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 Foreword 
 

This little book entitled "A historical walk in Brussels" is inspired by another work published digitally 
in the itunes store called "A walk in the historical Madrid". Both have the same objective, offer a 
tour of the city based on history. Finding places where significant events took place and telling 
anecdotes of other times. 

Brussels also has an exceptional charisma for me. Twenty years ago, I lived here for about 20 months.  
My relationship with this city is a process of falling in love, abandonment and reunion. Destiny has 
made me return to this city, rediscovering it... Curiously enough, I can say that I learned more about 
this city in two months than in two years.  Now I have a much broader vision of its streets, its 
monuments and its history. And the new images are much stronger than the memories of the past, 
although they complement each other in an almost magical and mystical way because learning, as 
Plato said, is in a certain way remembering... 

These routes will have a historical perspective: what happened, when and why.  In this way, we will 
be able to link the past with the present in a pleasant and educational way. The coincidences are 
often surprising.  

I would also like to explain the subtitle of the book: De la gare du nord a la gare de Midi. Train 
stations have always been a gateway to a city. The first time I arrived in Brussels I came by train from 
Liège and got off at the Gare de Midi. Twenty years later I returned by plane to Zaventem and from 
there by train to the Gare du Nord. These two points are key to delimit our walk because from the 
north we will cross the city until arriving to the south, wandering and giving thousand turns that will 
take us to surprising places full of history. 

Historical notes 

The name Brussels comes from two words bruoc: marsh and sella: settlement, i.e. 'settlement in the 
marsh or in a marshy area'. It seems that on the site of present-day Brussels, Saint Géry, bishop of 
Cambrai and Arras erected a chapel in honour of Saint Michael the Archangel back in 695. In fact this 
saint is the patron saint of Brussels and it is his statue that crowns the Gothic needle that crowns the 
Grand Place.  

The first site of the city was abandoned (perhaps because of bad weather or because it was a marshy 
and unhealthy place) and many years passed before the German Emperor Otto II entrusted Charles, 
Duke of Lorraine and descendant of Charlemagne, with a fief in the valley of the river Zenne. Charles 
had a fort built on the island of Saint-Gery in 979. This is the official date of the birth of the city that 
celebrated its 1000 years of existence in 1979. Today the river Zenne in Flemish or Senne in French 
has disappeared from the city ( it was buried to prevent the spread of cholera) in works that lasted 
from 1867 to 1871. But during much of the history of the town between the meanders and arms of 
the river (Sennette or Zinneke) began to develop a fabric of narrow streets that would host shops, 
workshops, mills, tanneries and a large number of breweries, laundries and other industrial 
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enterprises. Connected to the rest of Flanders by this network of waterways, Brussels began to 
prosper. 

In the year 1100 the city (rather a village) was surrounded by a wall and began to build churches and 
developed trade, especially textiles. The presence of the river Zenne and canals in the region allowed 
an exit to the North Sea and the export to France, England, Germany, etc. It was a time of prosperity 
in Flanders, but at that time Brussels was not the main city of the region. Other cities such as Bruges, 
Antwerp and Ghent competed for first place.   

In 1229, the city had grown so much in importance that it obtained its first “magna charter” from the 
Duke of Brabant that gave it a certain degree of autonomy. This will be a constant in the history of 
the city, the struggle between the bourgeois-traders against the political power (usually foreign: 
Austrians, Spaniards, French, Dutch...).  In the 14th century, the councilors settled in a house on the 
market square, which would be the future Grand Place.  

In 1359, troops from the County of Flanders, under the orders of the King of France, conquered the 
city, but the attack was finally rejected by the people of Brussels under the command of the famous 
Everard't Serclaes. I say famous because there is a memorial statue of him by Julien Dillens on one 
side of the Grand Place. It is said that whoever touches it is going to be lucky or have the chance to 
return to Brussels again in his life. That is why, it has a brilliant tonality today. The curious thing is 
that very few people know who Everard't Serclaes was and what he did for the city of 
Brussels.

 

In 1430, the successor to the Duke of Brabant, Philip the Good, Duke of Bourgogne, made Brussels 
the capital of his vast empire.  This point is very interesting because Brussels has been ruled for much 
of its existence by foreign sovereigns. In fact, Bourgogne is situated close to the heart of present-day 
France, but at that time it was an independent kingdom.  Under the reign of Philip, the Good was 
built the Hôtel de Ville (City Hall), a large palace in Coudenberg, churches and other significant 
buildings. Mary of Bourgogne married Maximilian of Austria, and when she died in 1482, the 
government of Brussels passed into the hands of the Habsburgs. Philip the handsome married Juana 
the Crazy (daughter of Isabel of Castile) and so began the Spanish journey in Flanders... A slightly 
more complex story than we suspect. Philip the handsome started a conflict with his father 



 

 

Maximilian, and they made war on more than one occasion. But he did not want to waste the 
opportunity to reign in Castile and after the death of Isabel the Catholic embarked to Castile with his 
wife to assert their rights. The adventure did not begin well, shipwrecked on the coasts of England 
and the British king held him prisoner until he signed a very profitable trade agreement for the 
perfidious Albion la perfida albión  (allow me this hateful expression, but I have heard it so many 
times in so many different mouths that it has remained engraved on me). When Philip the beautiful 
finally arrived in Spain, he did the same as Philip II in Flanders, putting his compatriots in the key 
posts (church and army). This did not go down well with the Castilians, and it seems that Philip was 
actually poisoned and that the story that he got sick after drinking very cold water after exercising 
was a big hoax. But we don't have to be shocked either, at that time poisonings were normal, and 
Philip was a foreign king who came to take everything, passing over the Castilians themselves. Which, 
by the way, were the ones who called Philip to reign in Castile since they couldn't stand Fernando de 
Aragón, the husband of Isabel de Castilla. 

Without a prince regent in Flanders, it was his father (the Austrian Maximilian) who held power. And 
when Maximilian died, his daughter moved the capital to Malines, and there she took care of raising 
her nephew, the future Charles V, who at the age of 15 inherited the throne of Bourgogne and at 16, 
the throne of Spain. 

We are in the year 1515, the beginning of the Spanish domination in the region according to some 
historians. Ideas that I don't share because Carlos was more flemish than Spanish. And after arriving 
in Spain he did the same as his father Felipe the handsome, putting flamingos in key positions in the 
government. And the Castilians opposed, it was the famous communal revolt that ended with the 
death of Padilla, Bravo and Maldonado. 

Charles I of Spain and V of Germany re-established Brussels as the capital of Flanders and made it 
emerge as a powerful city, surpassing its Flemish rivals such as Ghent, Bruges and Antwerp. Of 
course, it played an important role that was more manageable and servile than its other competitors. 
Ghent rebelled against Charles and was on the verge of annihilation. 

In 1555, Philip II succeeded Charles V, and embarked on religious wars that meant for Brussels two 
centuries of decadence and darkness. I prefer not to comment too much on these facts, but they also 
meant the beginning of the end of the Hispanic empire and all in the name of true religion.  How did 
Pilate say QUOD IS VERITAS?  

Brussels was occupied by the Tercios of the Duke of Alba, who executed Counts Egmont and Horn. 
This fact had a special repercussion because the Count of Egmont was a descendant of one of the 
richest families in the Netherlands and cousin of King Philip II on his mother's side. In the service of 
the Spanish crown, he defeated the French army in the battle of San Quintín in 1557 and the battle of 
Gravelinas in 1558. The religious problem was an unquestionable reality. Egmont went to the court 
of Philip II in Madrid in 1565 to advocate a change in the king's religious policy in the Netherlands, 
where he was held for months for nothing. In the end, Philip II decided not to allow the religious 
freedom of his Flemish subjects. But it was the Duke of Alba, a former comrade in arms, who 
summoned Egmont and the Count of Horn on 8 September 1567 to inform them of the king's 
instructions. And he arrested them and sentenced them to death for treason even though they 



 

 

always showed their loyalty to the king. They were beheaded at the Grand Place in Brussels on June 
5, 1568. 

These two characters symbolise the liberties of the inhabitants of Brussels, and they had a statue in 
the Grand Place, in the same place where they were executed, but in the end, this statue was 
transferred to the little Sablon, in a small park which for me is the most beautiful in Brussels. 

 

Beethoven creates the music of the tragedy (with the same name) written by Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe in 1788. It is worth listening to this piece in which the composer wants to represent the 
suffering of a people in the face of oppression. It ends with a hymn to freedom, symbolising the 
liberation of the people. 

 In 1695, Brussels was attacked by French troops who destroyed 4000 houses and much of the Grand 
Place, which was rebuilt in the next five years, based on the original plans in a unique effort to 
recover the cultural heritage despite all the hardships suffered and the chronic lack of money. If we 
wanted to know which country did the most damage to Brussels, it was not Spain but France. During 
the 17th century, this country followed an expansionist policy at the expense of Spanish possessions 
in the north. Cities as important as Lille, which had always been Flemish (Belgian), became French 
sovereignty.  

We are in the midst of a war of Spanish succession. The Duke of Villeroy, a mediocre strategist but 
very close to the person of the French king, commanded the Gallic troops. Namur was a city occupied 



 

 

by the French three years ago, but King William III of England put it under siege. King Louis XIV, very 
annoyed by this possible loss, urged Villeroy to destroy Bruges and Ghent with a surprise attack. 
Villeroy suggested that the bombing of Brussels would have an even more devastating effect on the 
enemy. And he asked for everything necessary to destroy the city. Namely 12 guns, 25 mortars, 4,000 
cannonballs, 5,000 projectiles, a large quantity of gunpowder, grenades and rifles, 900 wagons to 
transport everything necessary. The Bombardment occurred on August 13, 14 and 15, 1695, causing 
a huge fire, I think it was the most destructive episode in the history of the city. The Grand Place was 
destroyed along with a third of the city's buildings. 

From 1713 to 1794, Belgium passed into the hands of the Austrian Habsburgs. In 1789 there was a 
first independence uprising against Joseph II, the results of which were short-lived. In 1795, Belgium 
became a French region. The revolution triumphed in Belgium with the enthusiasm of the people 
who felt like brothers to their French comrades, united in the overthrow of the oppressive kings. 
Their union with France was almost a logical consequence, as revolutionary ideas took precedence 
over linguistic ones (at that time Brussels spoke Flemish or Dutch). But this revolutionary euphoria 
lasted as long as the French empire did. When Napoleon was defeated in Waterloo, near Brussels, in 
1815, the Vienna Council decided to create the kingdom of the Netherlands, uniting Belgium and 
Holland. 

It may seem that the Belgian Nederland speakers longed for union with Holland, but that was not the 
case. So many years of war had separated them too much. And the French-speaking ruling class (also 
in Antwerp, Ghent and all over Flanders) had more in common with the Walloons than with the 
Dutch.  

But perhaps the main problem was religion. The situation was the inverse of that of 1581. The 3.5 
million Belgians in the southern provinces were Catholic and united to a state led by the 2 million 
Protestants in the northern provinces and their king. Paradoxically, religion would again be the direct 
cause of the split in the Netherlands. On the other hand, the ideas of freedom, equality and fraternity 
were still very much present. It was the revolution of 1830 that expelled the Dutch and Leopold I was 
appointed king of the new independent nation, with Brussels as its capital. 

Leopold I had to give up Maastricht and Luxembourg (2 and 5) to keep the throne. There is an 
unknown history in this respect since in his uprising against the Dutch these two territories were 

"liberated" by the Belgian revolutionary troops. On 4 October 
independence was declared, which received decisive support 
from the United Kingdom and Prussia at an international 
conference convened for this purpose in London (20 
December). It was King Leopold I himself who gave Maastricht 
to the Dutch and allowed Luxembourg independence to 
maintain its throne. This is how the definitive borders of 
Belgium were formed. The province of Limburg (2) was 
separated: the west remained in Belgium and the east 
(including Maastricht) became part of the Netherlands, as it 
remained in personal union with the royal house of the 
Netherlands and associated with the Germanic Confederation. 



 

 

The Belgians were compensated with a large part of the Province of Luxembourg (4), which also 
belonged to the Germanic Confederation. The Grand Duchy of Luxembourg (5) saw its territory 
reduced by a third, which remained in personal union with the royal house of the Netherlands. It 
achieved greater autonomy and in 1890, regained full sovereignty. The northern part of Flanders and 
the mouth of the Scheldt became Dutch again, and the southern part (French Flanders) French, as in 
1678. Thus the definitive borders of this country were formed in 1839. 

Since its independence, Brussels has become a focus of attraction for the population of the new 
country. New industrial neighbourhoods were created, and although the majority of the people of 
Brussels were Flemish-speaking, the "turning into French" of the population began. French was the 
language used until then, only by the nobles and bourgeois, i.e. the ruling class. In the 19th century, 
with coal and iron at its disposal, Belgium began its Industrial Revolution and for a time was the 
second-largest industrial power in the world, after England. The country also became the world's 
second-largest producer of steel and coal. 

Leopold I, who did much for Brussels, opened the Brussels-Charleroi channel and in 1834 founded 
the Free University of Brussels. During this time, the city was a refuge for great men such as Victor 
Hugo and Karl Marx. Just an anecdote: The first international communist was about to be held in 
Brussels instead of London. But his son Leopold II was a very controversial character. Obsessed with 
getting a colonial empire he almost ruined himself in his African adventure but, in the end, he got the 
centre of Africa, the Congo, for his own benefit. Much has been written about the suffering of 
Africans who were treated almost like slaves to pluck all possible richness from that land for 
processing and resale in Europe. In those years the city changed radically with a construction fever: 
the Saint-Hubert galleries (1846), the Palace of Justice (1866-1883) and the Cinquantenaire Park 
(1880) was built. The Zenne was buried and the central boulevards were opened.  When I visit these 
places, I ask myself if everything was covered with all the wealth plucked from Africa and with the 
blood of the Congolese forced to work against their will... But this king was a man of his time, the 

whole of Europe was immersed in a colonialist race, while 
Spain lost its last colonies to more ambitious powers.... It 
was also the time of artistic experimentation with Art 
Nouveau. Victor Horta is a good example. Neighbourhoods 
of Brussels such as Sant Gilles have several houses of this 
architectural style that give it a very special charisma. 

About the twentieth century, I prefer not to speak, because 
it is full of miseries. Belgium was invaded and occupied 

twice by the Germans and this has permeated the imaginary of the country. Nowadays the linguistic 
problem is very present, being this country three communities that coexist more or less: Wallonia, 
Flanders and Brussels in the middle (without forgetting the "redeemed" territories of German-
speaking: Eupen and Malmedy)... On the future, who knows... It is possible that they will end up 
separating and that Brussels will remain as an independent region, capital of Europe, as it already is 
in a certain way. But it is also possible that the European national states will disappear and a new 
Europe of regions and not of nations will be created... 

 



 

 

Personal anecdotes 
 To finish this prologue, I can't help telling an anecdote. I had been thinking about writing this book 

for several days and to find out more I went to a second-hand 
bookstore called Pêle-Mêle. This store is a classic that I remembered 
from my first stay in this city. To give you an idea, it's a second-hand 
bookstore that has everything, but mixed. You have to search to find 
old, cheap and very interesting books. By chance, I discovered one 
entitled: Les noms de rues a bruxelles. I found it so interesting that I 
can't resist buying it. And it was, but the best thing happened when 
I began to read the chapter dedicated to Saint-Gilles.  

Brussels is divided into several town councils, each with its mayor, 
which make up the city's municipalities. In this book, I will speak 
mainly of the central district called in French Ville de Bruxelles and 
in Flemish Stad Brussel that forms a pentagon and that corresponds 
to the old walled city. Its silhouette is unmistakable and contains 

much of the history of this city. 

 

I now live in Saint-Josse-ten-Noode to the north, but twenty years ago I lived in Saint-Gilles, exactly 
on Rue de l'Aqueduc south of the pentagon. In the pages of the book the names of the streets of 
Brussels I discovered what I already suspected, the rue de l'Aqueduc (my old home) is so-called 
because an aqueduct carried the waters of the river Hain towards Ixelles (another municipality 



 

 

adjacent to Saint-Gilles) ... The strangest thing happened at this time, just on the next page was 
mentioned a fortification built by order of the governor of the Spanish Low Countries, the Count of 
Monterey... A small wink of history because my surname is Monroy. I have researched a little about 
genealogy, and there are Monroy’s all over Europe and America. Almost all the branches of the 
family have their origin in Extremadura coming from Galicia, following the way of the reconquest. But 
there is a French branch that seems to be the real origin of the surname and its etymology is 
supposed to come from Mont Roy or mount of the king... Strange coincidences, a Spaniard with a 
name similar to mine (or better said, the Spanish version of my surname of French origin) built a 
castle four centuries ago and very close to where I lived...  Besides all of that, this castle played a 
fundamental role for hundreds of years in the defense of the city as you can see in the map below. By 
the way, this map was the one used by the Duke of Villeroy to bomb the city (Ville Roy - the city of 
the king). It is the small details that have encouraged me to write this work, and I am sure I will 
discover amazing coincidences that will relive the past with the present. 

