Report of the ADTTS trip to Sint-Niklaas

3 – 7 September 2009
Our ADTTS trip to Sint-Niklaas in Belgium began at what seemed to be the crack of dawn although in reality was actually 7.30am.  We had an uneventful journey to Dover during which Stella supplied us with pastries and newspapers – some of which even reached the back of the coach!  Ivy was not impressed with being handed the sports section for the third time and refused to read it!  Despite our best efforts no ‘Stuck on the M25 in a traffic jam’ quiz was required and we crossed the channel on a less than smooth voyage. This was probably what caused Lorraine to fall the minute we left the coach and badly twist her knee!  Not what you need on day one of your holiday!

Our first visit was Toc H – Talbot House, which was where Chaplain Talbot arranged R & R for soldiers fighting on the front line – a mere 8 miles away.  It was a fascinating, depressing and yet inspiring place.  After our English tea we headed for Ypres (Wipers), which had been totally flattened during the war but rebuilt exactly as before using the original plans.  After finding our own evening meals we met again at The Menin Gate where we formed part of a congregation of over 200 people to pay tribute to those lost in conflict.  The road was shut and four suitably dressed Firemen marched in, played the last post and marched out again.  Without fail, this ceremony takes place every evening at 8pm and is always witnessed by a large crowd in absolute silence.  It was very moving.

The following morning we travelled to Ghent where we were entertained by Geert D`Hollander, the only fulltime Carilloneur in Belgium.  For the (fool) hardy amongst us there were 270 steps up to the bell tower, but for most the lift was more enticing.  Jay couldn’t resist finding out how the big bell sounded (we were all tempted) as we gathered to wait out turn behind the clock face in the tower.   Geert explained in fascinating detail not only the history of the 54 bells but also how they worked.  He then played for us.  As an experienced bell ringer, Sue responded by trying her hand and was soon ringing the changes for Ghent – I wonder what the locals made of that?

Siegfried proved to be an excellent guide showing us around the city on foot – canals, bridges, stunning architecture and a museum with (oh dear!) a lovely bar selling a wondrous selection of local beers.  By now we realized that each beer was served in its own specific glass.  I think some people were ordering beer according to the shape or decoration of the glass itself – the contents were entirely incidental!  Others chose to take a boat trip down the canals and some even found the Red Light district – and then went back again to prove it with some of the more studious travellers!

Friday evening was spent enjoying the sights and sounds of Sint-Niklaas as the Balloon Festival got underway. There were food stalls to die for, market stalls selling everything imaginable, live bands and the balloons of course.  Unfortunately it was far too wet and windy for them to go up, but quite a few funny shaped ones were inflated for the audience just to whet our appetites for what was to come.

The Chocolatier visit was yummy!  The skills and knowledge required to make the creations was quite amazing and we all enjoyed the coffee and free chocolates as we watched Nick create his works of art.  The boxes of chocolates we were given at the end of the demonstration were fantastic and some boxes even made it all the way home unopened!

The walking tour of Art Deco houses in Sint Niklaas was really interesting.  I’m sure Stella, Howard and Nikki would have really enjoyed it but spent their time in the Red Cross tent sorting out Nikkis foot after she slipped off a pavement!  This was BEFORE they were spotted later that afternoon in the bar sipping (guess what?) another beer!!!  Bandaged up and hobbling, Nikki put on a brave face and got on with the rest of the day.  The stained glass windows, the variety of brickwork and straight lines contrasted with the previous Art Nouveau style and we spent the rest of the trip spotting examples and feeling very knowledgeable.

Our welcome in the Town hall that evening was the marred by another walking wounded – Michael Matthews who fell during the Art Deco Walk landing on his face (ouch!).  Who’s next we were wondering!  We enjoyed our welcome by Wouter the new Deputy Mayor who is very keen to promote the twinning connection – we expect to hear a lot more from him over the year.

The festivities continued into the night – live bands (including Clouseau the most famous band in Belgium), more food, markets, beers, and a hubbub of activity but sadly no mass balloon launch again. Peter Sparks was not able to take his place in the balloon, but this has been ‘saved’ for next year, so lets hope for better weather then!  The fireworks were not spoiled by the damp weather and we were thrilled to see a spectacular show timed to the tones of Richard Burton and War of The Worlds sound track! Amazing!

