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National Holidays: Belgium

In addition to the holidays listed below, 05/01 Labor Day/May Day
Belgium celebrates a number of national

holidays that follow a lunar calendar, such as

07/21 Belgian National Day

Easter and Ascension Day. To find out if you 08/15 Assumption of Mary
will be traveling during these holidays, please
visit www.timeanddate.com/holidays. 11/01 All Saints’ Day
01/01 New Year's Day 11/11 Armistice Day

12/25 Christmas Day
Germany
Facts & Figures

Area: 137,846 square miles
Capital: Berlin
Languages: German is the official language; Turkish is also spoken in Berlin.

Location: Germany is bordered by Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, France,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Switzerland, the North Sea, and the Baltic Sea.

Geography: Located in central Europe, Germany is bordered on the west by the Benelux
countries and France, and on the east by Poland and the Czech Republic. Switzerland
and Austria are to the south. Germany’s northern coastline is met by the North Sea and
the Baltic.

Population: 80,854,408 (estimate)
Religions: Protestant 34%, Roman Catholic 34%, Muslim 3.7%, other 28.3%

Time Zone: Germany is on Central European Time, six hours ahead of U.S. EST. When it is
6am in Washington D.C., it is noon in Berlin. Daylight Saving Time begins the last Sunday in
March and ends the last Sunday in October.
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National Holidays: Germany

In addition to the holidays listed below, 05/01 May Day
Germany celebrates a number of national

holidays that follow a lunar calendar, such 10/03 Day of German Unity

as Easter. There are also some holidays that 11/01 All Saints’ Day
are not national holidays, but are widely
observed. To find out if you will be traveling 12/24 Christmas Eve
d.uring these holidays,.please visit www. 12/25 Christmas Day
timeanddate.com/holidays.

12/26 Boxing Day

01/01 New Year’s Day

Historical Overview of Germany

Though the history of Germany includes centuries-old tribal settlements, the reign of
Charlemagne, and the rise of imperialism, its more recent history—including the wars of the
20th century and the aftermath—has had the largest cultural and psychological influence on
the country.

Germany’s capital, Berlin, is a city completely transformed by the 20th century. Divided at the
end of World War II, blockaded by the Soviets during the Cold War, driven apart by a cruel grey
wall, Berlin was finally returned to its present, united form by the sledgehammers of freedom
fighters. However, the city’s divided history has led to a truly unique collection of architectural
styles. The Reichstag, site of the final defense of the Third Reich, was rebuilt after World War II
and now features an enormous glass sphere, emphasizing the transparency and openness of the
new Germany.

Nearby Potsdam also played an important role in shaping the post-war world. Stalin, Truman,
and Churchill met here to determine how to deal with a defeated Germany, and the city’s
Glienicke Bridge became known as the “Bridge of Spies” during the Cold War, as the superpowers
used its midpoint as a place to exchange captured agents.

Germany'’s second largest city, Hamburg, was devastated by Allied bombings during the World
War II. Today, however, this northern port is a thriving business and cultural center, hearkening
back to its past as an important free trading center during the Middle Ages.

Another notable cultural center is Dresden, a mecca for Germany'’s artists, whose complete
destruction was catalogued in Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse Five. Following the war, Dresden
was rebuilt from the ground up. Today, the Frauenkirche (Church of Our Lady), whose ruins stood
as a stark reminder of the war, has been totally reconstructed, incorporating the charred bricks of
the original structure as a tribute to its past. Since reconstruction, Dresden has, for the most part,
returned to its place as one of Europe’s major cultural leaders.

Nuremburg has similarly been intrinsically connected to World War II in the minds of many
visitors. While this city is now known for being the site of major Nazi activity during the war—and
the high-profile trials that followed —this politically important city has actually been at the
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center of world politics for centuries, dating back to its position as the unofficial capital of the
Holy Roman Empire. Though Allied bombing destroyed much of its medieval city center, the city
has been largely rebuilt, once again a hub of trade and culture in Germany.

Meanwhile, Munich is a convenient location from which to explore scenic Bavaria, Germany. Its
German name, Miinchen, derives from the German word for “monks,” a nod to the Benedictine
monks who founded this city. The third-largest city in Germany, after Hamburg and Berlin,
Munich prides itself on being a Weltdorf (world village), where an international stream of visitors
comes to explore its museums, shop its high-fashion boutiques, and revel in its seemingly
contradictory Gemiitlichkeit (coziness).
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RESOURCES

Suggested Readings

Netherlands

Amsterdam by Geert Mak (History) A Dutch journalist and native of Amsterdam offers a
delightful 338-page survey of Amsterdam’s past and present, incorporating elements of politics,
economics, and art history.

Daily Life in Rembrandt’s Holland by Paul Zumthor (Culture) A glimpse of life during the 17th
-century “golden age” of the Dutch. This book covers a myriad of topics (theater, trading
companies, fisheries, homes, child rearing, religion, and musicians to name just a few) during a
time when Holland cultivated its arts and saw a great expansion of its empire overseas.

Belgium

The Factory of Facts by Luc Sante (Memoir) Born in Belgium in 1954 and transplanted to New
Jersey at age five, Sante reminisces about his upbringing in evocative passages about his national
past and glimpses of his American experiences. The cumulative effect is a portrait not only of
himself, but also of his natal homeland.

Historical Dictionary of Belgium by Robert Stallaerts (History) A wonderful reference work to all the
events that have shaped Belgium’s history.

Germany

A Mighty Fortress: A new history of the German People by Steven Ozment (History) A thorough and
refreshing account of Germany'’s history written by an award-winning historian.

Germany and the Germans by John Ardagh (History) A noted British author and historian offers a
contemporary study of the German culture.

