Useful General Information

Telephones. Many hirings have a telephone line installed and only require a reconnection.  Occupants who wish to have a telephone connected/installed must enter into a private contract with the local telephone company.  The country code is 0032 for Belgium and the area access is 65, access to SHAPE is 44 followed by the last four digits for the required extension number (i.e. 0032 65 44XXXX).  Local Belgacom Internet start-up CDs are available from any Belgacom outlet.
Belgian Call Boxes.  These require either coins or Belgacom Telecards.  Some kiosks can only be used for a zonal call. If it is a Mons area call, only numbers prefixed by 065 can be dialled.  To make an international call or inter-zone call you need to go to your local Belgian Post Office or find a kiosk decorated with the EC flags.

Personal Telephone Calls on Military Phones.  A system of prepayment cards has been set up in SHAPE which enables personal telephone calls to be made on SHAPE telephones.  These cards are available through the Fuel Ration Card Purchase Office in ‘Top SHAPE’.  These cards may also be used on other telephones throughout Belgium including your home phone.  They currently cost €8 for a card with a face value of €10.

BT Friends and Family.  BT run a discount scheme for their residential customers in the UK called Friends and Family which can give 5% off all phone calls to a registered international number.  For further details the UK subscriber should dial 150.

BT Charge cards.  The use of BT Charge cards to call from the UK can be expensive and, in many cases, the use of mobile phones can work out cheaper.  You will need to consider the best options available.

MONS – History and Traditions.
History. The city of Mons today exhibits relics of its past but it is interesting to note that the sire was originally nothing more than a wooded hill.  In the 7th Century, a lady from the local region by the name of Waudru decided to devote the remainder of her life to prayer and established a monastery on the hill.  The reputation of Saint Waudru and the attractiveness of the local area encouraged many local people to settle nearby – thus giving birth to the settlement that became Mons.

In the 10th Century, the Count of Hainaut constructed a castle and walls that enclosed the monastery and several other local buildings.  A section of this wall can still be found in Rue Terre du Prince, close to the Collégiale Saint Waudru.  The protection provided by this enclosure drew merchants and craftsmen to the hill.  The settlement grew quickly, resulting in a new wall being constructed in the last 13th Century.  This wall remained standing until the 19th Century and influenced the layout of many of the streets found in the city today.  In 1861 the city was able to expand beyond its established boundaries following the passing of a law which enabled for the fortifications to be dismantled.

A significant event in the history of the city is the outbreak of a plague epidemic in 1349.  In an appeal for clemency from God, the residents of Mons and Soignies brought together the bodies of the Patron Saints of Hainaut, Saint Vincent and Saint Waudru.  The epidemic passed and to show their gratitude, the citizens of Mons decided to organise a procession in her honour each year.  This procession, known as the ‘Car d’Or’ or golden carriage, takes place on Trinity Sunday and also recalls the religious history of Mons.

The Grand Place of Mons was created in 1348 and began life as a small market place.  It is now one of the largest in Belgium and is surrounded by restaurants, bars and cafes.  The 15th Century Hotel de Ville (Town Hall) dominates this part of the city, with the Campanile above it housing the city’s oldest bell.  This is traditionally sounded once per year on Trinity Sunday as the Car d’Or passes through the Grand Place.  The Tourist Information Office is also housed here and lots of information is available in English on the local areas of interest.

Adjacent to the Hotel de Ville is the famous ‘Monkey of Mons’ which, it is said, will bring you luck if you touch its head with your left hand.  There are many museums to visit in Mons including the War Museum, the Porcelain Museum, Prehistory and Natural History Museums and the Collegial Treasury, which contains exhibits of gold and silver religious artwork from the city.

Traditions. On the same day as the Car d’Or procession, the famous ‘Lumeçon’ battle takes place in the city.  The re-enactment follows the story of St George slaying the dragon.  In 1380 the fellowship of Dieu et Monseigneur Georges was founded with the aim of preserving the veneration of St George.  Members of the fellowship accompany his relic shrine during the Car d’Or.  St George’s battle against evil is replayed as part of the Trinity events with St George, sporting a yellow helmet and white leggings, being accompanied by his helpers – les Chinchins.  The green dragon is made of willow branches, with its tail being a young tree, and is 9.5 metres long with a weight of approximately 180 kgs.
The dragon moved around knocking down les Chinchins, before finally being defeated by St George.  Once the play is complete, the crowds disperse for food and drinks.  The legend is extremely popular and huge crowds cram into the city to be part of the celebration.

The Battle of Mons – 1914. An interesting tour of the First World War sites of the Battle of Mons can be undertaken.  A guide and map is available from the Tourist Information Office, with several of the sites being close to SHAPE.

The military cemetery at St Symphorien, maintained by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, is also worthy of a visit.

Local Customs & Law.
Greetings.
At a conference with as many as 15 or so people, where you are all going to sit round the table, you have to go round each one and shake hands.  It can be embarrassing to be one of the last there!  No chance for late-comers to sneak in unnoticed, as you are expected to shake hands with at least your near and not-so-near neighbours.  The same goes for leaving early.

Belgians tend to kiss a lot too.  Not full on the lips but a peck, called a bise, on each cheek.  The French are content to do this action on each cheek, but the Belgians distinguish themselves by doing it three times, hence the expression, les 3 bises.

It does not come easily to Belgians to call casual acquaintances or even work colleagues by their first name.  You will really need to know someone quite well before doing this and it is best that the Belgian makes the first move.  In the same way, don’t use the French tu or toi (the familiar form of “you”) unless they have been used in addressing you first.