 



 

 

From the North Station to Botany  
 

 

The train stations have always had a bad reputation. This is the case of the Gare du Nord. In the two 
years I lived in Brussels, I think I went there only a couple of times, and only to leave as soon as 
possible. Here is the red-light district of Brussels, nothing comparable to Amsterdam, but similar in 
shop windows where prostitutes are exhibited. When I returned to Brussels, it was the gateway to 
the city.  

If at any time, the decision of choosing the right path (the good) or the left path (the bad) made any 
sense, it was at this time. The airport train dropped me off at this station, and I had to get to Rue de 
Méridien which was not very far from the station, about a kilometre or so walking, I had looked at it 
on the map. As I had just few money, I preferred not to take a taxi and walk. And here came the time 
of my choice, either I was going right by the rue du Progres or left to the unknown but in the right 
direction according to my sense of orientation. As I am a bit adventurous, I took the second option. 
Thus I passed by the rue de la prairie so-called because before there were meadows there and then 
by the rue de l'ascension that more than an ascent was a calvary uphill dragging two suitcases by 
cobblestone streets. It started to rain, and the walk was beginning to be torture. It was then that I 
looked up and saw my first shop window in the red district of Brussels with a fat black woman 
looking at me with a funny face... “Where I am going” I thought myself, and continued climbing up 
the rue de l'ascension. This neighbourhood was truly multicultural, black, Moroccan, Turkish and no 
Belgian... This is also Brussels, or part of it. 

 



 

 

But this is not one of the historical walks that I want to tell in this book so that we will take the right 
(the good) way, and from the north square we will cross the rue du progres towards the place Rogier. 
On many occasions’ things are not as they seem and the primitive north station was not where it is 
now but in front of Place Rogier. Later it was moved. The place is also historic because from this 
place left the first train from the European continent to Mechelen. King Leopold I attended the 
inauguration of the railway, but it seems that he decided at the last moment not to board in it. Later, 
when it became too small, this station would be moved to what we know today as Gare du Nord. The 
first attempt to install a railway began years earlier, in 1830, when the present Kingdom of Belgium 
was still under Dutch sovereignty. The attempt was the work, among others, of John Cockerill who, 
nevertheless, would have the honour of building the first Belgian locomotive in 1835 called La Belge 
in the prestigious factory that bore his name Cockerill & Company. 

 

The Place Rogier was at the time one of the exponents of the progress of the kingdom of Belgium. 
This same spirit is reflected in our days since it is also the epicentre of the Quartier Nord (in Dutch: 
Noordruimte), the financial district of Brussels, Belgium. Like the City in London, the Quartier Nord is 
characterised by skyscrapers, most of them about 100 meters high. More than half of Belgium's 20 
tallest buildings are located here. The Quartier Nord has about 1,200,000 m² of office space with 
40,000 employees. It has 8000 residents. 

The construction of this neighbourhood was controversial. The demolition of a residential area to 
give space to a new financial district did not have much support, in fact, many people from Brussels 
remembered very similar events in the construction of the courthouse (Le palais de justice) that we 
will talk about later. More than 15,000 residents were forced to leave their homes. Shortly after the 
buildings were demolished, there came an economic crisis, leaving a large hole in the city. Since then, 
several skyscrapers have been built in the area. 

After a pause in construction during the 1990s, projects returned in the 2000s.  



 

 

 
This is recent history, but walking a few steps, we find ourselves again with the past. From Rogier 
Square turn left and take St-lazare street until you cross Gineste street. The names of the streets 
have a lot to say in our walks. Gineste, for example, was one of the architects of the Botanique park 
that we are right in front of, where it also has a commemorative plaque. 
This place is very special, and I would like to pause a little on it and its origins. Victor Hugo1, in 1852 
wrote Brussels has two wonders unique in the world: The Grand Place and the panorama of the 
botanical garden. I agree with this sentence because the place has a very special charm. 
 

The history of the garden begins in 1795 after the annexation of Belgium by 
France. It was at this time that the idea of a botanical garden to house 
indigenous and exotic plants near the former Coudenberg palace came into 
being. Later in 1826, after ten years of Dutch occupation, five notable 
botanists acquired a plot of land on the outskirts of the large, well-stocked city 

to house the existing plant collections. The future of the botanical garden was complicated as 
monumental ambitions faced economic problems. The need for money was so great that they were 
forced to start selling plants to cover the costs. Curiously enough, this need for money gave rise to 
chicón or endibia (chicón in the north of France and endive in the rest of the world). According to the 
story of a peasant hidden in his basement, a kind of chicory (it was a troubled time when troops stole 
everything they could) and this plant grew in the dark in a way similar to mushrooms. It was the head 
gardener of the Franciscus Bresiers botanical garden who created a system of cultivating chicory 
roots protected from light and ice. In this way, white leaves grow from which the Flemish name of 
the plant witlook (white leaf) has emerged. All an example of marketing of a new product. In 1873, 
Heri de Vilmorin presented it at the international horticultural exhibition in Ghent, as well as at the 

 
1 « Bruxelles possède deux merveilles uniques au monde : la Grand Place et le panorama du Jardin 
Botanique » 



 

 

national horticultural society in France in 1875. And in 1879 he sold his first box in Paris under the 
name of Brussels endive. 

 

The Brussels symbol is also a plant (not the chicón of 
course), I mean the Iris. In the same park of Botanique, 
we find a small garden called iris garden. This plant grew 
on the marshy edges of the Senne, the river that once 
crossed the whole of Brussels and is now buried. In fact, 
the Iris is the flag of the Brussels Region (one of the four 
communities of Belgium next to the Flemish Region, the 
Walloon and the German-speaking area, which also 

exists even if one hardly speaks of it). We could say that Brussels has two flags, the traditional one of 
Saint George killing the dragon and the new one of the iris (with a European inspiration I would say 
by the colour blue) which is much more recent. On 18 June 1989, for the first time, the people of 
Brussels directly elected their regional representatives. Since then, Brussels has been an autonomous 
Region, comparable to the Regions of Flanders and the Walloon Region. The language issue is also 
very much on the agenda. This region, which is bilingual according to the municipal statutes, is 
inhabited by Belgians who belong to the country's two main linguistic communities: the French 
community and the Flemish community. It is estimated that 50% of the Brussels population is 
French-speaking because of the origin of their mother tongue, 10% are Flemish, and 40% speak other 
languages (using French almost exclusively as a lingua franca), while French as a whole is used by 
95.55% of the population on a regular basis. Due to the presence on its territory of numerous 
international institutions, it is also among the most important concentrations of inhabitants born in 
other countries of the European Union. Besides, there are many immigrants from the Maghreb 
(especially Morocco), Turkey, America, Africa (especially the Democratic Republic of Congo, a former 
Belgian colony) and Central Europe, making the Region a cosmopolitan and multicultural whole. 

We will continue our walk through the botanical garden that is divided by the boulevard of St Lazare 
(not to be confused with the street of St Lazare that we take when leaving the square of Rogier). We 
already commented that the garden was quite bigger before and that the building fever, not only the 
skyscrapers but also the transfer a few hundred meters of the old Gare du Nord, caused it to lose 
ground and that today it is separated into two parts. This area is undoubtedly the most spectacular of 
the entire garden because of the statues it has. It was a time when the government cared about 
public art. Due to this, it was decided to endow the garden with a set of 52 sculptures. The project 
was commissioned to Constatin Meunier and Charles Van Der Stappen. These two people were in 
charge of making the models that were later built by their collaborators. The 
sculptural groups evoke the seasons, the plants, exotic animals in forced positions 
with style a little gothic to my way of seeing. They also included chandeliers that 
worked with electricity — a touch of modernity for the time when they were 
created, from 1894 to 1898. 

 These sculptures give a magical and strange air to the garden that is almost 
reminiscent of Pompeii after the eruption of the volcano. Walking around this place makes us enter 



 

 

another dream world with tortured figures and almost mythical animals in strange positions. the 
names of some of these sculptures are: The crocodile and the snake, Fontana with condor, The 
winter or the old killerife, The worries, etc... 

 

 

Every day when I go to work, I walk through this park that makes me think of another world of real 
figures turned into metal, because all the sculptures are made of metal. In fact, the only stone statue 
is in the iris garden of which we spoke earlier representing a young woman saved from the waters... 
For me, the botanical garden is the most beautiful park in Brussels next to the small garden of Count 
Egmont in the little Sablon that we will visit in another chapter of the book... 



 

 

Leaving Botanique, we come across the 
rue royale, which is one of the most 
important axes of the city. I intended to 
stick to the central pentagon of Brussels, 
the ancient walled city, in my walks, but I 
am obliged to look to the north and find 
the church of Santa Maria. Its style is 
Romanesque, Gothic and Byzantine (from 
the middle of the 19th century). The 
imposing octagonal structure and the 
dome crown reveal the perspective of the 
Rue Royale. It was one of the dreams of 
Leopold II who wanted to make Brussels 
an imperial capital, with monuments 
comparable to those of Berlin, London or 
Paris. 

There is a lot of controversy about this 
because Leopold II was a bit special, to put 
it mildly. His commitment and political 
manoeuvres led him to be awarded the 
Congo at the Berlin conference, an 
immense territory that he managed to 
administer and exploit. He was on the 
verge of ruin several times, but the Belgian 
state always came to his aid and lent him 
money. He was also interested in helping 
them because in this way he left them in 
peace in their political games because the 
main obsession of this king was the 
overseas colonial adventures. Few people 
know that he sent troops to Mexico to 
protect the wife of Emperor Maximilian of 
Habsburg imposed by French troops. He 
also tried to create a colony in Guatemala 
that failed. Belgian soldiers were also in 
China to destroy the boxer revolution. But 
where it triumphed was in the Congo. In 1885, the Berlin Conference established in the area, the so-
called Free State of Congo, an African colonial domain, privately owned by King Leopold II of Belgium. 
King Leopold privately administered the Congo until 1908, when the territory was ceded to Belgium. 
During the period in which the king administered it, the territory was subject to systematic and 
indiscriminate exploitation of its natural resources (especially ivory and rubber), using exclusively 
indigenous labour under conditions of slavery. These were undoubtedly other times. Europe was in a 
rampant colonial race while Spain lost its last colonies, Cuba and the Philippines. Leopold II and the 



 

 

Belgian businessmen did not want to lose the opportunity of succulent businesses with raw materials 
at almost free prices. And this has a lot to do with Brussels because (and I quote the article of the 
newspaper Le soir in an August 22nd 2009)2 

The church of Santa Maria was built thanks to the exploitation of the Congo: "A colony that 
allowed Leopold II to build the largest palace of justice in the world, the Church of Santa Catarina, 
the Church of Santa Maria, the Avenue Luisa, the Avenue of Tervueren... and all this with the 
money of the colonies and the fruit of the copper mines of Katanga.   

The truth is that the church of St. Mary was started in 1845 and completed in 1874, before the Berlin 
conference of 1885. But they are all half-truths. Leopold II was imbued with an air of greatness and 
his construction fever went hand in hand with his imperial dreams. The bourgeoisie and politicians 
financed these delusions in exchange for a free hand in business. In these years Belgium was the 
second industrial power in the world, behind only England. And all this based on the exploitation of 
white workers, who were free but did not vote (nor did they pay taxes, it must be said). An 
interesting little fact. In 1881 there were only 116,000 people who could vote because they paid 
taxes among a population of 5,500,000.  Curiously, when Leopold II got his private colony, the Congo, 
the Belgian worker's party also emerged, and the class struggle began in Belgium (a euphemism 
because there was always class struggle in Brussels between bourgeois and nobles, between guilds 
and rulers, etc.). The mind of Leopold II was not always in the colonial adventures, and he also 
wanted to embellish his capital, Brussels. He built a Japanese tower in his Laeken palace. He also 
created the Fiftieth Anniversary Gate with an undeniable imperial touch. And how did he pay for it? 
Part of it came out of pocket and part of contributions from societies created on purpose... To be 
honest like today, because politics is very similar in all eras. 

But let's get back to our tour. We have left Botanique, looking to our left we see in 
the distance the Church of Santa Maria with all its controversy. To the right, we 
can glimpse in the distance a statue, the first king of Jerusalem. There are a lot of 
contradictions about this point. It was not the first, but if the first Belgian. And 
who was not Belgian either because it seems that he was born in the lower 
Lorraine. And to be more exact, he was not technically king either. The Kingdom 
of Jerusalem had its origin in the First Crusade, when Godfrey of Bouillon took the 
title of Advocatus Sancti Sepulchri in 1099 and was crowned in the church of the 
Nativity in Bethlehem. The following year, his brother Baldwin I of Jerusalem was 
the first to use the title of "king" and the first to be crowned in the church of the 
Holy Sepulchre on his own Jerusalén. 

 
2 L'église Sainte-Marie aurait été construite grâce à l'exploitation du Congo4: « une colonie, 
qui a permis à Léopold II de construire le plus grand palais de justice du monde, l’église 
Sainte-Catherine, l’église Sainte-Marie, l'avenue Louise, l'avenue de Tervuren... Tout cela 
avec l’argent des colonies et le fruit de nos exploitations du cuivre du Katanga », en un mot 
l'église Sainte-Marie aurait été construit avec le sang du Congo… 



 

 

But if we look right in front, we find the Church of Gesú. The 
Jesuit fathers had it built-in 1860 in a neo-Gothic style 
according to the plans of the architect Luis Pavot. But it was 
demystified. It was a place of exhibitions and concerts. Today 
it is occupied by a group of squatters who defend the right to 
a home. A group of homeless vagrants usually sleep in its 
doors. 

If we look up, we see a graffiti that says No problem3 with 
what looks like one person hanging another. Undoubtedly 
very allegorical after talking about imperial dreams, 
exploitation of colonies and workers in Belgium in the late 
eighteenth century and early nineteenth. 

 In November 2013, the police expelled the squatters from 

the centre, 119 of whom 38 were children. A rather violent 
expulsion that used 40 vans and more than 200 policemen. It 
was the mayor of Sint-Joost-ten-Noode (Emir Kir) who 
ordered this expulsion saying there can be no zones of no 
right in our streets. 4 

 We are going to advance right in front of the rue Traversier 
to find a youth hostel that has as a peculiarity that Van Gohg 
lived here during his stay in Brussels and there is a plaque 

that attests it. There's nothing special about it, but it's the perfect excuse to get to Rue du Meriden 
(Middaglijn straat) which is where I live now, and so it's very important to me. In this area, many 
streets have astronomical names, and this is because the first observatory in Brussels was built in this 
area. If we walk along El Meridiane street we will find ourselves on the right to Rue de l'Union 
(Uniestraat). This has been a particularly sensitive topic in Belgium for more than a century. I don't 
know what to say, and I think it's an issue that politicians use to manipulate Belgians and justify their 
importance. The truth is that it was difficult for me to discover the name of the street because it had 
been covered up as indicating that there was no such 
union. It is the small details that say a lot about the 
current reality of this country. Hoever do not forget 
that the Belgian slogan is “L´union fait la force” 

 

 
3 Pas de probleme 

4 « Il ne peut y avoir de zones de non droit dans nos rues », 

 



 

 

 

If we continue moving forward, we will arrive at the Place de 
Quetelet, which was the director of the first observatory in 
Brussels. Quetelet received a doctorate in mathematics in 1819 
from the University of Ghent. After achieving this, he convinced 
government officials and private sponsors of the need to build an 
astronomical observatory, which could be built-in 1828. He 
founded and directed the Royal Observatory of Belgium. He was 
also criticized for the application of statistical methods to the 
social sciences. It was quite ahead of its time, at the very time 
when the Belgian state was created. 

In the same square of Quetelet we find a monument to the fallen 
in the two wars. Something that the Belgians still have very much in mind. And in 2014 it will be 100 
years since the First World War, the Great War or the War of Wars. For many, the worst war was the 
Second, but for the Belgians, it was undoubtedly the first. The allegory of the image is clear, the lion 
symbol of Belgium and Flanders wounded next to a soldier. And victory rising above them. The great 
miseries of the First World War are still marked in the collective imaginary of this country that does 
not reach two centuries of its own entity as an independent nation. If 1914 was the year of the 
invasion, 1830 was the year of liberation. 

 



 

 

We're going to stop here on the outskirts of town. In the next chapter we will enter the Pentagon to 
discover some secrets of this city. But before I finish, I think it's time to talk a little about this 
neighborhood with two names like all Brussels: Sint-Joost or Saint Josse. It extends from the Gare du 
Nord to the church of Santa Maria. Its Centre, so to speak, would be St Joseph's Square, where there 
was a modest oratory as early as 1361. For centuries it was a small village outside the walls because 
Brussels ended in the pentagon that today is called the petite ceinture (the small belt). 