Sunday was a promising start – several balloons took off just after 7am (not many saw that!) unless of course like us, you had made yet another mistake with the alarm clock and got up an hour earlier than you meant too!  We got it right by the time we were leaving!!  As our representative, Stella took part in the church service and laid a wreath at the new memorial where the announcement of the end of WW2 took place.  Several of us also went along to give our support too.  The surprise of the morning was a vintage car rally in the town square where we spotted MG’s, Triumphs, Sunbeams, Minis and Porsches to name a few!

Our trip to Breda included a quick detour (well, actually is was not so quick but that’s a story for another day) to an enclave that is part Dutch and part Belgian.  It seems that residents were able to choose which country they wanted to belong to and in fact changed on an annual basis according to whose tax laws best suited them!  As a result, each street is partly Dutch and partly Belgian, the houses showing their nationality by displaying the correct flag under the house number.  The town has two names, two town halls, two schools and two police stations!  We arrived in Breda in the middle of a Red Hair Festival – great fun, if a little bizarre, but some of the party felt quite a home!

The evening was glorious with the rest of the 43 balloons taking off into the evening sun!  The colours, shapes and sizes were quite a spectacle and the area filled with thousands of people of all ages from tiny babies upwards.

Sadly we had reached our final day – a trip on the longest tramline in the world!  In all, it had over 70 stops on the line all along the coast.  We were free to hop on and off as many times as we wanted (all for a mere €5.00!!) and that’s just what we did.  Some walked a few stops before jumping on again, others sat in bars or coffee houses, found lunch, enjoyed watching the world go by, etc.  We walked for about 3 miles along the beach through the midst of a nudist colony (no we didn’t take any clothes off).  Stella kept a straight face and in fact continued talking throughout our walk.

We arrived at Calais earlier than expected hoping to get an earlier ferry but it had been cancelled so we had to spend time (and money) in a local supermarket / wine warehouse until we could get on the one we’d booked.  This meant going through customs twice in an hour – much to everyone’s amusement as it involved getting off the coach, showing our passports and getting scanned to prove we’d left France.  Of course, in theory, we left the country twice without entering again. We wonder what they thought of that in Immigration??

Our smooth crossing and uneventful journey home were just what we needed as we struggled to keep our eyes open, retuning as planned just after 11pm.  We’re sure we speak for us all when we say that if you haven’t yet been to Sint-Niklaas it’s a place that should certainly be on your list of places to go – we all had a fantastic few days and look forward to welcoming Siegried and Marina to Abingdon in October.

Julia and Steve

Speech made by Deputy Mayor Sint Niklaas

Verwelkoming delegatie uit Abingdon

zaterdag 5 september 2009 om 18 uur in het stadhuis

A special welcome to our friends of Abingdon, the English town near Oxford that has been twinned with Sint-Niklaas since 1967.

We are glad that the Abingdon and District Twin Towns Society have decided to attend the annual Peace Festivities with no less than 50 people. Some of them have been accommodated in the Ibis Hotel, others are staying with guest families in Sint-Niklaas. And tomorrow a delegation from our English twin town will be laying a wreath on the monument for the World War Heroes at the Houtbriel Square.

The original idea of twinning was based on living and working together - within a European context - in peace. This idea refers directly to the speech that was held on the 9th of May 1950 by Robert Schuman, Minister of Foreign Affairs of France, on the future of Europe. The Second World War was only a few years ago and Western Europe was begging for lasting peace. The unification of Europe had to be realised at last.

Almost 60 years later the European Union is largely achieved. And though the English on the one hand and we continentals on the other hand sometimes have different views on different topics, most of us are convinced that the strength of Europe lies in cooperation rather than in opposition.

Fact is: the European Union stands or falls with the good intentions of its citizens. This is why mutual visits and meetings are so important: they prevent misunderstandings, they pull down barriers, they lead to mutual appreciation and respect.

I strongly subscribe the importance of deepening international contacts within and outside the European Union. It is our political duty, even on a local level, to support every effort that is undertaken by any citizen.

Because crossing borders is important in getting to know each other’s habits and interests. Because keeping in touch is the only way to avoid the dramas that have overcome us between 1914 and 1918 and between 1940 and 1945.
