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Preface

The Molenbeek is an unremarkable watercourse which rises just outside the city, in Dilbeek. It joins with the watery Kattebroek and goes underground at the border between Groot-Bijgaarden and Sint- Agatha-Berchem to arrive in Brussels territory, running through the marshes of Ganshoren to the King Baudouin Park in Jette and further on to Laken. It then flows via the ponds on the Royal estate to emerge into the canal on the left bank. In previous times it flowed into the Zenne river.

The Maalbeek, for its part, rises on the right bank of the Zenne by the La Cambre abbey in Elsene, at around 100m above sea level. The descent into the Maalbeek valley being steep and turbulent, the river was covered over and removed from view more than 100 years ago. The lakes in Elsene, the one in the Leopold Park in the European quarter and the basin on the Maria-Louiza Square are evidence of its original course.

It can be said, then, that both the Molenbeek and the Maalbeek are truly – from a watery point of view – the life-giving arteries of the main river of Brussels – the Zenne.

Still, few people on hearing the words Molenbeek and Maalbeek would ever think of simple streams running through a verdant landscape. The placename Maalbeek has, since 22 March 2016, been fixed in the public memory as the metro station where twenty innocent people lost their lives and more than 100 others were injured by a barbaric bomb attack. And Molenbeek is the place where those who committed that attack and the earlier attack at the airport at Zaventem formulated their plans. These have now for many people become places of guilt and evil.

But these places are also full of vitality and dynamism; places where the heart of the city beats, crossroads of new life. I would not be exaggerating if I said Molenbeek and Maalbeek have become the yin and yang of Brussels.

Molenbeek is like the arrivals hall of the city; where newcomers land when they come to look for work in Brussels. First natives of Flanders and Wallonia, later Italians and Poles, followed by Moroccans and Turks and, today, more or less the rest of the world. It is the start of their Goose Game. They hope, or know that with a touch of luck and a lot of hard work they will be able to make it through – or at least make some progress. Often it works out, to a greater or lesser degree. Sometimes plans simply fall through, sadly, and the zone between the canal and the Ossegem metro station has turned into a sort of oppressive prison. A place where the people are hemmed in by their own unreachable longing for the horizon.

Maalbeek is a crossroads of Brussels’ public transport, between the Schumanplein of the EU and the Wetstraat of the Belgian government, two Brussels-based landmarks of political policy-making. A place of burning ambition, peopled by those who have come far in life and are ambitious to reach even farther. Until, that is, they come to the realisation that life and career are not synonymous. You won’t hear any of the dialect of the Rif or Emirdag here; none of the sweet smells of Kinshasa or Damascus. Only High German or Castilian, and the odours of grilled calamari and salmon with dill.

Allow me now to lead you through Brussels, its streets and squares, parks and alleyways. Its hills, too: we will climb the Sint-Michielsberg, the Koudenberg, the Warmoesberg, and descend the Botanical Gardens, the Kunstberg, the Zavel and the Sint-Pietersberg. But like any city, Brussels is a city of people.

Some would argue that a city is an anonymous place, where people and populations never meet, living side by side but not together. That is their view of every city, but of Brussels in particular, with all of its various languages and cultures.

I would go so far as to say this is a mistaken view of the truth. It is a fact that people try to strike a balance between security and trust in their own group, and curiosity and desire to meet other people. Cities of a certain size are always made up of groups, divisions, different camps. Sometimes they are economic or corporate, like the guilds of old; sometimes they are social, such as the stubborn divide between workers and administrators, or between those with and without a higher education. They might also be linguistic or ethnic, or religious. And when you take all of these divisions – and possibly others, too – and put them together in all their permutations, you get Brussels. Nevertheless, our paths do cross, often and in many situations: in the local school, in the sports clubs, in the shops, on the metro, on the squares and in the streets. We are constantly running into one another. Nevertheless, for some reason we think – or rather feel – the opposite is true. Our own eyes – or the brain that lies behind them – convince us whether an encounter will be recognised as such, and the value we attach to it. The road to a shared civic life seems a long one, but it is also wide open.

There are many who cannot abide Brussels, who do not understand, let alone grasp its meaning. Too many people, too many different tribes and voices and beliefs. Fragmentation, an inability to govern or be governed, a lack of conviction. These are the complaints I hear all the time when people are talking about my city. Some, including those both inside and outside the mental walls of the city, are able to work hard enough to create and cultivate this image of division and relative powerlessness.