One left Brussels through the Louvain Gate (now disappeared) and the first village to be reached was 
Sint-Joost. It was a land with 
small hills and many lagoons 
where the iris grew (those of the 
coat of arms of the Brussels 
region). An idyllic landscape 
often ravaged by war, because 
the history of Brussels has much 
to do with foreign troops that 
either besieged it or occupied it. 
In fact, Ten-Noode could mean 
in a state of need. During the 
wars of religion, the chapel was 
burned down by the Calvinists 
(like many other churches in 

Brussels). In 1556 it was inhabited by 400 people. At the time of Joseph II, the village already had 700 
inhabitants. In 1830 it had 2380 souls and 849 houses. By 1913 it had grown to 32,359. On 1 January 
2007, the municipality had a total population of 23,785 inhabitants. A large majority of the 
inhabitants are of foreign origin: Turks, Moroccans, Africans, which gives it a very international 
appearance. As a curiosity, it seems that the third most spoken language in Brussels is Arabic. 

The independence of Belgium is also related to this district. When the insurrection against the Dutch 
broke out in Brussels on August 1830, Rogier went to the fight with a militia of 300 liègeans. The 
inhabitants of Saint Josse cheered him on his arrival. And here he lived until his death in 1885. The 
events that took place in September 1830 deserve to be told because they happened in the lands 
that we have just visited. Fifty Liege fighters held a fierce siege on the buildings of the observatory 
that had just been built. The terraces of the botanical garden had Dutch cannons that forced the 
barricades and penetrated the city. The elite of the Dutch troops under the orders of Prince Frederick 
concentrated their efforts on the Louvain Gate and all the houses around it were turned into ruins. 
The Dutch managed to pass through the Louvain Gate, and the 
fighting intensified in the city.  

On September 27, the defeated Dutch troops again crossed the 
same gates of Louvain and Schaerbeek not to return. The hardest 
fights for independence took place here. 



 

 

 

 



 

 

From the Barricades square to the Cathedral of San Miguel and 
Santa Gúdula 

If we imagine the ancient walls of the city, these form a pentagon that surrounds Brussels. We are in 
the upper right corner, where the old astronomical observatory used to be. Today it is the park of 
Henry Frick, former mayor of the commune of Sint Josse. 

 We will continue our walk through these ancient walls that today are wide boulevards (heritage of 
the French who after the revolution demolished the walls and replaced them by these avenues). We 
will cross just where the avenue of Galileo and the bishop's (Galilee laan and Bishoffheim laan) 
converge. 

The first square we come across is called the square of the barricades. If we finish the previous 
chapter talking about the revolution of 1830, the first thing we will do in this one is to talk about the 
same thing. These popular revolts lasted several years and exploded in different countries of Europe. 
When I went to school, I never understood very well why they happened, but now I have it a little 
clearer... You can't go against the times. After the French revolution and the defeat of Napoleon, the 
imperial powers sought to restore the old absolutist regime. They restored the king in France and 
pretended that nothing had happened here... But if it had happened, and liberal ideas cannot be 
buried so easily. 

The first liberal revolution occurred in Spain in 1820, with the pronouncement of Riego. In Cadiz, a 
constitution had been promulgated in 1812 called the Pepa because it seems to have been born on 
the day of St. Joseph. Pepe is the short name of Joseph in Spanish. 

 Without a doubt, this constitution was the most advanced in its time.  But the lousy King Ferdinand 
VII refused to sign it until an army uprising (where there were so many liberals) forced him to swear 
it, with the famous phrase, let's go together, and I'll go first on the constitutional path... 

Thus, began the liberal triennium that lasted just, three years, until the invasion of the one hundred 
thousand sons of St. Louis (almost all French by the way) ended with this liberal ideal that had 
changed a lot in the history of Spain. What a paradox, the Spaniards fought to expel the French and 
bring back a king. And this same king imposed his absolutism with the help of a French army... 

The revolutionary flame not only caught fire in Spain, but there were also revolts in Italy, Portugal 
and Greece. It was the first revolutionary cycle called the Mediterranean. 

The 1830s was the second cycle called the Atlantic. It was a process that began in France (Paris) with 
the so-called July Revolution of the Three Glorious (Trois Glorieuses). It spread throughout much of 
the European continent, especially in Belgium, which gained independence from Holland. In August 
1830, stimulated the Belgian by news from France, a revolutionary process begins in Brussels that 
could not be suffocated by the intervention of the army (September 12). On 4 October independence 
was declared, which received decisive support from the United Kingdom and Prussia at an 
international conference convened for this purpose in London (20 December). 



 

 

As we can see, the month of September 1830 was key to the history of Belgium, and the main stage 
took place in Brussels. We will come back to these facts later in our walks. For the moment imagine 
the Dutch troops trying to enter the city and the Brussels village defending themselves behind 
barricades and shooting from the balconies of the adjacent buildings in this square. 

 

To the right we will find a street with a very related name (rue de la revolution), but we are going to 
continue straight on along rue du Nord where we end up in another square called Surlet de Chokier. 

All the names of the squares and streets have their history. And this is no exception. In fact this 
character has a lot to do with the struggle between several pretenders to the throne of Belgium 
Erasmo Luis, baron of Surlet de Chokier, was appointed baron in 1816. After the revolution of 1830, 
he was chosen to preside over the National Congress. Shortly afterwards, King Louis Philippe of 
France opposed totally against his son's accession to the throne of Belgium (not because he did not 

want to, but by political calculation, a king of French origin 
in Belgium would have meant war with England and 
Germany), which led to the fall of the provisional 
government. The National Congress then appointed 
Erasmus Louis regent of the Kingdom of Belgium, a 
position he held until 1831 when he acceded to the 
Leopold I throne.  He was a controversial character, and 
today would not be too appreciated. His foreign policy 
was based solely on the alliance with France, which is why 
Erasmus Louis supported the candidacy of Louis de 
Orleans to the throne of Belgium, facing Joseph Lebeau 
and Paul Devaux. After Luis Felipe's rejection, Erasmo Luis 



 

 

was unable to determine the policy to follow. He created a government that quickly dissolved and 
then withdrew to his domains of Gingelom, where he held the position of mayor until his death. He 
was part of that linguistic minority, in Flanders, of those who were called Franquillons, something like 
afrancesados. Represent the opposition to the rebirth of the culture of Flanders (with the language 
as a standard) of the later century. Today he would be considered a traitor by his Flemish 
compatriots. 

In this square we find a monument to the Brabançonne, which is not a person but a song, in reality, 
the national anthem of Belgium the original version is in French, but there are versions in Dutch and 
German, the three official languages of the country. It was written in 1830 by the French actor 
Dechet, known as Jenneval, born in Lyon in 1801, who performed in a theatre in Brussels. He took 
part in the struggle for Belgian independence and fell in Lierre in 1830. 

I cannot help but transcribe it because in its verses, it reveals all the revolutionary spirit of that 
September 1830.

Oh Belgium, oh dear mother, 

To you our hearts, to you our arms, 

To you our blood, oh fatherland! 

We all swear, you will live! 

You will always live great and 
beautiful! 

And your invincible unity 

His motto will be immortal: 

The King, the Law, Freedom! 

His motto will be immortal: 

The King, the Law, Freedom! 

The King, the Law, Freedom! 

---------------------------------- 

Ô Belgique, ô mère chérie, 
À toi nos cœurs, à toi nos bras, 
À toi notre sang, ô Patrie! 
Nous le jurons tous, tu vivras! 
Tu vivras toujours grande et belle 
Et ton invincible unité 
Aura pour devise immortelle: 

Le Roi, la Loi, la Liberté! 
Aura pour devise immortelle: 
Le Roi, la Loi, la Liberté! 
Le Roi, la Loi, la Liberté! 



 

 

What I don't understand very well is the inclusion of the King as guarantor of law and freedom, but I 
suppose that in those days of absolutist counterrevolution only one king could frighten away the 
demons of the French revolution and conjure up the attack of all the imperialist European powers on 
the new Belgian state. 

From the same square, if we look to the right along the Rue du Congres (as 
we see everything very related to the new political institutions of the newly 
created Belgium of 1830), we will see in the distance the column of the 
congress. We don't have to go near it, just look at it in the distance. It 
commemorates the formation of the Belgian State and the constitution by 
the National Congress in 1830. It was erected on the initiative of Charles 
Rogier (the same one we saw in the previous chapter fighting against the 
Dutch with their volunteers in Liège) with a design by Joseph Poelaert 
between 1850 and 1859. It was inspired by Trajan's column in Rome... it will 
not be for lack of imperial pretensions for the newly born kingdom of 
Belgium.  

The column with the statue of King Leopold I of Belgium included has a total height of 47 m. A 193-
step spiral staircase inside the column leads to a platform surrounding the pedestal of the statue of 
King Leopold I, the first king of the Belgians. 

If we continue along the rue du Nord we will come across history again, symbolised by the Flemish 
parliament.  It may seem strange that the Flemish parliament is in Brussels, a mostly French-speaking 
city, but it all makes sense. In fact the parliament is not only regional but also communitarian and 
also exercises its powers over the territory of the 19 communes of Brussels capital, recognised as a 
bilingual linguistic region by the Belgian constitution. The parliament of the French-speaking 
community is also located in Brussels. I do not intend to explain in this guide the Belgian institutional 
gibberish that costs taxpayers so much money and sustains a whole caste of politicians and civil 
servants who make a living from it. To give just a couple of historical brushes. In 1971 the Cultural 
Council for the Flemish Cultural Community met for the first time. Since then Flanders has become 
an autonomous state within the Belgian Federal State. In 1996 the Flemish Parliament was installed 
in a completely renovated building, which is what we are dealing with. I am going to finish talking 
about politics with a little joke in French:  

Que dire d'un Parlement à part qu'il parle et qu'il ment ? (What can we say about a parliament 
other than that it speaks, and lies?). 

What I like most about this building is the orange forest that surrounds it and forms a very special 
kind of passageway or tunnel. I can only guess at its symbolism, because I'm sure it does, but my 
lucubrations don't have much logic, or maybe they do... Orange, orange, is the colour of the Dutch 
royal house, against which the Belgians fought for their independence. A struggle led by French 
speakers and supported by a Flemish bourgeoisie that is also French-speakers. Now the Flemish have 
their own parliament and claim their common past against French predominance. 



 

 

 

From here we can cross this enchanted forest of artificial orange trees, and by the same rue de 
Louvain, we will arrive at the Palace of the Nation, another parliament, but this national. We walk 
along the back. The style is not particularly dazzling, rather grey and austere. The initial building 
called Brabant Council Palace was built between 1778 and 1783 at the time of the Austrian Low 
Countries and was intended to house the sovereign council of Brabant, which administered the 
Belgian provinces under Charles/Alexandre de Lorraine, governor of the Austrian Low Countries. The 
building was burned down in 1820 and rebuilt between 1821-1822. 

In 1831, after the independence of Belgium, the building merged with the palace of the chancellery 
and the court of accounts and acquired its present name: Palace of the nation. It did not have a very 
graceful future as in 1883 it was burned again (during a session of the chamber) and had to wait 
three years until the architect Henry Beyaert rebuilt it.  

From the entrance gate we can see the Fontaine des Agenouillées (the fountain of the kneeling 
ones). This fountain was created in 1898 by George Minne and is known for being a masterpiece of 



 

 

Symbolist sculpture. There are actually many versions of this fountain. The marble version is located 
in the entrance hall of the Folkwang Museum in Essen, Germany. Another plaster version is in the 
Fine Arts Museum in Ghent and another bronze version is also in Ghent in the city centre. The 
version we see behind the bars is a later copy but at least it has deserved to be copied several times. 

 

If we go a few steps further, we get to rue royale. This is an axis in the noble zone of the city in which 
we are. To the right we see in the distance the church of St. Mary of which we spoke in the previous 



 

 

chapter, to the left we see the Royale square with the statue of Baldwin, the first Belgian king of 
Jerusalem. It was Leopold II who wanted to create these imperial scenarios in the capital of Belgium, 
with great avenues crowned by splendid monuments.  

And he did it, thanks to his African colony and the money of the industrial and financial high 
bourgeoisie. Let's not forget that at the end of the 19th century Belgium was an economic giant, the 
fifth largest economy in the world. Thanks also to the exploitation of the working class. Nowhere in 
Europe were waged as miserable as in this country...  

 

All we have to do is cross the rue royale and descend a few meters along Treurenberg Street to reach 
the cathedral. 

This little street also has its history. Its name is quite suggestive: The mountain of crying. In the 
Middle Ages, it was an important artery of the city through which you climbed, so the mountain 
(berg) to take the road to Louvain. It also has the peculiarity that the word street (rue or straat) does 
not appear on the plaque. This is because it got its name from a gate (the gate of Santa Gudula) in 
the first wall of Brussels. The curious name of the mountain of crying is because in the second half of 
the 16th century there was a prison of sinister reputation that was demolished in 1760 and must 
have been situated at the number 14. 

One of the façades of this street is decorated by a giant comic drawing dedicated to the hero Marini, 
the scorpion. Brussels also has a BD (band desinée) route. It was a project that began in 1991 at the 
initiative of the city of Brussels and with the collaboration of the Centre belge de la bande dessinée. 
The project consisted of embellishing the city with enormous frescoes that covered the entire wall of 
a building. Today there are more than 40 of them all within the city's pentagon. It would be a more 
than justified excuse to write another book entitled A walk through the BDs frescoes in Brussels, but 
it will be another time. 



 

 

 

We leave the Treurenberg, and we find the Gothic Cathedral of Saint Michael and Saint Gudule 
(Cathédrale Saint-Michel et Sainte-Gudule), one of the most emblematic buildings of the city of 
Brussels. Its construction, in a Gothic style, began at the beginning of the 13th century on a 



 

 

Romanesque building from the 11th century and was not finished until two centuries later. 

 

The cathedral was known as the Church of San Miguel until, in 1047, they deposited the remains of 
Santa Gúdula, who died in 712. It was then that the church took the name of San Miguel and Santa 
Gúdula. She was a Catholic saint, patron saint of Brussels. According to her 11th-century biography 



 

 

(Vita S. Gudilae), she was the daughter of a duke of Lotharingia called Witger and Amalberga de 
Maubeuge.  Gúdula was educated at the abbey of Nivelles by her cousin, Gertrudis de Nivelles. When 
Gertrude died, she returned home to Moorsel, devoting her time to good works and religious 
devotion. Bishop Gerard I of Cambrai (d. 1051) guided the transfer of her relics to the church of St 
Michael in Brussels, which later became the famous cathedral of St Michael and St Gudula.  On June 
6, 1579, the collegiate church was looted and devastated by the Protestant Geuzen ("Vagabonds") 
and the relics of the saint were unearthed and dispersed. I recommend to those who want to visit 
her that they first take a walk around the cathedral. In no other cathedral in the world have I seen 
the decorations and gargoyles so close, perhaps because of the sloping terrain. 
 

 
I was also struck by the statue of Cardinal Jozef-Ernest van Roey on the left-hand side according to 
our route.  He is a character very dear to the people of Brussels because during the Second World 
War, during the German occupation, he energetically supported the resistance of the Belgian 
population against the German occupiers. I also protest against the sending of forced labourers to 
Germany.  These were hard times, and the church stood firm while the king, Leopold III surrendered 
to the invaders and lived secluded in his palace with his lover Lilian Baels, with whom he married for 
the civil on December 7, 1941. This marriage was imposed by the cardinal who could not accept that 
the king lived in sin with his lover.  This collaboration of the royalty with the occupants passed the 
bill, and after World War II the king had to abdicate. It was La question royale (the real question).  
Something very sensitive today in many countries... why do we need kings? Especially if they 
discredit themselves through their actions. Cardinal van Roey is an example of the Preconciliar 
Church. With fixed and immutable moral criteria, without the possibility of compromise. To me, this 
vision of things frightens me, as does his motto "In nomine Domini", because in the name of God the 
greatest atrocities can be justified. Nevertheless, in difficult times he was with his people and tried to 
defend them from the German occupiers, while the king surrendered and was imprisoned and quiet 



 

 

in his residence (something that reminds me of Fernando VII's attitude towards Napoleon). 
 
Returning to the cathedral, the most impressive of this is undoubtedly the western façade. Of vertical 
lines, with three porticoes crowned with a glabete and its two towers in the manner of French 
Gothic, whose maximum height reaches 65 meters, probably built by Jan van Ruysbroeck (1470-
1485, the architect of the Great place in Brussels). The façade lacks a rose window but has a large 
brabanzone stained glass window. Although it is quite different, it vaguely recalls Notre Dame de 
Paris. Despite its antiquity, the church did not acquire the title of the cathedral until 1961. 
 
Its history is not very quiet as it was looted on several occasions by Protestant iconoclasts (the same 
ones who made the relics of the saint disappear) and then by French revolutionaries. Despite all this, 
the cathedral retains an impressive appearance. Between 1983 and 1989, it underwent a major 
restoration that makes it seem almost new. 
 
 

 



 

 

From the Cathedral to Finisterre 
 

 

From the front of the cathedral, we have a magnificent view of the city. If we let ourselves be 
dragged by our feet, taking advantage of the slope, we will arrive at the great square. But I prefer to 
leave it for later and take other roads a little more tortuous by which we will travel the history of 
Brussels and Belgium itself. 

Crossing the park in front of the cathedral, we will take the street d'Arenberg where we will arrive at 
the Royal Galleries of Saint Hubert. It is a passageway built in the nineteenth century filled with 
luxury shops. There are only two similar galleries in the world: The gallery of Vittorio Emanuel II in 
Milan and Le Passage in St. Petersburg. 