In the Garden of Beasts: Love, Terror, and an American Family in Hitler’s Berlin by Erik Larson
(History) Acclaimed historian and author Larson follows the experiences of the American
ambassador to Germany in 1933 as he and his family slowly come to realize the menace and
danger that is Hitler’s Third Reich.

March Violets by Philip Kerr (Mystery) The first of a series that also includes titles such as The
Pale Criminal and A German Requiem. Set in 1930s Berlin, these dark mysteries follow Bernard
Gunther, a former police officer now turned private detective who specializes in finding missing
people and people who don’t want to be found. The language is very much like a classic noir film
from the 30s or 40s.

The Woman from Hamburg: and Other True Stories by Hana Krall (Non-Fiction) A journalist from
Warsaw born in 1937, Krall reveals the lives and strange trajectories of her compatriots in these
stories, profiles and interviews of survivors of WWII.
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Before the Deluge: A Portrait of Berlin in the 1920s by Otto Friedrich (History) A noted historian
describes this interesting and intriguing chapter in Berlin’s history, a time when such well-
known people as Marlene Dietrich, Albert Einstein, Greta Garbo, Bertolt Brecht, Walter Gropius,
Kandinsky, and Klee all made their homes here.

Berlin by Giles MacDonogh (History) A 1998 study of the history, sociology, architecture, food,
crime, and theater of one of Europe’s most intriguing cities—on the eve of its return as the capital
of the Unified Germany.

A Tramp Abroad by Mark Twain (Travel Account) The American humorist details his travels
through Germany in witty, highly entertaining prose.

Suggested Movies

Netherlands

Soldier of Orange (1977, Drama) This Dutch film directed by Paul Verhoeven depicts World War 11
through the eyes of several Dutch students. Soldier of Orange is set during the German occupation
of the Netherlands and revolves around a group of students and their different roles in the

World War IT—either as collaborators or as part of the resistance. Based on the book Soldaat van
Oranje by Erik Hazelhoff Roelfzema—who lived the story himself—Soldier of Orange provides a
powerful glimpse into the horrors of war.

Black Book (2006, Thriller) This film is about a young Jewish woman who becomes a spy for the
resistance during World War II after tragedy befalls her in an encounter with the Nazis. Based on
a true story, Black Book is set in German-occupied Holland and revolves around the dangerous
double life that she is forced to live in order to survive. Paul Verhoeven’s WWII drama shows how
an ordinary person is capable of doing extraordinary things when it’s a matter of life and death.

Girl with a Pearl Earring (2003, Drama) Director Peter Webber paints a mysterious masterpiece
with his debut film Girl with the Pearl Earring. This gem tells a story about the events
surrounding the creation of the painting “Girl with A Pearl Earring” by Dutch painter Johannes
Vermeer. The story unfolds when Griet, a mysterious teenage girl, leaves her family to become
a servant for the Vermeer household, soon becoming the subject of perhaps the most enduring
portrait from Vermeer.

Belgium

Peace in the Fields (1970, Drama) A French-language Belgian film directed by Jacques Boigelot,
Peace in the Fields takes place around 1925, and revolves around the troubles of a middle-aged
farmer whose mother has been accused of being a witch.

In Bruges (2008, Comedy) In this 2008 dark comedy Ken and Ray, two Irish hit men seek shelter
in the city of Bruges, Belgium after a job gone wrong in London. While in Bruges, Ken gains
a new appreciation for life as he takes in the sights of the medieval city. Meanwhile, things
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start to change for Ray when he meets a woman named Chloe. Both attempt to carve a new life
for themselves, but can’t escape their past as they are obligated to take the next order from
their boss.

The Factory of Facts by Luc Sante (Memoir) Born in Belgium in 1954 and transplanted to New
Jersey at age five, Sante reminisces about his upbringing in evocative passages. The effect is a
portrait of himself and also of his natal homeland.

Germany

Goodbye Lenin! (2003, Comedy) In this comedy drama from director Wolfgang Becker, a young
German boy named Alex pulls off an elaborate scheme to prevent his fragile mother from
experiencing fatal shock after waking from a long coma. Alex strives to keep the fall of the
German Democratic Republic a secret from his socialist mother for as long as possible.

Das Boot (1981, Adventure) One of the most authentic war films ever made Das Boot is a raw and
compelling portrayal of a German Atlantic U-boat crew and captain as they struggle to survive
during World War 1II.

The Lives of Others (2006, Drama) A drama that marked the feature film debut of German
filmmaker Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck. Set in East Berlin in 1984, an agent of the secret
police conducts surveillance on a writer and his lover. As the story unfolds, he finds himself
becoming increasingly absorbed by their lives. As intoxicating as it is chilling, this film quietly
depicts the secret world of German espionage. In German with subtitles.
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Useful Websites

Grand Circle Forum (tips from previous
travelers)
www.gct.com/forum

Grand Circle Shop
www.grandcircleshop.com

Grand Circle Frequently Asked Questions
www.gct.com/faq

International Health Information/CDC
(Centers for Disease Control)
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel

Electricity & Plugs
www.worldstandards.eu/electricity/
plugs-and-sockets

Foreign Exchange Rates
WWw.Xxe.com/currencyconverter
www.oanda.com/converter/classic

ATM Locators
www.mastercard.com/atm
www.visa.com/atmlocator
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World Weather
www.intellicast.com
www.weather.com
www.wunderground.com

Basic Travel Phrases (80 languages)
www.travlang.com/languages

Packing Tips
www.travelite.org

U.S. Customs & Border Protection
www.cbp.gov/travel

Transportation Security
Administration (TSA)
Www.tsa.gov

National Passport Information Center

www.travel.state.gov

Holidays Worldwide
www.timeanddate.com/holidays
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