
2010 Northwestern European Trip 

Travel Day, Volcano Woes 

  {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ άThere is no wrath like aƻǘƘŜǊ bŀǘǳǊŜέ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǊƛƴƎǎ ǘǊǳŜΦ  tŜƻǇƭŜ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘ, but if it 

ƛǎƴΩǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƻǘƘŜǊΩs plan, you could be out of luck.  

  Our trip to Belgium, which had been in the works for months, was almost put on hold due to the Icelandic volcano eruption.  The 

tremendous ash cloud that spewed from the volcano, and was causing flight cancellations around the globe, was heading directly for 

BŜƭƎƛǳƳΦ  ²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǘǊƛǇΣ ƛŦ ƻǳǊ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƻƴ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜΦ  CƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎΦ  ¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǿŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ 

even packed yet. 

   I was thinking of the huge backlog of passengers and luggage when I decided to just pack a carry-onΦ  L ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧƛǘ ǘǿƻ ǿŜŜƪǎΩ 

worth of clothing in my small carry-ƻƴ ōŀƎΦ  IŜƭŜƴ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧƛǘ ǘǿƻ ǿŜŜƪǎΩ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ 

ǎǳƛǘŎŀǎŜΦ  CƻǊ ƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǇŀŎƪƛƴƎ ƭƛƎƘǘΧǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅΦ 

  We made it to the Sacramento airport in plenty of time.  It was eerily empty, due to all of the previous cancellations.  I thought, as 

ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ǘƻ [ƻƴŘƻƴ IŜŀǘƘǊƻǿΣ ƻǳǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ άŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƴŘέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅΣ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ .ŜƭƎƛǳƳΣ ŜǾŜn if 

the Brussels airport were to be closed.    

IŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ .ŀŘ ά!ƛǊέ 5ŀȅ 

  The flight from Sacramento to Dallas was uneventful, but we had a very narrow layover in Dallas.  Our flight to Heathrow was 

already boarding when we landed.  We caught the train to the next terminal and literally walked right into the jet way and boarded 

the plane in our assigned group. 

  So far, we had been lucky to be sitting in rows with only two seats, so neither of us was stuck in the middle.  Unfortunately, on this 

9-hour flight to London, none of the overhead lights or audio were working on our side of the plane.  For my inconvenience, I was 

given two whole complimentary beers, a 14 dollar value.  Oh sure, that will make me forget about sitting in the dark, with no 

movies or music for 9 hours. 

  As it was, we only had a 90-minute layover in London.  We were told we had to collect our checked bags, go through customs, and 

re-check them to Belgium.  We also had to grab a train to our departure terminal.  It would be tight, even at an airport we were 

familiar with, let alone one we had never been in before. 

  We were on our approach to Heathrow and we were on ǘƛƳŜΦ  DƻƻŘ ǎƻ ŦŀǊΦ  ¢ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇǘŀƛƴ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ άƳŀƪŜ 

ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘǳǊƴǎέ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǿŜ could land, and it should only delay us a few minutes.  Soon, after a couple of minutes, we were able 

ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘΦ  hƪΧwe can still make it. 

  We landed on the opposite side of the airport from our transfer terminal.  It seemed like we were just going to keep taxiing all the 

way to Belgium.  Then, we stopped on the tarmac.  The captainΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ came over the PA againΧ άLadies and gentlemen, there is 

another aircraft at our gate waiting for push-back.  It should just be a couple of minutesέ. 

  Finally, about 25 minutes after we were supposed to arriveΣ ǿŜ ǇǳƭƭŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǘŜΦ  LǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀ ōit iffy at this point.  If baggage 

ŎƭŀƛƳ ƛǎ ŎƭƻǎŜΣ ǿŜ Ƴŀȅ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘΦ  .ǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘΦ  Lƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀƛǊǇƻǊǘǎ LΩƳ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǿƛǘƘΣ ȅƻǳ ŘŜ-plane, walk up a short Jet-ǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴ 

the main concourse, with the other gates running the length.  Not Heathrow.  At least, not at the gate we pulled into.  We 

walked/ran for (ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ŜȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ) a mile, before we made it into the main concourse. 

