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Face to face
Martin Leidenfrost is an Austrian journalist and the author of Intimate Brussels.

Just spend some 

time in the cafeteria 

of the European 

Commission at the 

Berlaymont building  

and you will find the 

most unsexy place 

in Europe

“

Interview by Tamara Gausi

“

What is ‘Intimate Brussels’ and why did you 
decide to write it?
Intimate Brussels was an experiment, a rather 
cruel experiment, on myself. I had never been to 
Brussels before, although I had explored remote 
regions of Eastern Europe, and it was clear that I 
did not belong in Brussels. I was a fish out of water. 

In your introduction you say you wanted to 
write a “Brussels version of ‘Sex and the 
City’, only less sex and more Europe”, but 
Brussels has a bit of an image problem; it 
isn’t considered to be very sexy. After a year 
of living in the city, do you think this is a fair 
assessment?
Yes, it is. Just spend some time in the cafeteria 
of the European Commission at the Berlaymont 
building and you will find the most unsexy place in 
Europe. There is nothing ugly about the Eurocrats 
themselves. They take long showers in the morning 
and they dress properly. But they don’t flaunt any 
kind of distinct masculinity or any exposed femi-
ninity. They are well-tempered in every respect. 

How easy did you find it to penetrate Brussels? 
Brussels is an easy place to explore. I came from 
living and working in Eastern Europe (Slovakia), 
where, in general, people don’t respond to emails, 
but where a writer can find sharp contrasts be-
tween existential beauty and brutality. The hier-
archies in Brussels are flat; you can get in contact 
with almost everybody. Though, at some level, there 
are differences between the different nationalities. 
The Scandinavians, for example, are the most effi-
cient communicators; the Eastern Europeans who 
have made it to Brussels are unpredictable; and the 
Spaniards and Italians tend to segregate. 

Out of all the communities you discovered in 
Brussels which one did you feel most a part of 
and why? 
I never wanted to be part of any milieu in Brussels. 
This was not my aim. As a traveller-writer, it is the 
basic premise of my work to be a stranger. I need 
some distance to observe. 

What did you most like and dislike about 
Brussels, and why?
We must always distinguish between the 
European bubble and Brussels, which is a 
normal city with normal people. I don’t like the 
popular residential areas for Eurocrats such as 
Woluwe-Saint Lambert, where the streets are as 
quiet as a graveyard, and if I ran into someone, 
it was Monsieur Jean-Marie, a petty bourgeois 
Belgian with his small neurotic dog. I also dislike 
the Arab neighbourhoods of Anderlecht, for the 
simple reason that I was attacked by a group of 
youngsters there. I have always been indifferent 

about downtown Brussels, you can find dozens of 
city centres like that all over Europe. Strangely 
enough, considering the fact that this was meant 
to be a project on Europe, emotionally the most 
striking result was that I discovered my love for 
Africans in Brussels.

Did your time in Brussels change the way you 
view Europe in any way?
Yes, the reality of the European bubble changed 
my view towards the European project. Within a 
few days, I became a Eurosceptic. It took me some 
time before I was able to enjoy it. Occasionally, 
I still return to Brussels from time to time in 
order to spend one or two days in the European 

Parliament where you can take part in all the big 
debates of our time. This I love. 

Belgium is approaching 365 days without 
a government and there is a chance the 
country may split. You live and work on the 
Slovak border with Austria – do you think a 
Czech-Slovak-style split is the way forward for 
Belgium? 
The splitting of Czechoslovakia is considered a 
success story for the simple reason that there 
had been no hatred and no conflict between 
the Czechs and Slovaks. Relations between 
the Flemish and the Walloons are much more 
precarious than they were between Czechs and 
Slovaks. Czechs and Slovaks speak different 
languages, but they can be easily understood. Also, 
in Czechoslovakia there was no territorial conflict, 
no ethnically mixed area, which is not 
the case in Belgium. Thus, for practical reasons, 
the eventual splitting of Belgium cannot be 
modelled on Czechoslovakia. I can only tell 
you that 18 years after the division, Czechs and 
Slovaks love each other more than ever. They 
even share a popular reality programme Cesko-
Slovensko hlada superstar (similar to American 
Idol or X Factor)

What are you working on now and do you have 
any plans to return to Brussels?
I have been working on a number of film projects, 
including a documentary on the gas business 
which we were partly shooting in Brussels. I go to 
Brussels at least two or three times a year and I 
wouldn’t like to quit this habit. 