It is a complex of three commercial passages covered in its entirety by glass arches that give it a very 
particular air. Each of the galleries has a real name: Queen's Gallery, King's Gallery and Prince's 
Gallery (formerly called the Prince's Passage). 

 



 

 

The history of its construction has much to do with the rise of the Belgian bourgeoisie after 
independence. The gallery was designed by Jean-Pierre Cluysanaer who had the idea of creating a 
covered walk from the Grasmarkt / Marché aux Herbes to the Kruidtuinberg / Montagne aux Herbes 
Potagère. It was a somewhat dangerous area for the time, and the bourgeoisie did not usually 
venture into these streets. The idea was conceived in 1836 and was finally authorized in 1845. For 
this, a society was created led by the banker Jean-André Demot. It took 9 years to acquire all the 
properties. It seems that the expropriations had some tragic consequences, one of the tenants 
suffered a stroke because of it and another, a barber, cut his neck when they knocked down the 
house next to his. Work began on May 6, 1846, and ended on June 20, 1847. The inauguration was 
carried out by the first king of Belgium Leopold I, and therefore the very real names of the three 
galleries. 

The interior of the galleries so sumptuous and full of light through the windows of the roof attracted 
the bourgeoisie of Brussels who could walk through them safe from the rain so normal in this city. In 
fact, for quite some time it was called the Brussels umbrella. 

These luxurious galleries were very much in line with the real desire to make Brussels a great 
European capital. As an anecdote, the first film session in Belgium was made here by the Lumiere 
brothers after their success in Paris. Finally, I would like to review the motto of the galleries, written 
in stone on the main façade: Omnibus omnia (everything for everyone). A somewhat ironic motto 
because although everyone could enter, only the rich could consume in the luxurious cafés and pay 
for theatre tickets. Let us not forget that the Belgian working class in the 19th century was the worst 
paid in Europe. 

We leave the galleries, and on the right-hand side, we will find the street aux Herbes potagéres 
followed by the rue du Mararis. These names have much to do with the history of the city because 
here certainly grew herbs with which potages were prepared and a little further there was a marsh 
(marais or Broek), let's not forget that this city was a marshy area before being built. There were also 
many sandbanks so to the right we will find the rue des sables where the Belgian comic museum is 
located, which I encourage to visit all those who like the BDs. Belgium is a world power in this 
respect. 

We will now return to our steps and head for the rue du persil (so called because here grew parsley) 
towards the square of the Martyrs. 

The history of this square is quite complex. In 1773 the city of Brussels acquired a piece of land 
belonging to laundry and built a square called saint-Michele, protector of the city. In 1776 the 
director of the theatre de la monnai (which we will visit later) named Ignaz Vitzthumb obtained 
permission to build a portable theatre (a small, light and removable iron building) where plays were 
offered in Dutch. In 1795 under French rule the square changed its name and was called laundry 
square (to remember its humble origins). But its current name has to do with the revolution of 1830. 
After the fighting, it took a place to bury the fallen and an administrative commission, in the absence 
of government at the time, chose this square as a mass grave. On October 2, 1830, the square was 
renamed Place des Martyres. The idea of building a memorial soon arose. In 1832 the chamber 
approved a budget of 15000 guilders to which was added a sum of 16000 guilders more offered by 
Felix de Merode. The project was entrusted to Guillaume Geefs.  



 

 

 

The monument above all very allegorical. It consists of a statue representing freedom with an 
inscription of 23, 24, 25 and 26 September 1830. At its feet, a Belgian lion is lying on the broken 
chains of slavery. Four angels surround the central podium and represent combat, victory, burial and 
prayer. The four facades of the monument have bas-reliefs depicting scenes of the Belgian 
revolution: Belgium crowning its heroes, the blessing of the tombs of the heroes by the deacon of 
Saint Gudula, the oath of the patriots in the Grand Place and the attack on the park led by Van Halen. 
The monument is surrounded by a crypt where there are 27 black marble panels with the 467 names 
of the fallen revolutionaries. 

What strikes me most is the name PATRIA written in Latin (not in Spanish, the Spaniards were only 
one of the occupants in the history of this city). 

 

A concept that is currently very much in dispute with two opposing communities: the Flemish and 
the Walloon. And Brussels as an island nestled in Flemish territory and capital of a strange country (a 
drôle pays). 

 



 

 

The language issue remains a key point. While Brussels 
capital is officially bilingual, the land around its Flemish-
speaking area is not. However, the growth of the city 
generates an area that could be called the Greater 
Brussels that would encompass Vilvorde and Hal. It is 
possible that in the future there will be an independent 
Wallonia and Flanders and the Greater Brussels region 
also independent as the capital of Europe and trilingual 

(French, Dutch and English). For the moment the plans are more modest and are limited to extending 
bilingualism to some areas surrounding Brussels as the map shows... 

Let's continue with our walk until the end of the world (a little joke but with some reason as you will 
see later) From the square of the martyrs if we take the street on the right called Koolstraat or rue 
aux choux (so-called because this was land of orchards where cabbages grew) we will reach the rue 
Neuve. And right in front of it we will find the church of Our Lady of Finisterre. 

 

There are several versions of the origin of this name. In the fifteenth century, there was a small 
chapel dedicated to Our Lady that was in the neighbourhood of gardens potagers (whose translation 
would be orchards of pottage plants). This church was really on the outskirts of Brussels, so it was 
called finis terrae (the end of the earth). There is another version about the origin of the name that 
claims to come from a statue of the virgin that came from finisterre in Galicia and was the object of 
popular devotion. I like this second version better. 



 

 

The early church was destroyed after the invasion of the Netherlands and later rebuilt thanks to the 
offerings of pilgrims. In 1620 the statue of Finisterre returned to its place, being the object of 
pilgrimage by the sick and afflicted who asked for help. In the 17th century, this suburb was 
integrated into the city of Brussels. The church we see today is the third, begun in 1708 and finished 
in 1730. 

It is worth visiting its interior and move away from the bustle of the street called rue neuve, which is 
one of the most important commercial arteries of the city. 

 



 

 

From the Place de la Monnaie to the Place de Saint Géry 
 

Leaving the Church of Finisterre, we will cross a hundred meters by the rue Neuve until arriving at 
the Plaza de la Monnaie. This place is closely linked to the history of Belgium, especially the Royal 
Theatre of La Monnaie, one of the most famous opera houses in Europe. Today you can enjoy the 
opera for a price of 10 euros (the cheapest ticket), with reduced visibility, but with good acoustics. 

There's no waste in the history of this Theatre. The first building was built in 1700 by the Venetians 
Paolo and Pietro Bezzi, on a piece of land where coins were minted. During the 18th century, it was 
considered the second opera house in French repertoire after Paris, especially during the 
government of Prince Alexander of Lorraine, patron of the arts. 

By 1795 during the occupation of the forces of the French Revolution, the theatre became a 
governmental institution, the dance corps was abolished and its importance diminished considerably. 
When Napoleon visited, he ordered the old building to be replaced by a monumental one built in 
1818 by the Frenchman Louis Damesme. 

 
It was here that the Belgian Revolution began on August 25, 1830. It all began during a performance 
of the opera "La Muda de Portici" (by Daniel-François Auber) forbidden by King William III. The 
audience, moved by the duet "Amour Sacré de la Patrie" (Sacred Love of the Homeland), took to the 
streets to push the Dutch out of the city, triggering the beginning of a movement that would lead to 
Belgium's independence from Holland. 



 

 

Rarely in history has an opera been the spark that provokes a revolution, so it is interesting to tell a 
little about the plot of this work. The opera is loosely based on Masaniello's historic uprising against 
the Spanish government in Naples in 1647. A historical wink, as the Spaniards also occupied Belgium 
and in 1830 it was the Dutch who did the same. 

It was in Act II that the spirits rose. The story that was represented was the following one: The 
Neapolitan fishermen had lamented the tyranny in silence. Masaniello is furious because of Fenella's 
seduction by the Spanish governor of the city and swears to take revenge. Then Masaniello incites 
the fishermen to take up arms and swear the doom of their country's enemy. The words of the opera 
that provoked the revolution were: 

Amour sacré de la patrie 

Rends-nous l’audace et la fierté 

A mon pays je dois la vie 

Il me devra sa liberté 

Mieux vaut mourir 

Que rester misérable. 

Pour un esclave est-il quelque danger ? 

Tombe le joug que nos accable. 

Et sous nos coups  

Périsse l’étranger 

Amour Sacré de la Patrie  

Give us boldness and pride 

To my country I owe my life 

And he will owe me his freedom 

It's better to die 

That to live miserable 

Is there any danger to a slave? 

May the yoke that overwhelms us fall 

And under our blows 

Die the foreigner. 
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On January 21, 1855, a fire destroyed the theatre, leaving only the portico and the exterior walls 
intact. The new building built by José Poelaert was inaugurated in 1856. In 1985, the room was 
modernised and restored its original colours. 

 

Let's go back to the present and our walk. Right in front of the Monnaie Theatre is the huge building 
called Centre Monnaie which vaguely resembles the Berlaymont building inside which the main 
headquarters of the European Commission operates. It is a commercial complex that also houses 
some administrative services of the city as well as the central post office. It is quite ugly, but it is 
usually very lively because of the shops on the ground floor. 

We continue walking, and we will arrive at the square of Brouckere. It was named after Charles de 
Brouckere, mayor of Brussels from 1796 to 1860, professor at the Free University of Brussels (ULB) 
and played an important role in the revolution of 1830. It comes to constitute the centre of Brussels 
due to its situation, in the centre of a great avenue that went from the gare du midi to the gare du 
Nord. 

But it has suffered several mutilations in the last century. For example, the obelisk fountain, which 
Anspach, inaugurated in 1897, was withdrawn to make the metro station. The administration had 
promised to put it back in its place after the works, but finally, they relocated it to the end of the 
pond of the Marché aux Poissons, where we will go later. 
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It was a very fashionable place in the late nineteenth and throughout most of the twentieth century. 
It has been called the Brussels mini Broadway because of the abundance of posters, theatres and 
cinemas. Looking at old photos reminded me of the Plaza de Callao in Madrid. 

The Belgian singer-songwriter Jacques Brel dedicated part of his song Bruxelles to him, which was 
released on the album Les bourgeois in 1962. The song talks about life in Brussels at the beginning of 
the 20th century. I transcribe the verses that 
correspond to this place. 

Place de Brouckère on voyait des vitrines  

Avec des hommes des femmes en crinoline  

Place de Brouckère on voyait l´omnibus  

Avec des femmes des messieurs en gibus  

Et sur l´impériale, le cœur dans les étoiles  

Y avait mon grand-père, y avait ma grand-mère 

 Il était militaire, elle était fonctionnaire  

Il pensait pas, elle pensait rien.  

Et on voudrait qu´je sois malin! 
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Today it has lost some of its charms due to the crisis and the closure of several entertainment 
centres and the removal of the famous giant posters. Time does not pass in vain... 

 

We will leave Brouckere square by the side street with a very poetic name, la rue des hirondelles 
(street of the swallows), we will cross the rue de Laeken (so-called because it leads to the royal 
domain of Laeken, where the king lives, very close to the Atomium) and we arrive at the place du 
Béguinage. 

This place has a lot to do with the medieval, renaissance and baroque past of Brussels. On reaching 
the square, we find the church of Saint-Jean-Baptiste-au-Béguinage. It is a baroque Italian-Flemish 
style building. It was built in 1657 by the architect Lucas Faydherbe. 

Beginage comes from Beguines, a single woman or widow who belongs to a religious community. 
During the Middle Ages, she lived scattered throughout the city, but they wanted to live together in 
community. In 1252 they received from the bishop of Cambrai (the diocese on which Brussels 
depended) the authorisation to build an area composed of individual houses that allowed them to 
live together. A kind of great convent called Notre-Dame de la Vigne (Our Lady of the Vineyard). This 
place grew in importance, and at its best, it had a laundry, a mill on the Senne river and a hospital. 

In 1579, during the wars of religion, the church was sacked by the Calvinists and then sold and 
demolished in 1584.  

The beguinage was decaying during the 18th century, and the very poorly maintained houses were 
made available to poor people. In 1824 many of these buildings were demolished and a large hospice 
(called hospice Pachéco, which exists today) was given a square. The last houses disappeared in 
1856.  In November 2000 the church of San Juan Bautista suffered a fire that destroyed the roof. In 
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2006 the reconstruction of the carpentry using Loire oak was started and then covered with 3000 m2 
of tiles from Spain. 

We are in the heart of the medieval city, where the river Zenne snaked and allowed to transport 
goods that were sold on its banks. If we take the street du Peuplier, we will arrive at the Quai au Bois 
a Bruler (the pier of the wood to burn) because here it was traded with it. Today it is a pond with the 
Anspach obelisk fountain at one end, the same one they removed from Brouckere square promising 
to return it to the same place, which they never did. 

It is curious how the past of Brussels, with its canals and docks, is still present today. At the southern 
end of these small ponds is St Catherine's Square with the Church of the same name. 

The city's medieval and baroque past coexists with the industrial revolution of the late 19th century. 
The origin of the square is the old cereal market. Barges transported it to the Santa Catarina basin 
and landed it at the grain dock where it was sold.  

 

The first walls of the city reached here, just behind the church. Good proof of this is the black tower 
that became a private property and therefore survived the demolition of the old walls to expand the 
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area within the walls at the end of the fourteenth century. It was the creation of the Santa Catherina 
quay in 1564 that forced the expansion of the walled enclosure in a certain way.  In the sixteenth 
century, the black tower was transformed into a tavern with the name "In de Toren". This medieval 
relic of Brussels was on the verge of being demolished by renovation work in the neighbourhood, but 
it was saved by the mayor Charles Buls, an ardent defender of the historical heritage of the centre of 
Brussels. However, this monument was not spared from the building fever. In the 19th century, it 
was surrounded by a clothing shop. And today it is surrounded by a modern hotel that hides its 
intramural part, only the extramural part can be seen. But at least it's still there. 

The present church of Sainte-Catherine was built on the site of the old port mentioned above 
between 1854 and 1874. The project was entrusted to Joseph Pooelaert and continued by his disciple 
Wynand Janssens. It replaces the old 15th-century building and is the only religious building built in 
the historical centre of Brussels after its independence as a country. Inspired by the French churches 
of the 16th century, it has a hybrid architecture that mixes Gothic forms and baroque decoration. 

 

The Flemish painter Henri Lallemand had some pictures about these historical buildings. 

Right on the site of the old church (which is not the same as the modern one), the city of Brussels 
built a power station to supply the public 
lighting of the city in full development. It 
was the third in the world and began 
operating in 1902. It is fascinating that its 
architect Émile Devreux managed to 
integrate this industrial building into the 
urban fabric, masking the metal structure 
with a façade very similar to that of the 
church. Tradition and modernity go hand 
in hand. 
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We are only a few steps away from Place de Saint Géry. We can go along the Rue du vieux marché 
aux Grains (street of the old grain market) which reminds us once again of the city's commercial past. 

It was here that the bishop of Cambrai built a small church in 580 AD, from which comes the name 
Bruocsella or Broekzele, the reservoir chapel. It ceased to be an island when the river Senne was 
covered at the end of the 19th century.  As anecdotal information in this missing temple were the 
relics of Santa Gudula until they were transferred to the cathedral. The centre of the island would be 
the galleries of Saint-Géry. It is said that this island was completely covered with Iris and therefore 
this plant is the symbol of Brussels since the nineteenth century. 

During the 12th century, the island had a large number of watermills and also ponds for fish 
breeding. Fish was very important in those times as there was a ban on eating meat on Fridays and 
this was strictly adhered to, in fact, it continued to be respected until well into the nineteenth 
century. The existence of tanners and other businesses that threw their waste into the river soon 
caused the population of fish to fall in these meanders, and therefore the fish farms became 
indispensable. With the growth of the city, the island continued being the centre of the commerce of 
the zone. At the end of the 18th century, under the French revolutionary regime, the Catholic church 
was destroyed and replaced by an obelisk that had been taken from the abbey of Grimbergen. The 
square was during the next century an open-air market. 
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It was in 1870 when the river Zenne was covered, and the island ceased to exist as 
an island itself, and some of the houses to the east were demolished to build the 
boulevard Anspach. Then a covered market was created in 1881 that constituted 
the Galleries of Saint-Géry, in Flemish Sint-Gorikshallen. They have a neo-
renaissance flamenco style. As a curiosity, it is interesting to point out that the 
fountain is still there, inside the covered market, marking in some way the 
historical centre of Brussels. Today it has become a kind of luxury pub, but life in 
the surrounding area is very lively... 