  Now, this is the point when knowing the airport can make the difference between making and missing a close connection.  When 

we got off of the plane, we were instructed to just follow the signs for baggage claim.  We started following the signs.  The signs for 

continuing connections and baggage claim were all going the same direction.  We could still make it, but we were running.  Then, 

as we approached the security doors for baggage claim, we saw that the continuing flight lane veered to the right.  It looked like 

you could go into baggage claim and then come back to the continuing flight lane.  Wrong!  As soon as we went through, the 

security doors, which had appeared to remain open, closed behind us as we entered the baggage claim area. 

  We still thought we were on the right track, as we had been told by at least two people, as well as on-line when we made our 

reservations, that we would need to pick up our bags and re-check them.  So we found the carrousel for our flight and waited for 

our bags.  No bags.  When I checked with the airline agent, she ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ ƻǳǊ ōŀƎǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŎƘŜŎƪŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΗΗΗΗ  {ƻΣ ƴƻǿ ǿŜΩǊŜ really 

scrambling.   

  Since we had already left the secure area, we would need to go back through security screening at our departure terminal.  By the 

time we caught the train to terminal 5, our plane had already started boarding (sound familiar?).   We got to the terminal and had 



to go to the ticket counter for boarding passes.  They told us we were late and needed to be at the gate 45 min prior to departure, 

but said they would see what they could do.  Fortunately, we were booked on that flight, and she was able to give us our boarding 

passes. 

  Now we just had to convince security to let us through.  Fortunately, again, the ticket agent came with us and was able to get us 

through the first security checkpoint.  Now, we just had to get through the security screening.  We made it through and literally ran 

to our gate.  The departure monitor was showing that the gate had closed, but as we ran towards the gate, the agents waved us 

over and said it was alright.  We were the last two to board the plane, just 5 minutes before scheduled departure.   

  The flight to Belgium was short, just over an hour, and no signs of ash.  We arrived at the Brussels airport on-time, at about 4 PM 

Friday the 23.  Very sadly, however, our friend Leo, who we would be staying with and had come to pick us up, had lost his father to 

cancer that very morning. 

Confirmation in Mechelen 

The next morning, after only a few hours of sleep, I awoke 

at 8:00 AM.  Helen got up bright and early at 11:00.  While 

she was sleeping, Leo took me on a little tour of the 

ά.ŜǾŜǊƭȅ Iƛƭƭǎέ ƻŦ !ƴǘǿŜǊǇΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ Ƴŀƴǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǎǘŀǘŜǎ 

are owned by the diamond merchants.  We passed by one 

estate that actually had a moat around the mansion.  It 

was fantastic! 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Later that day Leo, and his wife Denise, were to 

ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴƛŜŎŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ŀ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ 

Catholic cathedral in Mechelen, a small city located 

between Antwerp and Brussels.  They invited Helen 

and me to attend, as well. 

  We had never been to a Catholic confirmation. It 

was quite a ceremony.  It ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 

just for their niece, but for six other kids as well.  I 

think it lasted over an hour.  I have been to Greek 

hǊǘƘƻŘƻȄ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜΧǿŜŘŘƛƴƎǎΣ 

christenings, but this was very different. And, of 

course, it was all in Flemish.  It is interesting to 

observe how other cultures and religions perform 

their different ceremonies. 

    

 

 



Brugge (Bruges) 

  The word Brugge, in Flemish, means Bridges.  There are over 50 bridges in this wonderful city, said to be one of the oldest cities in 

Belgium, having received its city charter in 1128. 

  While visiting Brugge, one must take a canal cruise.  During our cruise, we passed under the many different bridges, the oldest 

being built about 700 years ago.

 
   

The architecture in Brugge is breathtaking, with the sun glinting off the gilded ancient buildings.  Market Square, in the city center, is 

ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ŦŀōǳƭƻǳǎΦ  ¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘǳŜǎΦ  You can also look at the fine hand-made lace, famous in 

Brugge.  

 



This is a good opportunity to relax 

and enjoy some delicious food and 

ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ .ŜƭƎƛǳƳΩǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ōŜŜǊǎΦ  LŦ 

you can drink a Kwak from a half-

yard glass without getting a face 

ŦǳƭƭΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭΦ  L ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ 

had no problem accomplishing this 

little trick. 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another must-do in 

Brugge is to take one 

of the horse drawn 

carriage tours.  From 

there, like the canal 

tour, you will see 

many parts of the city 

you would probably 

otherwise miss.     

 

 

 

 

 


