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Using the opportunity to attend a summer school (yes, I am still learning) in Brussels, I wandered around the “Grand Place” (old town) and the Bourse (stock exchange) several times and joined day tours to Luxembourg, Brugge, and Amsterdam. It was to me some kind of a geographic as well as cultural shock. If I had rented a car, which I didn’t, I could have explored the whole of “Benelux” in a week. But I would still have felt bewildered, as I saw faces of all colours, so many costumes, habits and gestures mingling, and people communicating in various spoken and body languages. It was such a difference from the “white” Alaska, where I’d just been. I don’t understand Dutch, French, German, or Spanish beyond “Good Day”, “Good Bye” and “Thank You” (and on average). So what was I doing in the capital of EU and the headquarters of NATO?

The first shock was in Luxembourg, that piece of hard rock the major secretariat of the EU sits. “This is the complex where the interpreters live, working day and night to translate everything into six languages. They have a 24-hour restaurant and supermarket…..”, the guide said, then repeated in French. She admitted that she might be the only real “Luxembourg-er” that we would meet in the coach tour. “Over there is the compound of schools for fourteen nations, each with different syllabus. Five to six thousands of young kids from the EU countries are studying. Not now, because it is summer time…….”. And in a church back in the old town, a local woman was married to an Italian, and we were lucky to meet a bus-load of greeting friends who spoke in all sorts in languages except English, as far as I could sort out.

In Brussels that night, I went to a restaurant. The waiter, who spoke some English, gave me a three-language menu. So I managed. There were about four hundred brands of beer in Belgium, I was told. Only twenty were listed, but the strange thing was that they could be in “double” or “triple”, meaning escalation in alcoholic content. When the bill came, I had a choice of settling the account in four currencies, including the euro (using credit card of course---wait for next year).

Brugge, some 20 kilometers from the North Sea, was promoted as “a sleepy medieval town that history has forgotten”. It once, in the Thirteenth to Fifteenth Century, was one of the largest cities in Europe, having at its peak a population of 45,000 compared with 80,000 in Paris. Now only two thousand poor souls were supposed to live permanently there, according to the local guide who looked like Picasso. The demise of such a glorious trading, manufacturing and art centre was a result of nature (the prosperous river port got silted up) and technology (cloth-making in England became cheaper). I had expected a nostalgic walk down narrow cobblestone streets and by the serene canals in this “Venice of the North”. 

Well, yes, there were many narrow streets in Brugge. The canals were nice, and the old buildings quite impressive. I did feel a sense of history and lost opportunities. I was even politically so incorrect as to think of Hong Kong. But that feeling was easily overwhelmed on the main road, where alone I met more than 2,000 tourists. Famous brands of fashion and appliances were fully represented in the shops on the two sides. And in a pub facing the old town square, I was questioned, “Can I help you?” “I am just looking around,” I replied rather innocently, meaning to see whether I would like to sit down there and have a beer. “This is not a museum,” came the cold response. Well, I have never met a sharper tongue, except in Hong Kong.

I began to wonder about the mixture of human kinds that one could find even in a supposedly small place. In any case, a “dead” town became alive again! Long live tourism!

The kindest person I met in this trip, though, was surprisingly in big city Brussels. I had my first ride on a tram. I didn’t know how to pay and struggled for a minute with no help from the driver, who couldn’t speak English. A young woman intervened and asked me where I wanted to go. Then she told me I was on the wrong tram and should get off immediately and take a bus in the opposite direction. When I replied that I hadn’t paid for this “wrong” trip, she simply smiled………..

My last morning in Brussels was spent in the hotel, where all TV channels in most languages were available. I switched frequently between them. Although the languages differed, the images on the scene were surprisingly similar. Yes, it’s one world. But how on earth could these peoples understand each other, in the deeper sense of culture and communication? The presumed dominant language of the US, English, was such a weak force here, at least in daily life. Which is a good sign, if Europe has its own linguistic coherence.

Economic integration confronts linguistic and cultural barriers in Europe. In China, the opposite seems to hold? Well, I better leave these random thoughts aside now.

The amazing fact is that these diversified peoples in Europe are making such efforts to “unify”. And they are so disciplined. When the coach crossed the border from Belgium to Holland, in my day trip from Brussels to Amsterdam, all of us tourists were asked to make a stop and get some Dutch guilders at the exchange. The cheese, the clogs, and the porcelain windmills had all to be paid in guilders, not francs. But nobody mentioned about the practice in the famous “red light district”.

Above all, the 24-hour restaurant and supermarket in the EU secretariat in Luxembourg City should serve as an eternal epitome of this amazing melting pot. When there is a will, there is a way. Good luck!
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