What I shall attempt to do in this book is provide an insight into what Brussels really is. Or rather what it is from the point of view of a modest history of half a century living and working in Brussels. A point of view delicately balanced between reason and emotion, and not only through my own eyes. For while an author is never quite able to shrug off his own shadow – every book gives the reader an insight into the soul of the writer – not that such a thing is even necessary, I have also given an open tribune to talk about living, working, loving, suffering, fighting and even losing in this multi-faceted capital city, a piece of which so many people long for, and a large piece at that, but where so few are willing to accept their social responsibilities.

The people in this story do not really exist, which allows them absolute freedom of spirit and thought. I would like to think that everyone from Brussels, and those whose lives are largely being played out here, can find something of themselves in one or other of them. And even if they are fundamentally in disagreement, that they might find the desire to discuss that difference of opinion with Hamida, Clive, Nina, Ghazi, Claude, Erik or Françoise, perhaps in a cafe with a flavourful geuze or a smooth latte.

– Sven Gatz
Brussels, Summer 2018





Brussels, 22 March 2016





Erik De Leener, Lennik, 0.18 a.m.

Could I turn the noise down maybe? From the other side of the market square in Sint-Kwintens- Lennik the shrill voice of a woman called to me in an unfriendly tone. No surprise, really, since my friends and I had painted the town somewhat red after our weekly volleyball training session – with the necessary quantities of beer and the ensuing decibels. And now we stood, openly pissing at the pedestal of Prince. Prince is the colossal depiction of the local cult of the Brabant draught horse, the pride of the Pajottenland. This imposing statue of a horse, by sculptor Koenraad Tinel, had dominated the market square for decades now, and the fact that people sometimes pissed on his pedestal was regarded by the people of Lennik as a sign that they saw the beast as one of them and one they had domesticated.

“One more? A last one for the road?” I was trying to lead my companions astray, but they were reluctant.

The cafes were gradually going dark, it was past midnight and tomorrow – very soon, in other words – was another working day. After all it was only Monday evening, and some people were stocking up on sleep to get them through the rest of the week.

But Vera and Simon did fancy a last one.

“OK, at my place, then?” I tried to seal the deal. They nodded, and we came down from the market square a couple of hundred metres in the direction of Sint-Martens-Lennik. On nights like this we were still able to be amazed at how quietly our village could sleep. The only sound to be heard was the soft buzzing of the Ninoofsesteenweg in the distance.

Although our fellowship didn’t mean to take our good resolutions to the limit, it was soon comfortably animated at my little kitchen table. Tomorrow I had to go back to Brussels. For work. But that was tomorrow – or rather, in a few hours.

“Did you hear the latest news?” Simon asked. “Pete and Nadia are moving house next month, to Meldert.”

“Meldert?”

“Yeah, near Aalst, in the Faluintjes natural reserve.

Now I was struck dumb – Faluintjes? – but I was just as knocked backwards by Simon’s announcement that one of my best friends would apparently be leaving Lennik.

“I only found out this afternoon,” he muttered, as soon as he saw I had been holed below the waterline.

Vera had also noticed. “I guess this is something you haven’t been expecting?”

“No, absolutely not. Do you guys know why?”

“Just because. Lennik is too expensive. Meldert is cheaper.”

“Yes, but still, Nadia and Piet, they belong in Lennik. They are Lennik! My God guys, how many more people are going to leave us here? In the long run, there’ll be nobody left in Lennik but Brusselaar incomers.”

Vera and Simon stared perplexed at the ground. So much for the party atmosphere.

“I’m so fed up with it,” I growled, helped along by that one glass too many. “Is our group of friends planning on spreading out over Brabant and the Fajuintjes area and God knows the whole of Flanders?”

“And Brussels,” smiled Vera weakly.

“Brussels?” I gazed at them suspiciously.

“Yes. Simon and I have bought an apartment in Anderlecht. In Kuregem.”

“Kuregem! You’re kidding!”

The silence on the other side of the Formica tabletop spoke volumes. Chair legs scraped on the slate tile floor.