 

Let's rest a bit from our walk taking a soda or a good Belgian beer in one of the cafes in the area (I 
recommend Leffe which for me is the best beer in Belgium, followed by Westmalle Tripel, the place 
of origin of the fountain we talked about earlier). We will choose a place that will allow us to delight 
ourselves with the bustling life of this square, and we will regain strength to continue our visit to 
Brussels. If you are tired, don't worry, the next walk will be the shortest of the whole visit. 
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Map of the area in the 18th century, observes the meanders of the Zenne river and the island of St 
Gery. 
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From the Stock Exchange to the Grand Place 

This will be the shortest route of our walk because everything is quite close together in this part of 
the city. From the Saint-Géry square, we will take the Jules Van Praet street that will leave us right at 
the entrance to the stock exchange. 

We already know that street names have a lot to teach us. Jules Van Praet 
was a person closely linked to the negotiations for the creation of the 
kingdom of Belgium. He was born in Bruges into a family of printers. He 
devoted part of his time to studying the political evolution of Europe since 
the Middle Ages and wrote several books on the subject: The History of 
Flanders from Guy Dampierre to the Dukes of Burgundy5 and On the 
Origin of the Flemish Communes and their Establishment6. 

He has worked in the diplomatic committee that accompanied the Duke of Aerschot to the London 
conference where the creation of the Belgian state was designed. He was part of the national 
congress that met Prince Leopold. His knowledge of English was very important in the negotiations 
with the house in Marlborough. Four days before embarking for Belgium, the new king made him his 
private secretary. He was one of the trusted persons of the new king, who to give him even more 
important in front of the ministers who treated him as a simple secretary, created a ministerial post 
exclusively for him, made him minister of the royal house in 1840. The evil tongues said that this 
ministry was more important than the previous six. 

We've already walked this street, and we're in front of the stock market building. It was erected on 
the Anspach boulevard between 1868 and 1873 according to the plans of the architect Leon-Pierre 
Suys. Its creation was within the plans of sanitation and beautification of the city which were based 
primarily on the vaulting of the river Senne (still there, but buried) and the creation of boulevards in 
the center of Brussels, very French style. It occupies the site of the old butter market, which in turn 
was built on the remains of the old convent of Recollects. 

We are in the midst of economic expansion and this imposing building came to meet the essential 
need for a place where to conduct financial and commercial transactions. It is like the new temple of 
industrial capitalism. Where the new religion is money. Let us remember that at the end of the 19th 
century Belgium was the most densely populated and industrialised territory in continental Europe. 

The pediment is decorated with a bas-relief representing "Belgium protecting industry and trade". 
Artistically speaking, it is an eclectic building that unites grandeur with fantasy by combining 
elements of neo-Renaissance and Second Empire style. It has a large number of decorations and 
sculptures by famous artists such as the young Auguste Rodin. The collaboration of this sculptor in 
the building is not without controversy as he entered into a declared conflict with his employer 
Carrier-Belleuse.  

 
5 (Histoire de la Flandre depuis Guy de Dampierre jusqu'aux ducs de Bourgogne) 

6 (De l'origine des communes flamandes et de leur établissement) 
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It's not clear if it was a temper clash or something else. As Rodin had economic problems and to earn 
more money, he produced works with his firm that he sold to the Brussels bronzing company, even 
though his contract with his employer formally prohibited it. Rodin was fired in May 1871. 

 

Go around the stock market on the left where you will find an underground museum BRUXELLA 
1238. Located on the site of the Franciscan convent of the Recoletos, founded in 1238, and 
destroyed during the religious wars in the sixteenth century.  The building was seriously damaged in 
the bombing of 1695 and was demolished at the end of the 18th century.  Some works in 1988 
rediscovered it and finally became a museum and archaeological site with several pantheons, 
including that of John I, Duke of Brabant, who died in 1294. 

If we go a few meters we will find the church of Saint-Nicolas. This is one of the oldest religious 
buildings and also one of the best preserved. It was built in 1125. As it is very close to the stock 
exchange it has acquired the name of Saint-Nicolas de la Bourse. It is actually the fourth oldest 
church in Brussels. 

The first was Saint-Gery, today destroyed, in the square where we were previously, the second was 
Saint-Michel, where the cathedral is now. The third is probably the Coudenberg hospice, very close 
to the royal palace. And the fourth is this, where we are. 

Their story is quite tragic. Only a few remains of the 12th-century Roman church still in the entrance 
portico, which were discovered during the reconstruction of the façade in 1956. The first written 
records in 1289 speak of a kind of tower with the bells of the city, but was destroyed in 1367 and 
rebuilt immediately afterwards. In 1486 a chapel called Our Lady of Peace was added. It was of little 
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use because the church was badly abused during the religious riots of 1579. In fact, almost all the 
churches were looted by the Calvinists in those years. 

 

A century later, the French bombed Brussels, destroying the tower a second time and the half-
melted bells crashed into the lower floors. In 1714 the bell tower, unable to support the weight of 
the 13 bells which had been installed in it, collapsed again. 

The church was closed in 1797 and later sold in 1799. It was about to be demolished but was bought 
by private individuals and then returned to worship in 1804. The main façade was rebuilt in 1956. 

An interesting life full of misfortunes, but there it is, in the centre of Brussels. 
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From this church, we can already see the Grand Place with its proud towers and statues. This place is 
one of the most special in Brussels, and it is not surprising that millions of people visit it every year. 
Its small dimensions make it especially intimate and welcoming. 

It is not a square made by emperors to show their power, but by traders who wanted to show their 
wealth and good taste, this gives it a very special touch. 

 

The truth is, I don't know where to start to describe her. The Grand-Place (Grote Markt in Flemish) is 
the central square of Brussels. Note that the translation is not literal, for the Flemish, it is the big 
market and for a certain time, it fulfilled this function, for the French it is the big square. Although I 
love my country and my city, Madrid... if I compare the main square with the Grand Place, the second 
one goes around the first one several times. Let's not fool ourselves. The Castilian style is much more 
austere. The Grand-Place of Brussels was inscribed in 1998 on Unesco's World Heritage List. It is 
considered one of the most beautiful squares in the world. Let's remember the phrase of Victor Hugo 
that I already commented in the first chapter of this book: « Bruxelles possède deux merveilles 
uniques au monde : la Grand Place et le panorama du Jardin Botanique » 

To better understand the value of this place, we will begin with history.  This place started as a 
market at the end of the 11th century. Writing of 1174 mentions a low market (forum inferius) 
located not far from the point where the river Senne became navigable and had been transformed to 
allow the loading of boats.  To this end, a marsh was drained along the Steenweg, an important route 
of the time, linking the prosperous regions of Flanders and Rhineland. In those days the land of 
today's Brussels was a succession of swamps and ponds that the population was gradually occupying. 

At the beginning of the 13th century, three commercial markets were built between the square and 
the Steenweg. Along the stretch now called rue du Marché aux Herbes, a meat market or Grande 
Boucherie, and on the side of the square, a bread market and a fabric market.  
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These markets owned by the Duke of Brabant allowed the goods protected from rain to be displayed 
while controlling their storage and sale. In the 14th century, work was carried out on the square and, 
because of the scarcity of money, the Duke ceded part of his prerogatives to the city council (control 
of trade and mills). Here we see a class struggle between the bourgeoisie and the nobility. This is 
quite common in all the large towns of Europe at the end of the Middle Ages. At this time the rich 
cities of Flanders were in frank competition with each other. It was the Brussels magistrates who 
decided on their own to build in 1362 a new and vast textile market, then the city's first industry, on 
the other side of the square.  

Later the city buys to destroy them the buildings that bothered in the square and defined their limits 
that correspond more or less with the present ones. 

The construction of the Town Hall in various phases between 1401 and 1455 transformed the square 
into the centre of municipal power, often in conflict with the central political power. The Gand place 
symbolises civil power against the central political power represented by the Coudenberg Palace. It is 
interesting to note this power struggle as it marked the development of the city. For example, in the 
same square, the power of the duke was present in the old bread market, which later took the name 
of the King's House, which lost its commercial function in 1406 and became a place of reception and 
justice.  

Everyone wanted to be present in the Grand Place and around it are built the houses of some rich 
businessmen and especially of the guilds whose influence is increasingly important.  

The Grand Place has witnessed many happy and tragic events. In 1523, the first Protestant martyrs, 
Henri Voes and Jean Van Eschen, were burned by the Inquisition here. It already has something in 
common with the Plaza Mayor of Madrid where there were also autos de fe with the consequent 
burning of heretics. Forty years later, Count Egmont and Count Horns were beheaded. For many 
years there was a statue of them in the Grand Place, in front of the town hall until the Petit Sablon 
was moved. 
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 In August 1695, during the War of the Augsburg League, most of the houses, that still built in wood, 
were destroyed during the bombardment of Brussels by French troops led by Marshal de Villeroy. 
We have already commented on this horrible fact which has remained in the collective unconscious 
of the people of Brussels. Only the façade and the tower of the town hall, which served as a target 
for artillery, and some stone walls resisted incendiary balls.  

 

After the bombing of Brussels in 1695, which destroyed it almost completely, the square was rebuilt 
in a few years. 

Many of the buildings on the Grand Place were quite different from the time of day. For example, the 
Maison du Roi was very different from what we see today. Note the words engraved on the façade. 

A PESTE, FAME ET BELLO LIBERANOS MARIA 
PACIS 

OF THE PLAGUE, THE HUNGER AND THE WAR 
FREE US MARIA, PEACE
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These words are no surprise because, over the next two centuries, the square suffered significant 
degradation. At the end of the 18th century, the sans-culotte destroyed a large part of the symbols 
and statues of the Ancient Regime. Let us remember that Brussels also suffered the violence of the 
french revolution as a brother territory at first and then as part of the French empire. 

Later, the buildings were subjected to transformations and unfortunate renovations, stuccoed and 
bleached facades, suppressed decorations, as well as pollution, which greatly degrade the reliefs and 
statues.  

Thanks to Mayor Charles Buls, the complex was progressively restored and rebuilt. 

A monumental fountain was installed in the centre of the square in 1856 to commemorate the 
twenty-fifth anniversary of the reign of Leopold I of Belgium. It was replaced in 1860 in front of the 
King's House by another, decorated with statues of Counts Egmont and Horn, beheaded by order of 
the Duke of Alba in front of this place. We will visit the statue later when we reach the Petit Sablon 
where it was moved. It was precisely Charles Rogier who considered it necessary for the city to buy 
the king's house, in front of which he would erect a monument to the two counts. 

Also, during the Belle-Époque, a music kiosk was built in the middle of the square, which has now 
disappeared. 
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List of the main houses and monuments on the Grand-Place  
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West Zone 

- House number 1, The King of Spain. In the upper floor is distinguished the bust of Charles II 
who reigned when the house was built 

- House number 2 and 3 was The wheelbarrow (La Brouette-Den Cruywagen), it belonged to 
the old dairy guild. Today it is a brewery. 

- House number 4 The bag (Le Sac-Den Sack) was that of the coopers', cabinetmakers' and 
carpenters' guild. 

- House number 5 The she-wolf (the Louve-De Wolf), of the former guild of archers. 

- House number 6 The Horn (Le Cornet-Den Horen) of the boatmen's guild. The façade 
imitates the stern of a boat. 

- House number 7 The fox (Le Renard-De Vos) of the haberdasher's guild. 

 



 56 

South zone 

- The city council, we will speak after this building so representative of the Grand Place.  

- House number 8, The star (L'Etoile-De Sterre) 

- House number 9, The Swan (Le Cygne-De Zwan), where the Belgian Communist Party was 
founded in 1885. The first international was almost held in Brussels, but in the end it was 
decided by London in the face of opposition from the Belgian bourgeoisie and royalty. 

- House number 10, The Golden Tree (L'Arbre d'Or-Den Gulden Boom), of the brewers' guild, 
now houses the beer museum. 

- House number 11, The Rose (La Rose-De Roose) 

- House number 12, Mount Tabor. 

East Zone 

- House number 12a (formerly 2-4 rue des Chapeliers) : partially built house in 1699 with a 
blue stone portal bearing the builder's mark, a large eye on a dove. 

- Houses number 13 to 19: Houses of the Dukes of Brabant, formed a group of seven houses 
regrouped behind the same monumental façade designed by Guillaume de Bruyn and 
modified in 1770. They are named after the bust of the Dukes of Brabant who decorated it. It 
was restored between 1881 and 1890. 

- House number 14 : L'Ermitage (the hermitage). 

- House number 15 : The Fortune. 

- House number 16 : The windmill, home of the millers' guild. 

- House number 17 : The tin pot, House of the carpenters' guild.  

- House number 18 : The Hill, house of the guild of the four crowns.  

-  House number 19 : The Stock Exchange. 

North Zone 

- House number 20, The deer (le Cerf-De Hert), which was owned by the architect Van den 
Eynde. 

- House number 21-22, Joseph & Anne. Seat of Chocolates Godiva. 

- House 24 and 25 La Chaloup d'or-Den Gulden Boot 

- House 26 and 27, of the guild of painters 

- House 28, The Amman Room/Brabant Weapons. 

- House number 29-33: The King's House 
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- House 34, The helmet (Le Heaume-Den Helm) 

- House 35, The Peacock (Le Paon-Den Pauw) 

- House 36 and 37, The little fox (Le Petit Renard-Den Eycke) 

- House 38, Santa Barbara 

- House 39 The ass (L'Ane-Den Anzel) 

Each house and building have its own history, we could dedicate an entire book to the Grand Place, 
so let's tell some anecdotes of the two main buildings: The Brussels City Hall and the King's House. 

 

L'Hôtel de Ville or the town hall was built between 1402 and 1455. Today it is the only remaining 
medieval architecture of the square. The architect was the Burgundian Jean Bornoy, although it is not 
known with certainty. What is most striking is the Gothic-style tower 96 meters high, the work of 
architect Jean van Ruysbroeck. At the top is a statue of the archangel Michael, patron saint of 
Brussels, defeating the Devil. 
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Seen from the ground, it is not well appreciated, but in 
reality, it looks like a kind of robot, with very poorly defined 
features. It is the symbol of the city. It is curious because, in 
some traditions, it does not defeat the devil but a dragon. For 
the Hebrews, it is the protector of Israel and patron saint of 
the synagogue. The Catholic Church considers him as patron 
and protector of the Universal Church. He is supposed to 
sound the trumpet on the day of final judgment (1 
Thessalonians 4:16) and is in charge of defeating the devil, 

Michael's main enemy as the archangel of fallen angels (Revelation 12:7). You know, the eternal 
struggle between good and evil. 

It highlights the asymmetry of the building since the tower is not exactly in the middle of the building 
and the left side is different from the right side. An old legend tells that the architect who conceived 
the building committed suicide by jumping from the top of the tower after realising this "mistake". 
The reality is that the parts were not built at the same time but in different years. 
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For lovers of secrets and conspiracies, this building has an alchemical symbolism. The left side of the 
town hall has twelve arches, including the bell tower, representing wet alchemy in twelve stages. For 
its part, the right side has seven arches, counting the bell tower, which symbolize the new dry 
alchemy, in seven stages. The number seven is well represented in the architecture of the Grand-
Place. 

The House of the King, or Broodhuis (House of Bread). In this case, the Flemish name is much closer 
to its origins since the twelfth century, was a wooden building where the bread was sold, broodhuis 
(bread house).  

 

In the 15th century, it was replaced by a stone building that housed the administrative services of the 
Duke of Brabant. It was the general collection office of the Lordship of Brabant; for this reason, it was 
called Casa del Duque, the estate of the time. When the Duke was crowned King of Spain, it was 
renamed Casa del Rey (House of the King). Charles V had it rebuilt in a late Gothic style, very similar 
to that of today, although without towers or galleries. It was the French bombardment that 
destroyed it almost totally in 1695, and the city made it rebuild with a very different style as we saw 
before.  

In 1873 it was rebuilt again in neo-Gothic style. The last renovation was in 1985 and today houses the 
Museum of the City of Brussels, whose visit is mandatory if we want to marvel at the history of 
Brussels. The ticket is only 5 euros and is worth it, don't miss it. 
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Bombing of the Grand Place in 1965 and the revolution of 1830. Two events that marked Brussels 
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From Mannenken-Pis to Janneke-Pis, walking through the Brussels 
impasses 

All the big cities have a symbol that represents them and is 
known all over the world. In Madrid, it is the bear and the 
strawberry tree, Copenhagen has the mermaid and 
Brussels undoubtedly has the Manneken pis. 

From the Grand Place we take the rue de l'Etuve or Stoof 
straat (street of the stove). A few steps we will meet 
another Belgian hero: Tintin. Is painted on a wall and is 
part of this tour of comics that can be made in Brussels. 

Once past rue Lombard, right on the corner with rue du 
Chêne we will find the mannenken piss. 

It's small, and nobody should expect a great monument 
because it represents a child who put out peeing a fire 
that endangered the city . Well this is a version because 
there are many more, and as it is a history book I will tell 
them all, to see that there are always several readings of 
the same reality 

The son of a nobleman from Brussels 

The first legend dates back to the birth of the Manneken-
Pis in the 8th century. The bishop of Arras called 
Vindiciano came to preach in Brussels, and the lord of the 
place invited him to spend the night in his house, but with 
a second intention, he had no heir. Vindiciano promised to 
intercede for him before God, and nine months later a 
baby was born which first made him urinate so high that 
the bishop's beard became soaked. For the baptism of the 

child, the nobleman's wife suggested that a certain Gudula living in Han Castle be called, and she was 
very happy about this honour. But the nobleman, seduced by the saint tried to corrupt her, so she 
punished him saying: Your only son will never grow and never stop urinating. 

