In Search of
the Great
War
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y Izegem I was getting pretty
good. I’d managed to stake out
a place in the beer line and
had repeated the order in my
head a dozen times, Een bruin en een
blonde, alstublieft. “One brown and one
blonde, please.” It seemed like there was
a 50/50 chance whether I would receive
raised eyebrows and skepticism or just
an answer in English after stumbling in
Flemish.
But this time I was confident. I knew
the words, I’d been practicing the accent, and I even had a pretty good idea
of what to expect in the way of follow-up questions. I stepped forward to
meet the apron-clad teen who appeared
to be taking money, but before I could
order, he addressed me in perfect, unaccented English. I stammered through
the order in my native tongue, only to
find on my defeated retreat to our table
that the line actually formed a few meters from where I had ordered and that
I had been standing with the servers
behind the bar.
My friend Tom Robertson met me
with a plateful of bratwursts — his
responsibility in our division of labor —
and I jokingly lamented that two weeks
may be too little time to assimilate in
Belgium after all. Of course, assimilating into a European country with a
difficult language wasn’t the objective
of our trip, but it’s always fun to try.
We’d come to Flanders, in western
Belgium, on the 99th anniversary of
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the beginning of the first world war to
see what sort of preparations this place
would make for the war’s centennial.
Yet a few days from our scheduled return home, we found ourselves in the
gray-hued industrial city of Izegem,
drinking beer, eating sausage, and
cheering at a bike race. All the while,
we were keeping an eye out for Tour
de France great Nico Mattan, who’d
told us in a text message that if we

found him here he’d buy us a beer.
I hadn’t been sure what we would
find when I got on a plane to cross the
Atlantic — hopefully a story about a
war. But we discovered that Belgium
is much more than that, it’s a country
of texture and complexity not overwhelmed by a single theme. We came
looking for a war story but found
instead a culture shaped by war, colored
by its history, and painted with a love
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For this tour, I decided to
move away from a traditional outfit, with panniers
or a trailer, and reached
instead for the ultra-light
mountain bike touring bags
that a friend had recently
used on the Tour Divide.
Airline baggage surcharges
can be outrageous, and
some foreign taxi cabs
quite small, making off-thebike logistics a hassle with
bulky panniers. For this trip,
we weren’t camping, the
weather looked consistently mild, and the density of
towns and shops in Europe
meant that supplies or a little more food was never far

get all of my gear into the
Ranger frame bag, the
Handlebar Harness, the
Viscacha seat bag, and
a small zipper bag that
mounts to the top tube,
behind the stem. They call
this last piece the Gas Tank,
which alludes to how easy
it makes having snacks and
a camera available at all
times. The Revelate Designs
gear is all built for mountain
bike geometry, but I didn’t
have any trouble getting it to
fit a 60 centimeter cyclocross frame.
The frame bag is designed
for a much smaller main
triangle, but fastened

away. It’s probably not the
way to go for every tour, but
a “light is right” approach
to riding in Europe served
me well.
I used a few different bags
from Revelate Designs,
a mountain bike touring
equipment manufacturer out
of Anchorage. I managed to

securely enough to the top
tube and seat tube, and the
little void between the bag
and the down tube left just
enough space for a water
bottle cage. The bag design
also provided an unexpected
boon in that it didn’t require
eyelets or hardware to
mount. This makes it easier
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to tour on non-touring-specific bikes like the many
that we found available to
rent for reasonable prices in
Belgium.
Riding with the bulk of the
touring weight tucked neatly
near the center of gravity
was a dream. I certainly
wasn’t setting any speed
records out there, but the
bike was nimble and equally
at home on fast descents
and during tenuous city
navigation.
For two weeks on the
road, I had to leave a few
creature comforts behind
but generally had everything
I wanted. I brought:
• 2 pairs of riding shorts
• 2 jerseys
• 3 pairs of underwear
• 3 pairs of socks
• 1 pair of casual pants
• 1 pair of casual shorts
• 1 pair of nylon running
shorts
• 1 quick-drying pack towel
• 1 toiletry bag
• 1 fleece jacket
• 1 pair of cool-weather
gloves
• 1 pair of leg warmers
• 1 pair of arm warmers
• 1 rain jacket
• 1 book (paperback)
• 2 notebooks
• 1 netbook computer
(10.2-inch screen)
It might not be right for
every tour, but a minimalist
approach to bike touring
isn’t just for mountain biking
anymore.

