Mitchell played with her dog, while we had a cup of tea, then we took the boys over to Sylvie’s house so they could spend the day playing with the kids. Mitchell gets on well with Mikhail, while the 2 girls Eva, and Laura like playing with Riley, who as usual has them in fits of laughter with his village idiot routine.

Rita drove us around some of the city sights, including a tour through the big church in the city centre which was impressive, and we had a long talk with the priest there about living in Africa. As she works for the city local government, Rita had the keys to let us into the city hall and she proudly showed us around, including her office.

We then headed back to her house, for a traditional Flandish lunch of vegetable soup with pork slices that you cut up and put into the soup as you eat it. It was really nice but I am glad the boys were not there as they would have complained bitterly about having to eat vegetable matter in such a way!

After lunch we drove around some of the local villages and to a museum in the forest outside the town, which was closed because it was Winter, and so onto another museum 5kms out further, which was also closed for the Winter. We then drove to a paddock out in the middle of nowhere, which had at one corner and beautiful little chapel, and across the road from it, was a series of little monuments; 15 in number where people would go and pray, then walk to the next until they had surrounded the whole area (probably a good 1 ½ hours walk) before coming back to the chapel.

We then headed back to Rita’s house where she insisted on us staying for coffee but we had to decline, knowing we still had to rescue Eric and Sylvie from the boys and pack up the house, as we are moving to a hotel in Brussells tomorrow before flying out on Monday morning.

So bread, cheese and left overs for dinner before packing up everything ready to move out tomorrow.

Sunday 16th December 2001

Brussels

Weather: Sunny and 2 degC, then clouding over later, around zer
It was a big job to pack up the house. There was stuff from the boys spread from one end to the other, then the ‘lego’ train set which was set up on the first day, and had not had a minutes rest in the hours we were home. Then Mum was washing sheets and towels, while Riley cleaned the bathroom. I, in the meantime was outside putting away garden furniture that we didn’t get to use, still covered in ice and fixing up the chooks, cleaning there water containers and food trough. Then I got the car out of the garage and removed the cardboard box arrangement I had sticky taped over the radiator to make the engine temperature warm enough to get the heater luke warm.

Achiele arrived in his big BMW shortly before Eric and the family. They had all come over to see us off! Poor Eric had fitted the luggage rack they use when they go on holiday so that we would have room for all the bags, then loaded up ready to move out. We all said our good-byes, and Lucy (Virginie’s Mum) was asking everyone in her family how to say “Have a good trip”. She then practiced it before announcing it to us as we kissed good-bye,  it was so cute!

Eric then drove us the 1 ½ hours drive to Brussels, following the same route he takes everyday on the way to work. He works for the Federal Police of Belgium and was recently transferred against his will from the office in Gent (20kms away) to Brussels and has to spend 3 hours per day in the car until he can get back to the office in Gent.

Upon our arrival in Brussels we checked into the family room on the 4th floor then put on our coats to go and explore the city centre. The man at reception was telling us about the riots the day before marking the end of ‘Euro-top’ which was a conference for all the leaders in the EU which was cause of many protest marches over the week, including the one Rita, our guide from Eeklo attended. In the street just outside the hotel there were office buildings with all the glass windows in the front smashed, some of the glass being ½ inch thick. The hotel luckily was just around the corner from the main street and escaped unscathed.

Eric drove us into the city centre where we said our good-byes, declining our offer to treat him to lunch, and left. So we were alone in the big city, and the crowds were something to be seen to be believed! I guess with Christmas, a day of fine weather and the excitement of Euro-top over, every single person in Brussels was out on the streets! We walked around the city square which had a scene of farm animals set up with big plastic cows and donkeys standing on green beige with wooden fences for us to walk between. It took up most of the room and made it even more crowded to walk around. We found a group of cafés in one of the streets leading from the centre, which were obviously geared up for the tourist as the meals where photographed and displayed on the front. So being good tourists, we went in. It was packed inside, and we waited an age, which turned out to be worth it, as the food was great and a lot cheaper than the touristy cities like Brugge.

Out again in the crowds, we found Maneken Pis, the famous statue of the boy ‘easing himself’ and were surprised to see him dressed in a santa suit surrounded by Christmas trees! We then felt the urge for more chocolate, and found one of the thousands of chocolate shops which wasn’t too crowded. Most of the chocolate shops were like a feeding frenzy inside. Walking back around the stalls for the Christmas market, we started to feel the numbness returning to our feet from the cold, and so looked out for our next hot chocolate stop.

We entered a nice café which appeared to be a small shop, but had stairs leading up to small rooms off the main one, each with its own crowd. We found one room withsome vacant seats, and while sitting waiting for the extrememly slow service, we heard Riley say to himself “I think I’ll turn these lights off” then click, and the whole restaurant was in darkness! He got the shock of his life and quickly turned them back on again. It was so embarrassing! I cant believe the things he does when he’s bored.

We made our way back to the hotel for an early night, putting the kids to bed then Anita and I soaked in the bath finishing off the last of the choccies!!! 

Equatorial Africa-European Winter-Equatorial Asia-Australian Summer