“Kuregem, Anderlecht, Brussels …” I muttered the names of some places as if I were saying an Our Father. I pulled myself together and addressed Vera and Simon: “One, Kuregem, you must be tired of life, surely? And two, you’re leaving here?” The first sounded like it was meant as a joke; the second not so much.

“Are you not exaggerating a little now, Erik?” Vera was first to break an uncomfortable silence.

“Are you serious, Vera? Have you ever been to Kuregem? Have you walked around there? Are you sure you’ll be allowed to walk around without a headscarf?” I didn’t cool down quickly.

“Man, come on,” Simon tried to calm me. “You’re starting to go a bit far. Everything is just piled on top of each other. Of course we’ve checked out Kuregem well. At first we wanted to buy something more towards the centre, but that was way too expensive. We roamed around, from Laken to Vorst, and Anderlecht seemed like the best solution: a newly built house, half apartment half loft, and that suited us just fine.”

“Yeah but for heaven’s sake, Brussels? Is Lennik not good enough for you?”

“Lennik is super, and we’ll be back often enough. But we also want to live in the city. Maybe we’ll stay there, or maybe in ten years we’ll be back. We’ll see.”

“The city. The city. OK, Ghent or Aalst. Or Antwerp if you ask me. But Brussels, guys … OK fine, it’s your life.”

“That’s what we thought, too,” Vera said, smiling. She had no wish to let the discussion get overheated over nothing. “We’re not leaving Lennik, we’re going to Brussels. Let me put it another way: we’re not running away from Lennik, we just want to go and live in a big city like Brussels, to see what life there is like.”

“OK. OK, I understand. But it has a bitter taste for me: the majority of my friends are having to move house because of high prices, and also some want to anyway. And I’m left here alone in Lennik, along with a bunch of pensioners and a bunch of people from Brussels, half of whom don’t speak a word of Flemish and hide away inside their villas. The only contact they have with the commune is through the tyres on their SUV.”

“On that point I agree completely with you, but what on earth are we supposed to do about it? And anyway, that wouldn’t mean people don’t move house. Can move house. People do it all the time, surely?”

“Yes, but so often and so many. All these changes, I’m not in favour, and it all goes too quickly.”

“What maybe doesn’t change is our volleyball Monday. Anderlecht isn’t so very far from here, right? Onto the Lenniksbaan and poof, here you are.”

“No, it’s not far. But it’s another world. I can’t think of two places in this country that are as different from each other as Lennik and Kuregem.”

Following the awkward silence that came now, Vera kissed me goodnight, and vanished with Simon into the night.





Erik, 6.15 a.m.

It was pretty chilly as I started up my silver-grey Ford Mondeo. It was 6.45 in the morning, and the season was visibly hesitating between running on the spot and moving half-heartedly forward. I had a bit of a hangover, for sure, but it barely bothered me. The daily Calvary to the capital had started. Down the bumpy Rosweg, though a sleepy Pajotten landscape along back roads and through twin villages Sint- Gertrudis-Pede and Sint-Anna-Pede in the valley, and then up the Keperenberg to Itterbeek. Then cross the Ninoofsesteenweg and, passing through the centre of Dilbeek and Sint-Agatha-Berchem, try to reach the heights of the Basilica of Koekelberg. Taking the Ring north of Brussels had long been out of the question: from Zellik, Wemmel and Vilvoorde there came a stream of canned Brussels cheese, a thick sludge of porridge, and stinking too.

Village turned into suburb, suburb to urban jungle, or so it felt to me. From Koekelberg on is where the urban wilderness began. Fortunately I was able to cover a lot of my expedition underground. Although narrow and dark, the tunnels into which I was reluctantly forced to go – as though the throng of cars were an individual metro line – allowed refuge from the uncertainties of the multicultural violence over my head. I’m not ashamed to say so, either.

Until the Bischoffsheimlaan and the Madou Tower. At that point the protection of the concrete roof disappeared. I pushed the automatic pilot in my head up a gear. That was the best way to let me slip through the almost insufferable chaos of Sint- Joost-Ten-Node and Schaarbeek. And when the roundabout at Meiserplein came in sight, my mood started to clear.

I may not have been too fond of the city, but I loved my job. And each time I saw the towering monolith that dominated the Brussels skyline, it drew from me a smile. I knew the VRT tower inside out, and just what this amazing piece of technology was capable of. Making television and radio programmes I left to others, but bringing it all in perfect condition to the viewers and listeners was my work and my passion. And there wasn’t much that government spending cuts or new bosses on the seventh floor could to do change that: I was a VRT man in heart and soul.