for the bicycle.
In August and September of 1914,
as the last tethers of peace in a globalized community frayed and split,
German forces rolled through neutral
Belgium in an effort to quickly quash
the French military effort. The resistance proved to be more robust than
anticipated, and the German progress
was slow. The Industrial Revolution
had brought new horrors to war, and
throughout the western fields of
Belgium’s Flemish farmland, the
opposing sides turned irrigation
ditches into trenches and hillsides into
bunkers. To shunt a flanking German
maneuver, a small team of fast-thinking engineers and soldiers flooded
the low-lying Yser River floodplain,
funneling the fighting to the small
city of Ypres. The battle lines drawn in
early 1915 would remain essentially unchanged for four years while millions
of young men lost their lives.
The Great War, as it is known there,
is no small event in Belgium’s history.
The country is about the size of West
Virginia and hosted the bloodiest fighting of one of the deadliest periods in
human history. Belgium was the birthplace of trench warfare and the first
place in which poison gas was deployed.
The war casts a shadow across every
facet of daily life and has influenced
every family tree, yet the Belgians we
met were an entirely good-humored,
self-effacing group.
On our first night in the country
and an hour’s drive from the airport in
Brussels, we found ourselves in a warm
and immediately familiar B&B in
Roeselare sitting at a dining table
strewn with maps and brochures from
around the area. The proprietor, Lex,
was a soft-spoken 40-something with
a little gray in his short-cropped black
hair, and he always seemed to carry
himself with the upturned lips of a
natural smile. But in this impromptu
war room he was deliberately stern in
his persona as General Lex. He grasped
a wooden stick and pointed out museums and historical sites with a staccato
thwap as he debriefed us on the region.
Tom knew Lex from earlier trips
to the country, and he had offered to
arrange as many local introductions
as he could. With every thwap against
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Above left: Riding through the Menin Gate
Memorial into the town of Ypres. The memorial
is located on the main road out of town where
the Allied soldiers would head to the front line.
Above right: Names of British and
Commonwealth soldiers in World War I who
were missing in action.
Right: One of the many exhibits in the In
Flanders Fields museum, dedicated to telling the
story of World War I in the West Flanders region.
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Roeselare before venturing to the Ypres
region to see about some new war museums. After that, we would head north
toward the coast to Brugge and Ghent
before circling back around to Roeselare
through Antwerp, if there was time. After the introduction, we packed our bags
and prepped for the road.
In spite of our early trepidation, the
touring in Belgium turned out to be
every bit as easy as you might expect
from a country so near to the Netherlands. Cycling is so much a part of the
culture that drivers are aware of and
polite to cyclists, which is usually moot
because Flanders is navigable by a web

of scenic bike paths that connect every
city and hamlet. Path intersections are
each labeled with numerical buttons
mounted on wooden pylons as well as
on paper maps that are readily available
in tourist hubs for a few euros. Fortified
with confidence wrought from our newly purchased guides and hampered only
by the jetlag-induced mandatory 7:00 PM
bedtime, we set out from Roeselare to
visit the fresh renovation of the In Flanders Fields Museum in nearby Ypres.
To herald our departure the sky was a
low-hanging gray, and the sun manifested as a day-long glow rather than a discrete disc. We left Roeselare on winding,

Numerous graveyards are spread throughout the Flanders region of Belgium.
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cobbled streets, and I was never quite
sure which way was north. The city map
was no help — the roads looked like a
drunkard had mended a fishing net and
laid it across the landscape. It was only
by the grace of the unflappable buttons
that we even made it out of town, and
before long, we were winding through
the Belgian countryside.
A friend told me over a glass of wine
before the trip that “Belgium is sort of
like Iowa, but European.” Of course,
he had never been to Belgium, but he
is from Iowa, and as far as I could tell,
the likeness was fair. Neatly partitioned
acres of garlic fields are transected by