Centre Brussels near Dansaert area: Nice 
appartment DUPLEX 135m2, 2008 + 
parking place 1 car. Livingroom +/-30m²- 
separate diningroom + 16m²- fitted ktichen 
- 3 bedrooms (20m²;12m²;12m²) bath-
room - showerroom - 2wc. Individual gaz 
heating. Appartment with a lot of light. In 
good condition. Excellent situation near 
shops,Dansaert area, metro(Yser) and ring.

BRUSSELS

WOLUWE SAINT-LAMBERT

UCCLE
which has been totally 
renovated and recon-
structed and was sold 
to the European Com-
mission. There are differ-
ent luxurious 1 bedroom 
apartments for sale with 
a splendid view over 
Brussels. All the apart-

ments have been completely renovated and are equipped 
with a wooden floor, fully equipped kitchen (microwave oven 
/ dishwasher / fridge /…), videophone, complete bathroom 
with shower, new window frames with double glazing, secu-
rity door, airconditioning.

BRUSSELS
Facing the nice Parc Cin-
quantenaire very spa-
cious 4 bedroom house 
facing the Parc- 3 bath-
rooms - fully equipped 
kitchen – garage. One 
large and nice living 
room, 2 quiet bedrooms, 
kitchen is equipped, all in 
good conditions. Quiet 

neighboors, surrounded by parks. A lot of light. In good con-
dition. Excellent situation near shops, theatre,...

FOREST
villa 4 facades of 300m*, 
completely renovated 
in 2000, living room, 
wooden floors, fireplace, 
separate dining room, fully 
equipped kitchen, break-
fast area, laundry room, 
4 bedrooms, wooden 
floors, office area, bath-

room, shower room, cellar, garden 5acres, nice terrace, garage 
2 or 3 cars, alarm system. 

Two steps axay from the House of Eras-
me, in a commerccial district, this building 
located on 2 a13ca proposes: commercial 
ground floor with workshop 143 m²
-  1 apt 1 bedroom of 66 m² and 1 flat of 

30 m²
-  1 apt 1 bedroom of 66 m² and 1 flat of 

30 m²
 - 1 apt 1 bedroom of 66 m²

ANDERLECHT

luxurious 1 
bedroom 
apartments 
for sale with 
a view over 
Brussels. 
All the 
apartments 
have been 
completely 
renovated 
and are 
equipped 
with a 
wooden 
floor, fully 
equipped 
kitchen 
bathroom 
with shower, 

security door, airconditioning…

SAINT-GILLES

SCHAERBEEK
exceptional house at 2 min 
walking distance from the 
Rogierplace, near all type 
of transportation, at 5 min 
from the Dansaertstreet. large 
livingroom, 2 bedrooms, 
1 bathroom, separate storage/
laundry room, 1 toilet, fully 
furnished kitchen. Nice view 
and access to large garden.

BRUSSELS
One of the nicest view over brus-
sels, 15th fl oor, close to Brussels 
centre and european institutions 
by Métro, 2 minutes from Métro 
Yser, 2 balconies (one with south 
view on a farmbrussels centre, one 
with north view on the canal and the 
atomium.) quiet neighboors, sur-
rounded by parks.
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ANDERLECHT
Godeaux - Bemel area, 
house 3 façades of +/- 
240m*, completely reno-
vated in 2004, living room 
42m*, fully equipped 
kitchen (microwave oven 
/ dishwasher / fridge /…), 
breakfast corner, 4 bed-
rooms, closets, wooden 
floors, bathroom, toilet, 

Jacuzzi, 2 shower rooms, garage + space in front of the 
house, garden, terrace, alarm system, security door, aircon-
ditioning.

completely 
renovated 

view on a farmbrussels centre, one 
with north view on the canal and the 
atomium.) quiet neighboors, sur-
rounded by parks.
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As an expatriate, would you like to invest or save in Belgium? 

For the purchase of a property in Belgium, our experts will 

set out the purchasing and taxation process for you. They 

can also deal with your mortgage loan, your outstanding 

loan balance insurance and even your fire insurance. If 

you are interested in simple savings plans or more complex 

schemes such as investments in mutual funds, the ING Expat 

experts will guide you in your new fiscal environment, on the 

basis of your investment profile. To find out what ING can 

do for you, don’t hesitate to call us on +32 (0)2 464 66 64.

www.ing.be/expat 

Expat ?  Visit ING first.
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