Godfrey III at the Battle of Ransbeek 

Duke Godfrey II was born in 1142, shortly after the premature death of his father. Two vassals, 
Gauthier Berthout and Gerand de Grimbergen took advantage of the circumstances to rebel against 
their sovereign, just a child. His mother, Lutgarde was forced to ask the Count of Flanders Thierry of 
Alsace for help. The lord of Gaesbeek and his troops asked for the presence of the young duke on the 
battlefield. His cradle was suspended from the branches of a chestnut tree on the battlefield. When 
all was almost lost, the troops felt galvanised to see that the boy rose and began to pee. To 
commemorate the victory, the same chestnut tree was taken and planted in the rue de la chêne 
which means chestnut street.  
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The young nobleman. 

At the time of the Crusades, the Count de Hove and his family lived in Brussels. Coming from the war, 
some troops stopped in front of the Count's house, who offered them hospitality. The day after he 
sent the name to his young son Godfrey to receive the rest of the troops, but the boy did not stop 
wetting the rest of the cortege with his pee. In order to be forgiven, the Count had the expiatory 
statue built, which is the one we see. 

The child and the witch 

In 1450 a very bad witch lived right on the corner that makes the streets of the Chestnut tree and the 
stove. A kind old man, adored by the children, also lived in the same district. One day a boy who 
wanted to urinate started peeing at the witch's door. She made him a spell and condemned him to 
remain motionless, repeating this gesture for all eternity. The good old man found a way to break the 
spell by replacing the child with a statue. 

The son of Duke John III 

The son of Duke John III At the beginning of the 15th century, during the wars of religion, Brussels 
was divided between two mystical currents: the supporters of Bloemardine and those of Jan 
Ruysbroeck. The former were supporters of earthly pleasures and paraded in procession through the 
city. When the Duke's youngest son saw them, he began to urinate and the sectarians, exalted, 
carried him on their shoulders while he watered the whole city. This was a scandal, and he had the 
statue built immortalising the disrespectful gesture of his son. 

 

The saviour of the city. 

I leave for the end the most widespread legend. Many years ago, Brussels was besieged by powerful 
enemies. They saw that it was impossible to take the city by force and devised a trap. They led the 
people of Brussels to believe that they were abandoning the siege and took advantage of the 
inhabitants' lack of attention to fill an underground gallery with barrels of gunpowder to set the city 
on fire. The inhabitants celebrating the supposed victory did not notice anything; only a small boy 
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saw the burning fuse and found a solution. He would extinguish it by peeing. In gratitude, the 
inhabitants of Brussels erected this statue for his heroic act. 

The Manneken-Pis is usually disguised in a special dress. It has a hundred dresses that are kept in the 
museum of the city in the Grand Place. 

We will retrace our steps and return to the Grand Place. We will cross it until we reach Marché aux 
herbes street. 

The impasses 

This area is interesting for the Impasses, so typical 
of Brussels that they are a step away from it. The 
impasses constitute a whole network of dead-end 
streets, and they are like interior corridors in 
which we find taverns and shops. Impasses are 
the French name, but they are also called ganck 
(or gang) in Flemish.  

They remind us a lot of the medieval city that was 
Brussels, and that still is in some places.  These 
passages that most do not lead anywhere are 
cobblestone streets, dark, with brick walls and 
enigmatic. Some of the names are San Nicolas, 
Santa Petronila, but there are many more. In one 
of these impasses we will meet the sister of 
Manneken-Pis. The Jeanneke-Pis (the 'girl who 
urinates') is a statue and fountain from the end of 
the 20th century. It is located on the east side of 
the Impasse de la Fidélité / Getrouwheidsgang 
('Faithfulness Alley'), near the Rue des Bouchers / 
Beenhouwersstraat ('Butchers' Street'). It is the 
female counterpoint to Manneken Pis, the symbol 
of the city. These two monuments are considered 
to be brothers. In reality, the girl is a modern 

invention. Denis-Adrien Debouvrie sculpted the statue in 1985 and inaugurated in 1987, and a legend 
was quickly invented to live up to its brother, the Manneken-Pis. The sculptor who was also the 
owner of several restaurants in the district called l'Îlot Sacré (sacred islet) wanted to offer a gift to 
this area of the city known for the countless restaurants it owns. He went round and round until he 
thought of offering a sister to the symbol of the city (the Manneken-Pis) and restoring equality 
between men and women with this statue. According to Jeanneke, it symbolises fidelity and tradition 
by throwing coins at the fountain and that the amount of money thrown is in line with the affection 
for the loved one. Very clever these Belgians who invent a myth and immediately make it profitable. 
The truth is that it is already part of the city visits and is the perfect excuse to approach this area of 
restaurants called Ilot Sacré. Anyway, it is worth eating in this area. For ten euros you get the typical 
mussel casserole with chips and a drink. You know   Mussels in Brussels 
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Climbing the Mount of Arts remembering the history of Belgium 
 

Brussels is a city on a slope. From the area of the river where we are, the terrain rises with a slight 
slope to the royal palace, which was the place where was the fortress of the lord of the city, the old 
castle of Coudenberg. We will talk about it in the next chapter. 

We finish the previous tour eating in the most typical restaurant area of Brussels (Ilot sacré). We will 
take the rue des Bouchers (butchers' street), and we will cross the galleries of St Hubert that we 
already visited previously. To our right, we will have the Gallery of the King and to the left the Gallery 
of the Queen. We will end up in the rue de la Montagne that we will take to the right. A few steps 
further on we will end up in the Plaza de España. If we enter it, only out of curiosity, we will discover 
the statue of Don Quixote and Sancho. Yes, they also have a place in this city. It is a replica of the 
statue that is in the Plaza de España in Madrid, and that for reasons of high politics of the European 
Union appeared here. This happened during the period of the Spanish presidency of the European 
Community in 1989, which also led to this square being renamed the Plaza de España. The statues of 
Don Quixote and Sancho Panza have not been the only ones to travel abroad. Mexico has a bronze 
reproduction of the Cibeles, and Moscow, Beijing and New York, a copy of the statue of Cervantes 
that is installed in the Plaza de las Cortes. 

 

Just a little further ahead is the Carrefour de Europa, but it's pretty ugly and not worth a visit. 
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If we continue walking on the right-hand side we will reach the rue du la Madeleine with a beautiful 
building at the end of the street called Capilla de la Magdalena. This small church was part of a 
convent built in the 13th century by the Brothers Sacitas and destroyed in 1580 by the Calvinists. A 
small jewel of Gothic style Brabanzón although its interior is quite modern. After the looting that 
suffered after the wars of religion was rebuilt and had a Baroque front dating from 
1637.

 

We have commented several times on the religious riots that took place in Brussels and how they 
affected the city. This church was not the only one razed; almost all the religious buildings of the city 
were looted. On April 5, 1566, the little nobility presented Margarita de Parma, governor of the 



 67 

Netherlands and sister of Philip II, with the Breda Compromise, a formal claim calling for the abolition 
of the Inquisition and respect for religious freedom. Later, on August 15, the day of the Assumption, 
an incident led to riots provoked by Calvinists, in which they assaulted churches to destroy images of 
saints they considered heretical. Faced with the clear rebellion on the part of the population and the 
nobility, Felipe II decided to send Fernando Álvarez de Toledo y Pimentel, third duke of Alba, to the 
head of an army to repress the rebels. During the year it takes the Duke of Alba to reach the 
Netherlands, Princess Margaret has managed to take control of the situation, but upon the arrival of 
the Duke of Alba at the head of an army resigns because he did not hold power. The duke arrives in 
Brussels on 28 August 1567, and on 5 September he creates the Tumultu Tribunal, known to the 
Dutch as the "Blood Tribunal", which will sentence hundreds of flamingos to death and confiscate 
their property. We have already talked about the execution of Duke Egmont. 

The war lasted 80 years and was disastrous for Belgium and also for Spain which bled out both in 
men and money. 

In reality, all the territories 
of the Netherlands entered 
into rebellion, and the 
Spaniards only retained a 
few cities. The bishopric of 
Liège, owned by the bishop 
and not by the nobles, 
remained on the sidelines. 

It must be understood that 
the Church abused its 
earthly prerogatives and 
Protestantism was an 
alternative to the status 
quo that only favoured 
nobles and religious. 
Flemish bourgeois and 
merchants would see 
Protestantism as an 
alternative. 

In the following maps, we 
will see the development 
of the wars, with a 
succession of attacks and 
withdrawals of the Spanish 
troops.   

Map after the Treaty of 
Utrecht (charter of 

independence) in 1579, the rebel territories in red (independentists), and their annexations during 
the first year in light brown. In light green the territories of the Union of Brussels, territories that had 
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asked the king of Spain to remove the thirds of Flanders after the mutiny of the thirds and the looting 
of Antwerp (neutral, recognising the royal authority). In turquoise green territories initially taken by 
Spain. In blue the Union of Arras, an ally of Spain. In grey the Bishopric of Liège, also an ally of Spain, 
but independent. 

 

Map 1590 after Alejandro Farnesio, one of the rebel territories in red (the Republic), and its 
conquests in brown, in yellow the Spanish territories and in grey the bishopric of Liège ally of the 
Spaniards. This is why it is said that the real creator of Belgium is Alexander De Farnesio, by 
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establishing a border between unoccupied areas and those that still belonged to the Spanish empire. 
In 1643 Philip IV gave instructions to the secretary Francisco de Galarreta to initiate peace talks with 
the Dutch that would lead to definitive peace. 

But it was years later, after the War of Spanish Succession, when the European powers finished 
destroying the old Spanish empire in Europe. In the treaties of Utrecht and Rastadt-Baden, the king 
of France lost Tournai, Furnes, Ypres, Menin and recovered Lille, Air, Béthune, Orchies and Saint 
Venant while the Bavarian electorate regained its electorate and the Netherlands returned to the 
sovereignty of the Archdukes of Austria, rejoined the House of Habsburg, and the territories were 

now (but not forever) called 
the Austrian Netherlands.  

We began to recognise 
Belgium, but with quite 
different borders to the 
east. Luxembourg was part 
of the kingdom, and the 
bishopric of Liège remained 
independent. It would take 
almost a century for the 
country to become 
independent finally. This is 
1712. During the Austrian 
period, there was intense 
centralising work, quite 
effective and fruitful after so 
many wars. 

Interestingly enough for some German-speaking rulers, French was imposed as an administrative 
language. It was a time of peace with a boom in industry and the arts and sciences. However, 
Emperor Joseph II's centralizing policy against ancient privileges led to the general rebellion in 1788, 
the Brabant Revolution, which as two centuries earlier, declared themselves independent and 
formed the United States of Belgium (11 January 1790), in a declaration signed by Brabant, 
Gelderland, Flanders, West Flanders, Hainaut, Namur, Tournai, Tournai, and Mechelen, but not 

Luxembourg. At the end of 1790, imperial power 
was restored by Emperor Leopold II. 

In 1792, during the French Revolutionary Wars, 
the French army defeated the Austrian in the 
Battle of Jemappes and conquered the 
territories of the southern Netherlands, but the 
Austrian victory at Neerwinden in 1793 put the 
French army in retreat. Finally, in 1794, the 
French won the Battle of Fleurus, and the 
Austrians withdrew again from the Netherlands. 

On October 1, 1795, the National Convention annexed the Netherlands and the Bishopric of Liège. 
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And the loss of territories was recognised by Austria in the Treaty of Campo Formio, on October 17, 
1797. 

To finish the story in two sentences, then came Napoleon who apart from conquering half of Europe, 
added Belgium and Holland (Batavia) to his empire that did not last long. After their defeat in 
Waterloo, not far from Brussels, the Austrian Netherlands moved to Holland, which saw its territory 
almost doubled. 

 

   

In the Belgian Revolution of 1830, the 
inhabitants of the southern provinces of the 
United Kingdom of the Netherlands rose up 
against the hegemony of the northern provinces, 
mainly Protestants. In a few weeks in August and 
September, the rebellion succeeded in secession 
from Flanders and Wallonia. Only part of 
Luxembourg remained until 1890 in personal 
union with the United Kingdom of the 

Netherlands.  

After this historical tour, we will continue with our walk. We have left behind us the chapel of the 
Madalena, with its stories of Calvinist plundering and later Catholic reconstructions, symbolising the 
very becoming of Flanders. To the left, we have the central station and to our front a slope that 
promises to take us to the parnassus of Brussels because the main museums are up there, for it is 
called the mountain of the arts. 

The creation of this promenade is like an urban puzzle, as there were hundreds of projects at a time 
when they wanted to redraw the whole of Brussels. We are in the middle of the 19th century. The 
Cour mountain, which started from the Royal square, descended a 10-degree slope towards the 
Grand Place. This slope was bordered by houses that formed the popular district of Saint-Roch. There 
were three problems to solve. One was to create a junction between the north and south stations by 
creating a central station. The other was to find a place for the cultural institutions (museums, 
libraries and archives) located in the vicinity of the royal square and which were too small. The last of 
the problems was to build an elegant link between the upper and lower city (the royal palace and the 
Grand Place). 
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It was Leopold II who was behind all these urban dreams. He wanted an imperial capital comparable 
to London, Paris or Berlin. The king's architect, Alphonse Balat, proposed to him a cultural complex at 
the height of his dreams. 

Meanwhile, the mayor of Brussels, Charles Buls, was working 
on a sanitation programme in the Saint-Roch neighbourhood. 
His urban conceptions were completely different from those 
of the king. The mayor wanted to preserve the old quarters 
while Leopold cherished grandiose projects. They entered into 
a sordid struggle. Leopold himself wrote a letter which is 
preserved and which says a lot about his personality: 

The mayor of Brussels wants, let's put it this way, to clean up 
the district behind the Court Mountain. And this prevents to 
always adopt a rational project for the improvement of this. I 
have certainly not hidden from M. Buls that I was formally 
opposed to his idea nor that I would use all available means 
to make him fail..7 

The king used his influence to get funds from the government 
on condition that he used his plan and not that of the mayor. 

Buls was isolated, and the communal council voted on the project on November 19, 1984. The mayor 
resigned, and between 1902 and 1982 the district of Sant-Roch was demolished.  

King Maquet's architect drew up a definitive project called the Mount of Arts. But in 1908 it was 
rejected by the Senate because it was too expensive. Leopold II decided to take action. The universal 
exhibition of 1910 was approaching and could not support an empty lot in the middle of the city. A 
temporary solution was adopted, a garden with a waterfall conceived by the architect and landscape 
designer Pierra Vacherot. It was a solution that lasted 45 years, but I like it so much that the people 
of Brussels were saddened when it was demolished. 

 
7 Le bourgmestre de Bruxelles veut, soi-disant, assainir le quartier derrière la Montagne de la Cour. 
Cela empêcherait à tout jamais l'adoption d'un projet rationnel pour l'amélioration de cette dernière. 
Je n'ai pas caché, certes, à M. Buls combien j'étais formellement opposé à son idée, ni que j'userai de 
tous les moyens pour la faire échouer. 
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At the death of King Albert I, the idea arises to make a memorial to the monarch. The Belgians very 
loved this king because it symbolised the resistance against the German invasion of the First World 
War. Attitude very different from that of his successor in the Second World War. A fund was set up 
to pay for the project, and a competition of ideas was opened. But it was not so easy. The idea that 
won the project was too expensive, and a new one had to be opened. In 1951 the equestrian statue 
of the king was inaugurated and in 1954 Houyoux directed the 
construction of the royal library, while Ghobert began the 
construction of the Congress Palace in 1955. The construction of 
the library led to the disappearance of the former Orange-Nassau 
palace except for the Chapel of Saint-Georges, which was 
integrated into the complex in 1969. As we can see, the ascent to 
the Mount of the Arts is a journey through thousands of plans and 
against plans, contests and against contests that reflect very well 
the spirit of the contradiction of the Belgians.  

One of the things not to be overlooked in Place de L'Albertine is a 
beautiful cheek located on the façade of the General State 
Archives, on the left-hand side as we climb. It is an automatic 
clock installed here during the construction of the Palais des 
Congrès, on the occasion of the Universal Exhibition in Brussels in 
1958. The chuck consists of 24 bells and several statuettes in 
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niches that are part of a collection of historical figures from Brussels. In the upper part, there is an 
articulated figure which, with its hammer, rings the bell every hour sharp. 

  

Once we have almost reached the top of the Mount of Arts, we will have a splendid view of Brussels, 
with the tower of the Grand Place as a point of reference. Without a doubt, it is one of the most 
beautiful panoramic views of this city. 