muddy two-track access roads and low
stone walls, and quaint farmhouses dot
the horizon. The odd dairy farm lends
a richness to the breeze that smells like
plunging your fingers into the garden
for the first time in spring. I think that
Jefferson’s yeoman farmer would feel
quite at home, and the place made me
nostalgic for a way of life that I’ve never
known.
And, despite the straightness of the
fields, we found ourselves making a lot
of turns. I live and do most of my riding
in Montana where the roads are long,
straight, and unadulterated. At home
it’s not that big a deal to ride 80 or 100
miles at a time so it was not without
some incredulity that I accepted Tom’s
insistence that 40 to 50 kilometers of
riding constituted a full day. Despite the
ease with which we navigated what we
had dubbed the “button” system of bike
paths and labeled intersections, Tom’s
experience proved to be spot on. The
roads in Belgium are anything but long
and straight. The paths are completely
made up of small hills and tight corners.
Every moment felt like I had broken
away in the Rhonde van Vlaanderen,
and it had been a long time since riding
a road bike had felt so much like play.
I distinctly remember saying “Wheee!”
more than twice.
Intersection button led to intersection
button, the kilometers ticked by, and
after a couple of hours, we had slipped
completely into a state of navigational
complacence. This state came grinding
to a halt when we found ourselves at an
intersection that did not resemble what
was presented on our map. We rode back
a ways to see if we had missed a turn but
kept finding ourselves returning to the
same quagmire of roads.
Fortunately for us, riding bikes is
very popular in Belgium. Throughout
our fumbling, we were passed by scores
of locals and other tourists, most of
whom seemed completely comfortable in spite of a situation that we had
concluded was undecipherable. I had
been practicing my Flemish from a
book and with Lex, and while I was still
somewhat less than proficient in the
tongue that Mark Twain once described
as “not so much a language as a disease
of the throat,” I couldn’t see any harm
in giving it a try.
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Bicycles in storage waiting for their chance to be exhibited in the WieMu Roeselare bicycle museum.

Sharing a beer with former pro road bike racer Nico Mattan. It’s hard to go anywhere in Belgium
without running into a bike racer.

The first couple I approached was
clad in spandex and those rear-view
mirrors that clip to the helmet so I
felt safe to explain to them that we
were lost. I stammered through what
I thought of as a description of our
plight and to my delight was made to
understand that this couple was also in
Belgium on holiday and also spoke no
Flemish. They also spoke no English.
German, French, and Italian were our
only options. I don’t speak German,

French, or Italian, but I did try Spanish
with an Italian accent. This was both so
useless and offensive that they threw
up their hands and stormed off and we
never saw them again.
Our next effort in decoding the map
conundrum was much more successful — or at least much more friendly.
As soon as the German couple departed, a quartet of Belgian nationals on
city bikes arrived wearing expressions
that Tom and I recognized at once as
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confusion. Their English was not strong
but was much better than my Flemish.
Through a mixture of broken English,
unrecognizable Flemish, and emphatic
gesticulation over a buffet of maps, we
determined the proper course before us.
Tom and I were mostly on vacation,
and between jet lag, Lex’s hospitality,
and our already lackadaisical stance
on alarm settings, it took us some time
to get out the door in the morning.
That, added to the several hours we
spent negotiating the map discrepancy,
allowed us to arrive in Ypres precisely
as the museum locked its doors for the
evening. “Rats,” I thought. We stood
in the lengthening shadow cast by the
museum’s enormous Gothic towers and
shrugged. We decided to grab a beer and
then head to the hostel.
It took a second try on a second day,
but we did eventually get in. I grew up
in Chicago and spent a lot of childhood
hours in some of the best museums in
the world. It has set the bar high for me
as far as museums go, and the newly
renovated In Flanders Fields Museum
did not disappoint.
When we first entered, we were
prompted to punch our age and nationality into a computer, which then
programmed that information into
our admission ticket bracelet so that
the largely automated exhibits would
provide an experience that highlighted
people in our demographic. The U.S.
was still neutral during the worst of the
fighting in and around Ypres so there
weren’t many young Americans in the
database. Tom and I were grouped in
with the British.
The museum is a flowing series of