As I entered the wide entrance hall of the Reyers Building housing the VRT and RTBF I felt myself getting more oxygen than twice as many of the tunnels I had just laboured through. Suddenly my phone rang. It was just after eight o’clock and the bomb attack at Zaventem had just started on its hellish way to becoming world news. Oddly enough I couldn’t quite judge the importance of the event right at that moment. My feeling that I had long seen this coming over-ruled all. You couldn’t leave a city like Brussels unpunished for having let itself go off the rails for the last twenty, thirty years, without expecting that something wrong would happen. My own initial reaction shocked even me, and thought it over as I went up in the lift towards the meeting room.

At the reception area next to the cosy little auditorium with space for fifty or so people there was an atmosphere of rumours and unrest: who was behind the attack and what could we still expect? I sipped at my coffee and kept quiet. At last, I was relieved when the meeting started. I kept my opinion to myself or my friends, and I had never been any good at politically correct chit-chat. The place of the public broadcaster in the Belgian and Brussels media landscape would on this day be greater than ever. When the managing director of the VRT stepped into the room, the chatter stopped cold. Hands were shaken, a jovial remark here and there, and then everyone shuffled into the meeting room.

After a short official welcome, researchers from the Free University got started. They had been measuring the media companies in the territory and had mapped them out, and from their findings, several surprising figures emerged.

“What few people know or realise, even within the media sector, is that Brussels is by far the media city of the country,” began the obligatory PowerPoint presentation that accompanied their report. The somewhat skinny doctoral student came out with an ice-breaker for his listeners, to grab them by the scruff of the neck. “Almost forty percent of the added value in the media sector in this country is created in Brussels. In comparison: on the media-axis of the digital sector which runs along the Zenne northwards, Mechelen accounts for four percent and Antwerp for ten on the same scale. And if we count Flemish Brabant as an organic extension of Brussels, then together we reach a total of fifty percent. In other words: Brussels and its metropolitan surroundings contain half of all of the media companies in the country. That includes he VRT and RTBF, VTM and RTL, as well as a whole range of small start-ups who together are as large as the public broadcasters.”

My interest had been piqued. Only the word ‘metropolitan’ irritated me, just as the automatic linking of Brussels and the Flemish periphery. There was no need for it.

The screen of my telephone lit up once more. And not only mine. News of the explosion in Maalbeek metro station began rolling in. Immediately a wave of muttering and anxiety washed over the room. Clearly, everyone realised that this new and unexpected turn was unusual, and very bad news. Organisers and speakers immediately agreed that a short break was required, to determine what this meant to the overall security situation in the city, before the meeting could be allowed to continue.

It dawned on me that this was no day like any other. In the case of Zaventem, I felt something outside of myself, something that I regarded as the consequence of a failing state. Then came the realisation that the toll of human suffering was of a new order, that one thing – a government that looked the other way from problems – could not be balanced with the other – what the victims and their families were at this moment going through.

Everyone at the meeting was now spread across the auditorium itself as well as the coffee corner outside, some talking to each other, most frantically busy on the telephone. The situation was far from clear. What exactly had happened on the metro and at the airport? What should we make of the advice of the government to stay home? Was this a day to carry on working as normal, or to go home? After consultation, it seemed that the majority of those present were prepared to let the presentation go ahead, while about one-third begged off and left the Reyers building.

Oddly enough, the VUB researcher carried on undisturbed. Was this a pose to cover up his uncertainty? Did nothing about this whole situation disturb him? Or was he just making the best of a bad situation? I had no idea what to think, but realised then that I too had remained seated.

“That is why it is important for the academic world, the media sector itself and the government to join together in a common platform, which we could call the Brussels Mediahub. A triple helix, if you will, which will involve strategic thinking about how it might be strengthened, where know-how might be shared and exchanged, and where a fruitful context can be created for the starting media companies of the future. It is important for the economy and employment because the media sector is growing faster than the rest of the economy, and it is important for the image of Brussels as a creative city, and can compete internationally on that level with cities like Amsterdam or Copenhagen, just as with London, Paris or Berlin.
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