 

But there are still more surprises to come. If we continue moving forward, we will see on our left-
hand side the Old England building of the purest Art Nouveau style. It is currently the NIM museum 
of musical instruments (very nice but very expensive). Previously it was occupied by the Old England 
department store. A firm that opened its first international delegation in Brussels. It responded to 
the needs of the time, ample space for ample shopping. At the time, it was very innovative. The 
combination of iron and glass made him very fashionable. It was a time of the industrial revolution. It 
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was thought that technology, railways and industry promised a splendid future for humanity. He 
quickly gained a rich clientele that enjoyed both shopping and drinking tea in his cafeteria on the top 
floor. We are in 1900, 14 years after the Great War would devastate Western Europe ending these 
dreams of industrial greatness because the same technique involved horrible weapons and trench 
warfare. 

 

 

When arriving at the top of the 
mountain of the arts, we will find 
several museums, the Royal 
Library of Belgium, the Royal 
Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, 
the Magritte Museum.  

I especially recommend the latter 
because Magritte is along with 

Bosco my favourite painters (the two Belgians, which coincidence). 

The museum of Magritte is relatively recent, opened its doors in 2009. It has more than 200 works by 
this brilliant artist, and although the entrance is expensive, it is worth immersing yourself in this 
dreamlike and magical world of one of the masters of surrealism. Contemporary of Dalí, Giorgio de 
Chirico, Breton, was one of the inspirers of this movement. A door to the most magical Brussels. 
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The royal palace and the park of Brussels 
 

We have come to the noblest part of Brussels, more than noble, real. Here was the old castle of 
Brussels and everything around it remembers it. The first thing we see is the statue of the first king of 
Jerusalem of Flemish origin (although we have already discovered that he was never proclaimed king 
out of humility in the holy land). The equestrian statue of Godfrey of Bouillon was erected in the 19th 
century and took the place of the ancient effigy in honour of Charles of Lorraine, the popular 
Governor-General of the Austrian Netherlands and brother-in-law of Empress Maria Theresa of 
Austria.

 

Kings have always needed to justify their government. The Visigoths already did it in Hispania allying 
themselves with the Church because deep down they knew they were simple invaders. The Church 
justified its presence in power by divine right. The Belgian monarchy, much more recent, also needs 
to justify itself and move away from the Austrian monarchy. That is why this statue is at a key point 
in the city. 

The gigantic church behind the statue is another attempt to unite monarchy 
with religion. I didn't like his visit at all. The Church of Sant Jacques sur 
Coudenberg seemed to me an act of propaganda more than anything else. 
The interior is quite cold and has the royal house as the protagonist. Of 
course, the dark side of royalty doesn't count. The king's passivity and almost 
collaborationism after the occupation of Belgium by German troops in the 
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Second World War that almost forced his abdication after the end of the conflict. Public opinion at 
the beginning of the occupation tended to support the King against the government in exile, but the 
oppressive conduct of the Third Reich, the German economic exploitation of Belgium, the 
strengthening of the Resistance caused such sentiment to be reversed, questioning whether Leopold 
III had proceeded correctly in surrendering to the Nazis instead of leading the resistance from 
abroad, as did King Haakon VII of Norway or Queen Guillermina of the Netherlands. Or if we go 
further as the same father who confronted the Germans in the First World War.  

In June 1944, King Leopold and his family were transferred by the Nazi authorities to a fortress in 
Germany by express order of Hitler. They were first imprisoned in Saxony and since February 1945 in 
Austria. It was the Americans who liberated him. After the war, the so-called Question royal began. A 
popular consultation carried out in 1950 on the return of King Leopold determines a support of 
57.68% at national level in favour of the return, with a majority favourable to the king of up to 70% 
of the voters in Flanders, but with an opposition superior to 40% in Wallonia; before the result the 
king is called to occupy the throne in June 1950. But there are serious altercations in the country that 
cause three deaths, while in Wallonia a massive rejection of the figure of the monarch is evident. 
Fearing a civil war, Leopold III chose to abdicate his son Baldwin I on 16 July 1951, when he came of 
age. 

 

Speaking of Successions, the Spanish king could learn a bit about it, although perhaps things are 
more complex than they seem and in these low hours of the monarchy an abdication could open the 
royal question in Spain, especially because of the economic scandals on the part of the royal family. 

On July 21, 1831, the first king of Belgium, Leopold I, swore the Belgian constitution in front of the 
church of Saint-Jacques-sur-Coudenberg.  
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But the church we see is not the original (like the palace as we will see later). It was built on the site 
of the palace chapel and later the Benedictine abbey. At the time it was a stage in the pilgrimage to 
Santiago de Compostela, so it is still dedicated to this saint. 

Let's go back to the royal palace that's just turning right. The Koninklijk Paleis van Brussel, in Flemish 
and French: Palais Royal de Bruxelles is the official palace of the King of the Belgians. It is not used as 
a royal residence, as the King and his family live in the Royal Castle of Laeken, where the Atomium. 
The construction of the Royal Palace began in the early 19th century at the hands of William I, king of 
the Netherlands. During the reign of Leopold II the palace underwent many renovations and 
remained as it can be seen today. Leopold of Saxony Coburg occupied the new Royal Palace that 
William I, King of Holland, had ordered built in the southern part of the park. At the end of the 19th 
century, King Leopold II began the extension works that gave the complex its current appearance. 

 

The origin of this palace is in the castle of Coudenberg. This fortress also has a sad history. From the 
12th to the 18th century the successive rulers of Belgium had transformed the original castle into a 
sumptuous residence. In 1731 there was a great fire that almost destroyed it. Forty years later the 
ruins were removed, and the room was made for the neighbourhood of the royal square. Today it is 
an archaeological site where you can see the lower levels of the Aula Magna of Philip the Good and 
the chapel of Charles V. 

 

Coudenberg housed, since the Middle Ages, the residence of the kings. The Duke of Brabant was 
followed by the Duke of Burgundy, Charles I and the rest of the kings of the Habsburg house: 
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Spaniards and Austrians. From the 15th century onwards, the Palace of the Dukes of Brabant became 
the centre of the monarchy. In the period between the 16th and 17th centuries, and more 
specifically in the times of Isabel Clara Eugenia and Archduke Albert, the extension and 
embellishment of the building, which was destroyed by fire in 1731, was completed. After the fire 
that reduced Coudenberg to ashes, the authorities decided to begin reconstruction work in the area. 
Warande Park and Place Royale took on their present appearance, and the church of Saint-Jacques 
sur-Coudenberg was rebuilt.  

 

Illustrious noble palaces were built around the Montagne de la Cour, including the palace of the 
Nassau family and that of the Dukes of Hoogstraten.  

Opposite the palace is the royal park. There is nothing special about it, in my opinion, it is quite ugly, 
and if I compare it with the retreat park in Madrid, it does not measure up (just the opposite of the 
Grand Place). The current park occupies the space that gathered until the eighteenth century a zoo, a 
hunting preserve, a grove, an orchard and a fish pond. Tapestries, canvases and various illustrations 
made in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries have survived to the present day, reflecting how the 
Warande extended behind the Palace, occupying considerably more land than today.  The fire of the 
palace was the beginning of several misfortunes for this park. 

In 1783 French revolutionaries 
destroyed the statues and busts 
of the Roman emperors that 
adorned the park. The city of 
Brussels tried to repair the 
damage as soon as it could. 
Lacking money, it immediately 
organised a public collection 
after which it ended up 
surpassing expectations. For 
that, the Brusselsians are very 
good, always ready to invest in 

the reconstruction of their heritage. They have experience after centuries of disasters 
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This park is also intimately linked to the creation of the country. During these days, the park was 
used as a refuge for the Dutch army besieged by insurgents from 23 to 27 September 1830. 

We have to imagine the Dutch army besieged from the houses of the city and surrounded in this park 
with all the Belgian patriots at the gates. The armies of those times were accustomed to fighting in 
the open country, not so much in the cities. After a few days, the Dutch soldiers withdrew to 
Antwerp.  

 

Revolutionaries in front of the park in 1830       

Map of the area in 1837      
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Along the Boulevard del Regente to the Palace of 
Justice

 

We are at the foot of the statue of the first king of Jerusalem, and we have right in front of the Palace 
of Justice. Our next walk will be on this avenue, though wandering a little to see unique places in this 
city. 

First of all, we are in the noble area of the city. The most important lords of the city chose this high 
area to build their palaces and be close to the rulers and regents. For this reason, the upper zone is 
different from the lower, and there have always been classes... 

It is very possible that the nobles of Brussels paraded along this street from the Culemborg palace 
(today disappeared and replaced by a barracks) carrying in 1566 a letter known as the Compromise 
of Nobility in 1566. Another possibility is that it descended the rue de Namur, but nobody knows for 
sure, so let's leave a little space to our imagination. On 5 April they began a march and went to 
Margarita de Parma, sister of Philip II and governor of the Netherlands, to present the petition in 
which they declared that they feared "social revolts and the fragmentation of the territory". They 
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requested his intervention to suspend the "Plakkaten", signs with the punishments against the 
heresy of Charles I, and to summon the General States, an assembly of the representatives of the 
Dutch regions. Tradition has it that it was intended to reassure the governor with these words 
“Madame, ce ne sont que des gueux” ("Madam, they are nothing but beggars"). This word later 
became a battle cry "Vive le Geux!" or "Leve de geus!". 

It is fascinating that in the 15th century the poor assaulted churches in their iconoclastic fury and 
today it is the vagabonds and beggars who occupy many abandoned convents and churches. This is 
the case of Beguinage and the Church of Jesus in Botanique. 

Let's continue with our route bordering the museum of Fine Arts that is to our right. If it is a rainy 
day, you can take advantage to visit it. Although in reality there are two museums. The museum of 
fine arts of Belgium and a new one called museum of the end of the century. This last museum was 
opened in December 2013, and its creation is not without controversy. Michel Draguet. Director of 
the Royal Museums of Fine Arts has a commercial vision of art. He is responsible for the creation of 
the Magritte Museum (I have to thank him) but also for the profitability of art. Why pay one ticket if 
you can pay two? Why not create two or three museums at 8 euros a ticket. Very laudable ambitions 
that make culture more expensive and subordinate it to the savage capitalism of profitability. We 
could talk a lot about it, but we'd better leave it here. 

 We continue our walk, and to the right, before leaving 
the museum, we find a plaque that remembers the 
resistance of the Brussels people against the Nazi 
occupants during the last world war. They were the last 
pigtails of the war because the allies liberated the city on 
September 3, 1944.   

The liberation of Brussels by the English guided by 
Montgomery has a lot to do with this walk. Let us briefly 
see what happened during those days. On Saturday, 
September 2, the resistance sabotaged a convoy of 1500 
political prisoners who were leaving the gare du Midi 
and were all released. 

On Sunday, September 3, in the afternoon the 2nd armoured division penetrated in Brussels by the 
avenue of Tevueren. In the morning the Germans loaded their military trucks, but before leaving, 
they burned the palace of justice for destroying all the documents that were still there. The 
population tried to put out the fire but could not prevent the impressive copper dome that melted in 
the heat from collapsing. In the cellars, they discovered large quantities of food and luxury objects 
that the Germans had requisitioned. The next day the inhabitants of the popular district of Les 
Marolles organise a simulation of Hitler's burial. The prisons were emptied of political prisoners and 
filled with collaborators. On September 7 General Montgomery is officially received by the mayor of 
the city at the Grand Place. To mention that in Montgomery Square, there is a statue of the general, 
right in the place where the allies entered the city. It is a little far away, past the monument of the 
fiftieth anniversary, so we will not visit it. 
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We continue with our walk, and we find one of the most beautiful churches in Brussels, I mean Our 
Lady of Sablon. It was built in the fifteenth century with a Gothic style of Brabant, is therefore related 
to the Cathedral of San Miguel and Santa Gúdula. Originally on the site of the church, there was a 
chapel built by the city's archers in 1304. Inside there are some works of art such as the carved 
wooden pulpit of the year 1697. The central nave is illuminated by sunlight thanks to eleven huge 
stained glass windows that reach 15 meters in height. It is impressive when one enters the cathedral 
and sees the altar illuminated by these huge stained glass windows. 

 

The church also has its own legend. It seems that a young woman from Antwerp had a vision in which 
the Virgin asked her to take her image to Brussels. She took a boat and, once in Brussels, delivered a 
statue of the Virgin to the chapel of the archers. The chapel soon became a place of pilgrimage and 
had to be enlarged. 

The history of the church is linked to the 
guild of the city's archers who organized 
their party once a year. This event is 
immortalized by Pieter Snayers' painting 
entitled Feast of the Crossbowmen in 
front of the Church of Our Lady of Sablon. 

This painting is a detailed historical 
document on the celebrations of the 
Catholic Confraternities in Brussels. At 
first, it was thought that the work 
represented a visit of the court to the 
cathedral of Reims. In 1979 Matías Díaz 

Padrón attributed it to Snayers who identified it as the feast of the crossbowmen in front of the 
church of Nuestra Señora de Sablón in Brussels, on 23 April 1651. 



 84 

There is another painting by this painter entitled El triunfo de la archiduquesa Isabel en el 
Ommeganck de Bruselas el 31 de mayo de 1615 (The Triumph of the Archduchess Isabella in the 
Ommeganck in Brussels on 31 May 1615), in which he depicted a very important procession carried 
out by the guild of crossbowmen on the occasion of the coronation of Isabella. In the also we can 
observe the grandiosity of the civil processions in this city during his golden age ended a few years 
due to the wars of religion. 

 

Let's go into the square of the Grand Sablon so-called because it was a sandbank in its origins. On 
Sundays there is an antique market which is quite expensive to my taste but where you can find 
interesting objects for those who can pay for them. 

The Grand Sablon is linked to Spain by chance. During the Civil War, socialist organisations and some 
Belgian Catholic associations took in and adopted the Spanish children who had managed to escape 
the Francoist bombings. On Place Emile Vandervelde, where the Grand Sablon ends, there was "La 
maison du Peuple", built according to Victor Horta's plans, demolished in 1965, the headquarters of 
the Belgian Socialist Party and a reception centre where the evacuated children were given to their 
adoptive parents.  
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The current square in front of the church is relatively modern and was built on a sandbank 
(remember that "sablon" means sandy area). The processions and festivities in honour of the Virgen 
del Sablón, which we have seen in the previous paintings, were celebrated there. 

If we travel back in time to the 13th century, we will see a map of the city quite different from the 
one we see today. The Sablon was in the area outside the walls. Some of the ponds that surrounded 
the city still exist, but many have disappeared. It is amazing to discover the city's past and to discover 
how things have changed. The swamps dried up and even the river that gave meaning to this city was 
buried. But there remain the names of the streets and the memory of the old places that are still 
there even though they have changed. However, there remains a germ of the city in the past, if we 
look at the map below we will be able to glimpse the pentagon that we have mentioned so many 
times, it is still there as if there was an unfinished city project that is projected in future time, and 
that has to do with the successive walls of this city that expanded until forming the present nucleus 
of the city of Brussels. 
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After this little historical speech, let's go back to the Sablon and its history a couple of centuries later. 
Nearby was the palace of the princes de Tour et Tassis (von Thurn und Taxis), which was demolished 
in 1872. On November 12, 1516, the Thurn and Taxis family established a postal service in Brussels, 
which reached Rome, Naples, Spain (where Francis de Tassis had established several headquarters 
since 1505), Germany and France through swindles. The life of this family is interesting; they came 
from Bergamo in Italy, where they moved to Germany and got the title of Count. They were mainly 
dedicated to sending messages and constituted the first European postal service. The company Thurn 
and Taxis lasted until the 18th century, when its headquarters in territories under Spanish rule were 
bought by the government of that country, ceasing to operate as a private company in the territories 
of the Bourbons. Inside the church of Our Lady of the Sablon is the funeral chapel of the von Thurn 
und Taxis family. 

We cross the Rue de la Régence and head towards the Petit Sablon, as there are two Sablons in the 
city, the small one and the big one. Here we will find a beautiful garden that leads to the Palace of 
Egmont, the hero of Brussels par excellence... The park was inaugurated in 1890 on the eve of 21 
July, the date on which the Belgian national holiday would be celebrated ever since. For me, it is the 
most beautiful garden in Brussels after the Botanique.  The most spectacular is the bronze statue of 
Egmont and Hoorn that was previously in the Grand Place, and that was moved here because the 
building behind it was the old palace of Count Egmont.  

It is worth spending a few minutes in this garden as it is an open-air museum. It is now a park full of 
statues. Surrounding the two heroes of the nation (Egmont and Hoorn) are the statues of 10 "famous 
Belgians" of the sixteenth century arranged in a double row of honour. They are William of Orange, 
Hendrik van Brederode, Filips van Marnix van Sint Aldegonde, Cornelis Floris De Vriendt, Rembert 
Dodoens, Gerard Mercator, Abraham Ortelius, Barend Van Orley, Jean de Locquenghien and 
Lodewijk van Bodeghem. 

They may not know anyone, but they may be familiar with one of them, Gerard Mercator. 