traditional exhibits with artifacts, printed
explanations, and advanced multimedia
presentations that feature actors reciting
diary entries from soldiers who served
on the lines. Even before the fighting, the
museum gives treatment to the refugee
crisis that preceded the German invasion.
Tom and I moved through the exhibits, and I was taken by the technological
dissonance that has come to characterize the war. We saw canister shells from
the first mass deployment of poisonous
gas in history, the machine guns that
were introduced and drove millions of
men into trenches, and the steam-powered trenching machines that made
these tokens of safety possible. But only
steps away the museum has examples of
homemade chain mail and plate armor
on display next to the sharpened digging
tools and crude cudgels that made for
medieval hand-to-hand combat within
the trenches themselves.
The two of us emerged from the museum quiet, shaken, and newly relieved
that we hadn’t lived the horrors of the
so-called Great War.
Belgium is a flat country, and from
the stone bastions of the In Flanders
Fields Museum’s central tower, a person
can see quite far on a clear day. Tom
and I stood for a moment and tried to
imagine flooding the Yser River and the
millions of warring men camped only
a football field apart. We could see past
the remote Kemmelberg Hill where so
much fighting took place over the strategic high point and into France. Perhaps
because the country lacks so much in
the way of orographic prominence, what
topology exists became dramatically
more important than in a mountainous

campaign. We came to see that the landscape of the country was as much a war
museum as the sophisticated exhibits in
the In Flanders Fields Museum.
The rest of our tour took us through
a system of preserved trenches in
Passchendaele and a sea of pale grey
headstones in Poperinge before heading north to Brugge and Ghent. The
landscape between towns still carries the
faint scars of a decade of occupation and
conflict over the two world wars. Memorial plaques adorn most city entrances,
and traces of trenches and bunkers still
occupy the hills and swales that haven’t been reclaimed to grow garlic and
cabbage.
“I guess they really do grow stuff
here,” said Tom after riding through
fragrant plots of herbs for several hours.
“I always sort of figured that they just
used those tractors to pull cars out of
the mud.” He has spent most of his time
in Belgium during the winter cyclocross season when the plants have been
harvested, rain and mud are the norm,
and getting a glimpse of the sun is a rare
privilege.
Outside of cyclocross season, when we
found warm sunny days and other kinds
of weather that we decided were, in our
estimation, “un-Belgian,” we couldn’t
shy away from the fact that we were
bike nerds in a mecca for bike nerds. In
Brugge we met an up-and-coming Pro
Tour cyclist in a dimly lit basement watering hole. His season was finished due
to an injury, and he invited us to join his
group to play board games and drink
beer until much past my bedtime. Our
CONTINUED ON PAGE 66
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tour purposely took us through Ghent
so that we could ride a circle around the
medieval belfry with the shadows of the
Tour of Flanders peloton.
Without a lot of effort, we caught
wind of the Izegem Koers, a professional race not far from our Roeselare
base camp, a few days before we were
scheduled to leave the country. A small
tweak to the itinerary allowed us to roll
into town for the second half of the race.
Izegem is a drab industrial city. On the
outskirts, it reminded me of Gary,
Indiana. As we rolled toward the start/
finish area, there was a palpable lack of
bustle in a city for a Thursday afternoon.
But the sensation changed when we
came to the cobblestone city center to
find thousands of jubilant, beer-swilling
cycling fans and an extemporaneous
fair. Children’s rides (some terrifying),
carnival games, and waffle stands and
mobile fritteries, which offer a staggering selection of meat and potatoes
on sticks to be fried on demand, were
crammed into the square. Bars were
empty, but the streets were flooded with
laughing and yelling men and women
of all ages. “Izegem closes for the race,”
explained a mechanic with only slightly
slurred speech. “It’s a holiday here.”
Tom and I joined in the celebration
for a while, just long enough for me
to finally accept that once I started
talking, I stopped passing for a
Flandrien. Eventually, we retreated
back to Roeselare along the shipping
canal that connects the cities. The
warmth of the day faded as the sun
dropped to the west and began to glow
like a cooking ember. “Would you look
at that?” said Tom as we rolled slowly
to the west. “A Belgian sunset. You don’t
see that every day. I was here a few
years ago and only saw the sun twice!”
Ben Horan is a part-time writer and full-time desk
jockey based in Missoula, Montana. If he’s not
cruising around on two wheels, you can probably find
him looking for quiet places by foot or by ski.
Tom Robertson is a freelance photographer and a
cycling and adventure enthusiast based in Missoula,
Montana. He was a cartographer at Adventure
Cycling for 14 years.
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