Try to understand the linguistic problems, or at least be aware of them, as quickly as possible.  If you know someone is Flemish, don’t insist on speaking French with him or her unless that person cannot speak English.  In the same way, if you go into the Flemish part of the country, speak first in English, if you cannot speak Dutch.  If the person you are speaking to does not understand you, then try in French.  The person will probably speak the language, but you will have established the fact that you are not Belgian as opposed to a Walloon who refuses to learn the other national language.

Restaurants. Eating out can produce some surprises.  Only the most sophisticated restaurants will lay the table with bread plates and knives, although it is becoming more and more fashionable.  In an ordinary eating house, Belgians will put their bread on the table beside their plate and use the one knife offered for the meal to butter it with.  Beer will be drunk more at lunch time than in the evening with food, but wine is drunk with both meals.  Beer will sometimes be considered the best accompaniment for a meal.

Fingers are used for eating frog’s legs, quails and other birds, and for shelling any crustacean that is served unpeeled.  If you try to eat mussels with a fork you will probably find yourself with difficulties in the end.  It is better to take the shell containing the mussel in one hand (left if you are right-handed) and an empty shell in your right that you use as a pincer to take the mussel out.  Lobsters will come with crackers and a special fork so that you can extract every delicious scrap of flesh from the claw.  Snails will also be served with their own utensils: a special instrument that fits around the shell and small fork for extracting the meat.

If you want to eat quickly at lunch time, select the menu or dish of the day (plat du jour).  This will have been made in quantity and should be served relatively quickly.  If you don’t fancy it, you can also ask the waiter for a recommendation as to what can be served quickly.  This way he or she should register that you haven’t five hours to eat.  Otherwise, expect to take two or three hours for lunch.  There is nowhere in Belgium, except at a fast food outlet, where eating is not considered as one of the greatest pleasures in life.  You will be expected to respect and enjoy this tradition.

If you have a dog with you, ask the restaurant owner for permission to bring it in.  In many cases, particularly in the country, this will be tolerated.  While we are on the subject of dogs, “doggy bags” are not generally indulged in; in fact, asking for one is considered rude.

You will be expected to tip the person keeping the lavatories clean in a restaurant, public place or hotel.  Sometimes you will find a saucer on which you are expected to place a few coins; the norm is usually 30 Euro Cents unless a sign indicates otherwise.

It is quite usual to stop for coffee and some delicious cream cake or a piece of tart if you are out in the afternoon.  This is known as the quatre heures.  Unfortunately, many of the old teashops have disappeared, but you will sometimes find a bakery which still has a salle de de-gustation attached. In the more touristic areas you will find numerous cafés or tea-rooms, well equipped with a variety of pastries to sample.

If you are invited for a meal to a Belgian’s home, never go empty handed.  Belgians who are not used to mixing with foreigners would not really understand if you took a bottle of wine or alcohol.  Flowers and chocolates are best and safest; flowers fit any occasion.  However, do let the florist guide you with numbers and variety.  Don’t for example, offer those football size chrysanthemums that you see in the Autumn, especially the white variety.  These are taken to the cemetery on or around November 1 (All Saints Day, commemorated mire as All Souls) and put on graves.  For a large reception where you might feel awkward arriving with something in your hand, send the flowers either before or later.  It is quite usual to send a bride flowers for her wedding.

If you are invited into a Belgian’s home, consider it a privilege.  This honour is normally reserved for family and very close friends.  If you are invited to lunch on a Sunday, be prepared for it to last all day.  The programme could start with drinks, then move on to a three or four course meal.  Around four o’clock, coffee and tarts might be served and then about six, a cold supper laid out.  If you hosts protest fairly strongly to your going earlier, you will know that you are expected to stay.  They have probably bought all the food especially, so don’t walk away and leave them with meals for a week.  When you return their hospitality, the Belgian’s are open to new ideas and will enjoy tasting the cuisine of another country, particularly if it is one with which they are not familiar. 
Everyday Habits. A cloth on the floor just inside the door of a private home, office block or public building is there for you to wipe your feet on.  Doormats do exist but are not always sufficient to take all the dirt off your shoes when stepping inside.  Belgians are very house-proud and spend a lot of money on equipping their homes.

Belgians find it very hard to queue.  At one time, every public building you went into had a pack of numbers put up somewhere and you took the top number on arrival.  When your number was called, it was your turn.  This custom has virtually died out except in the very popular food shops, and there is a certain amount of order.  However, you should watch carefully in shops and check who is in front of you; otherwise you might wait a long time.  Bus, tram and train queues don’t exist.  Everyone for himself is still the order.

 Language. Mons is a French speaking area of Belgium, however the standard language of NATO is English.  There are plenty of opportunities to learn or improve your French if you wish to do so. 
Sundays. Sundays in Belgium are still regarded as a day of rest, as such mowing lawns, washing cars and similar ‘noisy’ activities are not permitted on Sundays depending on the local Commune laws.  Similar laws may apply on religious festival holidays.

ID Cards. Spouses and dependants will be issued with a Belgian ID Card.  This card must be carried at all times, failure to do so may result in a minimum fine of €90.

Organ Donors. In the UK individuals carry a card to volunteer to be an organ donor.  However, in Belgium you are automatically considered for organ donation unless you register otherwise with the Registration Office on arrival.

Dog Walking. You are not permitted to walk your dog into open fields or forestry unless there is a clear sign stating you may do so.  All dogs must be kept on a lead unless you are on private ground.

 