 Gerad Mercator was born in Rupelmonde, 
Flanders. His name was Gerard Kremer). 
Mercator is the Latinization of his name, which 
means merchant. In 1534, Mercator devoted 
himself to the study of mathematics, astronomy 
and geography and also learned to make 
engravings thanks to the help of Gaspard van der 
Heyden, engraver and builder of globes 
(spherical maps). In 1544 he was accused of 
heresy and spent seven months in prison. He 
was appointed court cosmographer by Duke 
William of Cléveris in 1564. During these years, 
he conceived the idea of a new projection 
applicable to maps, which he used for the first 
time in 1569, which would later be known as the 
Mercator projection. When you see a modern 
map, think that you owe it to him in a certain 
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way.  The statue holds in its hand a globe that symbolises the perspective it has transmitted to 
humanity. 

But these are not all the statues in the park. In reality, the entire Petit Sablon is delimited by a fence 
lined with columns on which bronze statues representing various trades and referring to commerce, 
industry and art are erected. They are guild statues representing all the trades of the city during its 
golden age. 

 

We continue our walk around the Palais d'Egmont. The Arenberg family bequeathed the palace at 
the beginning of the 20th century to the Belgian State. Today it houses offices of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and is used to host foreign dignitaries and organise international conferences and 
receptions. 

It is worthwhile to continue along this street and turn left to reach the gardens of Count Egmont. It is 
a place full of peace and tranquillity in the centre of the city. 

 



 88 

 

We retrace our steps and turn left to return to Rue de la Regence. We will find ourselves right on the 
corner with the Great Synagogue of Brussels. (בריסל של הגדול הכנסת הכנסת בית ) 

Its appearance is impressive, and it looks like a cathedral. It is known as the Great Synagogue of 
Europe. It is the official synagogue of Judaism in Belgium, and since June 4, 2008, with the 
Conference of European Rabbis the main synagogue in Europe.  

In 1831, when the independence of Belgium, 
the Hebrew cult is officially recognised again, 
but the Brussels Jewish community did not 
have a place of worship. Three years later, 
they acquired a building called "petite 
boucherie" ("small butcher's shop"), and the 
Jewish community built a building that was 
inaugurated in 1878. In order not to confuse it 
with a church, they decided to finish off the 
Romanesque-style building with Byzantine 
elements.  For me, it looks like a church, but 
well. 

There are other solemn institutions in this 
street, a few meters further on we find the 
Benelux headquarters (the antecedent of the 
European Union) which regroups Belgium, 
Holland and Luxembourg as a de facto 
economic union.  
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We are now coming to the end of the street that ends at the Plaza de Poelart and the Palais de 
Justice. Jose Poelart was the great architect of Leopold II, whom he helped to endow this city with 
great monuments. 

We must stop a little in his works because we will remember many of 
the monuments that we have visited. 

Joseph Poelaert began his career as a building inspector and almost 
immediately as an architect of the city of Brussels. One of his first 
works was the restoration of the Plaza de las Barricadas in 1849 (we 
mention it in the second chapter of this book). From 1850 he 
dedicated himself to the design of the column of the congress which 
we also saw in the distance in the same chapter. The conditions 
imposed on it are curious. It must have been bigger than the 
Vendôme de Paris column, more beautiful than the Trajan de Roma 
column. It was the Belgian sculptor Eugène Simonis who sculpted the 
bas-reliefs of the provinces. And the statue of Leopold was first built 
by Joseph Geefs. 

At that time Brussels experienced a flood that destroyed the Sainte-Catherine district. Polaert was in 
charge of its reconstruction although he did not finish it. In 1852 Poelaert was the most reputed 
architect of Belgium, but he was also criticized for his architecture which was described as massive 
with rudimentary ornamentation and a tendency to multiply the initial budget. 

On January 21, 1855, a fire destroyed the opera of La Monnaie. Poelaert wins the competition for its 
reconstruction. Chronicles tell that on the day of its inauguration the mayor of Brussels during the 
first interval presented to the public the architect to whom this beautiful theatre was owed and was 
applauded by the public. In 1859 he resigned from public service. 

Nevertheless a royal mandate on March 27, 1860 announces the construction of a new courthouse. 
It is an international competition, but none of the 28 projects is selected. The Minister of Justice 
asked Poelaert for help, and he proposed a project of 20,000 m2 worth 3 million francs. Polaert 
retired to Paris to prepare the plans, and at the end, his project grew and occupied 26000 square 
meters for a budget of 50 million francs. This radical increase was due to the expropriations in the 
district of Marolles. 
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The project had the frontal opposition of the whole neighbourhood because the expropriations were 
forced. For many years the term Architect was an insult to many people in Brussels. But the support 
of the king forced the approval of the project and Jules Anspach gave the go-ahead. The work lasted 
17 years, from 1866 to 1883. 

The palace was built partly on the convent of the ladies of Berlaymont and on the park of the Hotel 
de Merode and constitutes as a border between the upper and lower part of the city, just the district 
of les marolles. That is why the inhabitants of the district invented a new insult for Poelaert: "schieve 
architect" (something like a twisted architect). 

 

The building was crowned on the plans by a pyramid but was eventually replaced by a copper cupola 
with a royal crown on the cuspid. The same one that melted after the fire provoked by the Germans 
in their withdrawal from Brussels and that damaged it seriously.  Just in front of the palace, there is a 
monument to those who fell in the war, in the two wars, which are still very marked in the collective 
unconscious of the people of Brussels. 
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From the esplanade of the Palais de Justice, there is an impressive panorama of the whole of 
Brussels, of the lower part of course. 

 

We will be able to take a free elevator that descends towards the district des Marolles, the next walk 
of our visit. 
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Les Marolles 
We are still in the square of Polaert, enjoying a beautiful panorama of the city. The next stage of our 
walk is to enter the district of Les Marolles. This neighbourhood owes its name to the congregation 
of the Apostoline Sisters, who had the vocation to help the prostitutes who abounded in this area of 
the city in the seventeenth century. The name also knew these nuns was Mariam colentes (those 
who praise Mary). This expression was deformed successively giving rise to Maricolles and then to 
Marolles, hence the name. The nuns left the district in 1715, but the name remained. 

The district of Les Marolles has no administrative existence, but it is considered the most traditional 
in the city. It could be compared to Lavapiés in Madrid. In this neighbourhood, the real Brusseeler or 
the city's slang was spoken. It has traditionally housed the city's most underprivileged inhabitants. 
And also the most revolutionary. Today, artisans, workers and the elderly live in the neighbourhood. 
One-third of the housing is for social protection. 

To descend to Les Marolles we will take the free elevator which is right next to the Palace of 
Justice.

 

We could also walk down but this elevator has its charm as we can see the great difference in height 
between the high and low area of the city. When arriving down, we are going to take the street of 
Minimes whose history is very special. At the end of the 16th century, this street was called 
Bovendael and was frequented by prostitutes. In 1597 the streets of and that communicated with 
the street Alta (rue Haute) were closed at night with some fences to avoid that the prostitutes 
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arrived at the rue Haute and that they remained in their zone of the street Minimes. The architect 
Poelart also lived in this street. 

 

We will continue along this street until 
we reach the parish church of Saints 
John and Stephen. The name of this 
street has to do with this parish. The 
minimums are the members of a 
religious order created in Italy by St. 
Francis of Paula. The Minimos are 
religious who live with very little (that's 
why the name). St. Francis of Paula 
entrusted them with the care of the 
excluded, that is to say, the delinquents, 
the prostitutes and their children. 

This church also has a chapel built under 
the model of the house of Santa di 
Loreto. I don't know if you know this 
story, but it is one of the most amazing 
of the Catholic Church. The house was 
originally located in the Holy Land, but 
during the Crusades and before the 
advance of the Muslim troops, the 
Christians feared that it would be 

destroyed. Thus, a member of the powerful Angeli family (governors of Epirus) financed the 
relocation of the house to what is now Croatia in 1291. Two years later, it was transported to 
Ancona, and on December 10, 1294, it arrived in the town 
of Loreto. But soon the rumour spread that the house had 
been moved by angels by air and therefore Our Lady of 
Loreto is the patron saint of pilots aviators. 

The history of this church was quite hectic, as was the 
history of almost all the churches in Brussels. It was 
burned several times, and in 1796 the French 
revolutionaries destroyed it. The current chapel was 
inaugurated in 1819. In its interior, there is an organ and 
the typical baroque pulpits super recharged so of the taste 
of this city. It still maintains its popular spirit of 
congregation of help to the needy. 

We return on our steps in the direction to the elevator by 
which we descended, and we went to the rue Haute that 
constitutes the axis of the district of Les Marolles. 
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In the number 132 of this street, we will find Brueghel's house. This great painter came to live in 
Brussels because of his mother-in-law. He lived in Antwerp and had a relationship with a very lying 
maid whom he wanted to leave. In 1562, at the request of his future mother-in-law, he moved to 
Brussels, to the district of Marolles, in a house with staggered roofs in the medieval Flemish style 
typical of the sixteenth century. In the church of Our Lady of the Chapel (Notre-Dame de la Chapelle 
or Kapellekerk) he married, in 1563, Mayken Coecke, daughter of his master Pieter Coecke van Aelst. 

 

 

Brueghel and Magritte are my two favourite painters, so this house has symbolic value for me. I don't 
know if they know the works of this painter, but they are very special and dreamlike. They perfectly 
reflect the spirit of those years in Flanders, bloody by religious wars and occupying armies. He was 
also one of the favourite painters of Philip II, who had in his bedroom the table of the garden of 
delights. Many of Bosch's works, as he was known, are in the Prado Museum. 

We're still walking down High Street. In the sixteenth century, a large part of this neighbourhood was 
still rural, and only this street was paved and continued to the door of Hal. Curiously this street was 
not always a popular neighbourhood. During the 17th and 18th centuries, the Brussels bourgeoisie 
built beautiful houses along this street. It was the industrial revolution that returned this 
neighbourhood to its proletarian character. 
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The time has come to talk again about the palace of justice because its imposing mass in the heights 
makes it always present in the neighbourhood. To build it 75 owners of this part of Marolles were 
expropriated in 1863 and compensated. Concerning the inhabitants who rented the houses, they 
were rehoused in a city garden built by Polaert in the district of Uccle. Let's remember that Polaert 
himself lived in this neighbourhood, exactly on the Minimes street we visited earlier. 

Part of the fame of revolutionaries that the inhabitants of the neighbourhood have has to do with 
the Palace of Justice and the expropriations. In 1883 to protest against the increase in the price of 
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life, the inhabitants of Les Marolles ransacked the palace of justice, but this popular revolt had 
nothing to do with the expropriations since they were twenty years earlier, in 1863. 

 

The rue Haute ends at the place de la Chapelle where we find a beautiful church called Notre Dame 
de la Chapelle. The church has its origins in a chapel belonging to a monastery of Benedictine monks 
in the thirteenth century, which was expanded and elevated to parish church centuries later. Thanks 
to the royal donation of five fragments of the Cross of Christ, in 1250, the church became a place of 
pilgrimage.  

The history of this church follows the general tone of the religious buildings in Brussels. It was robbed 
in 1574 by the Calvinists who destroyed all the furniture. In 1695 it was seriously damaged by the 
bombing of the city by the French. In 1708 it was just restored and the baroque bell tower replaced 
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the pinnacle of the west tower with ardoise tiles that give it this special touch. It is curious to note 
that it is also the parish of the Polish community of Brussels and that inside the posters are also in 
this language. 

The church has in its interior the tombs of important people of the 
history of the city. For example, Pieter Brueghel the Elder (mentioned 
earlier) and François Anneessens (the leader of the guilds, who was 
executed for defending civil rights) are buried. In the 19th century 
Belgium, which had recently acquired its independence, made 
Anneessens a patriotic hero and presented itself as resistant against 
Austrian despotism, just as the counts of Egmont were against the 
Spaniards. Special emphasis was given to the phrase that he pronounced 
before dying decapitated in the Grand Place refusing to apologise to the 
Austrians: Never. I die innocent. May my death atone for my sins and 
be useful to my country.8  

There is a statue of him in the square which bears his name not far from Les Marolles on Boulevard 
Anneessens.  

As in many churches in Brussels, this one has two impressive 
organs of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which are 
still used to give organ concerts inside the temple. 

Very close to this church we find some remains of the ancient 
walls of the city, such as this tower called Tour d'Angle (or 
Tower Aneessens). We already know that the walled enclosures 
of the city expanded over time. The first was built in the 12th 
century and the second in the 14th century. The first one had a 
perimeter of 4 Km. The second ring that covered 8 Km. It had 72 
semicircular towers and 7 entrance gates. This tower is one of 
the remaining remains. They cannot be visited, and I am afraid 
that they will be integrated into some luxury hotel that uses it 
as a tourist attraction. We already find an example of this in the 
Torre Negra of the Plaza de Santa Catarina. 

 We continue our walk along rue de 
Blaes which is parallel to rue Haute. 
In this street, we will find many shops of antiques, but our objective is to 
arrive at the square of the Game of Ball. The square is also known as 
"Mercado Antiguo" (Old Market). Plaza Jeu de Balle was created in 1854, 
at the same time as Rue Blaes. At that time, it was called "Renard" 
because it adjoined the Rue du Renard, which already existed in the 15th 

 
8 « Jamais ! Je meurs innocent ! Que ma mort expie mes péchés et puisse être utile à mon pays ! » 
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century.   

The name ball game takes its name from the Basque ball, which became very popular in the 
nineteenth century. It has a certain Spanish air and here is the parish church of the Immaculate 
Conception which is the parish of the Spanish community in Brussels. 

But what makes it so special is the flea market that takes place in this square and where you can find 
antiques at a good price. You have to bargain, but you can find real bargains. It is different from the 
Midi market (where there is everything, but more of daily consumption). 

If you have time and desire you can walk along this trail and take a souvenir of Brussels really original 
and very good price. 

 

After visiting the trail, we return to the rue Haute and continue straight on until we reach the Puerta 
de Hal, which will be the last part of our walk. 
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From the Port of Hal to the Gare du Midi. End of the walk 
 

Rue Haute flows into Port d'Hal at the southern end of the city's pentagon. This gate is a vestige of 
the ancient walls that surrounded the city, and its survival is the result of chance. In fact, it was a 
prison and this is what saved it from demolition. From its battlements, one could glimpse the fort of 
Monterey of which we spoke in the prologue of this book. 

Let's start with his story. It was built in 1381, as 
one of the entrances to the second walled 
enclosure of the medieval city. First I take the 
name of door of Obbrussel (High Brussels, that 
was the denomination of the present Saint 
Gilles) At first it had a military function but it 
finished in 1564. The defence of the southern 
area was centred in the fort of Monterey, not far 
away. The walled enclosure had 7 towers that 
were destroyed between 1818 and 1840 to 
allow the creation of boulevards that constitute 
the petit centure of Brussels. 

After the destruction of the walls, it had 
different functions. It served as a granary, a 

deposit for the indigent, a prison, an archive and was transformed into a museum from 1847 
onwards. It must be said that previously it was much uglier and that its current appearance is due to 
an artistic recreation. But let's understand it in its context. In 1830, when Belgium became 
independent, demolition work on the ruins of the second wall reached this gate. The rulers decided 
to keep it because the country was looking for symbols to symbolise their past. In 1860 it was 
decided to renovate the gate and turn it into a museum. The project was entrusted to Henri Beyaert, 
and work was carried out between 1868 and 1871.  

The spirit of the time was not looking for authenticity, but for an embellishing reconstruction, a kind 
of recreation of a romantic vision of the Middle Ages. Many decorative elements were added to the 
original tower much more austere. 

In 1847 the door became the Royal Museum of Arms, Armour, Antiquities and Ethnology. In 1889 it 
became clear that the tower was too small to house all the collections that were later moved to the 
fiftieth anniversary. Only the armour remained in this place. In 1975 the Royal Museum of the Army 
and Military History was also moved. 

If we go up to the last one, we will enjoy an impressive view of the south zone of the city, especially 
of the district of Saint Gilles.  
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We're almost done with our ride. Almost all the streets leading to the Gare de Midi have country 
names: Russia, Holland, Sweden, etc. Let's take the one in England, perhaps as a premonition... 
Thinking about future trips we arrive at the station which is the biggest in the city of Brussels. Its 
official name: Bruxelles-Midi / Brussel-Zuid. The station, designed by Payen, opened its doors in 
1869, although another station called Bogards/Bogaardenstation had existed since 1840 near Place 
Rouppeplein in the southern part of the city. In 1949 the original station was demolished and 
replaced by the current yellow building, all motivated by the north-south railway connection, which 
in a way has been the excuse to write this book. There is nothing special about the station itself. Just 
a few murals are reminiscent of Tintin, that comic character known all over the world. 

If we are lucky enough to arrive on a Sunday, we will find the Marche du 
Midi where they sell everything at good prices. It's not a flea market, but a 
street market where you can buy clothes and food. The fruit is especially 
cheap, at euro a kilo. 

And that's the end of our walk from the north station to the south station. 
Entering a station always makes you want to travel and dream. And so, I 
can begin to glimpse the next book I write (which could very well be called 
A Historical Walk in England). In fact, from the Gare de Midi there is the 
Eurostar that crosses the English Channel and in only two hours takes you 
to London Saint Pancras. 

 

Thinking of new projects, I end this historical tour of Brussels, and I hope that readers have enjoyed it 
and motivate them to make their tours investigating in the past that has so much to teach us. 
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