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For five Newman girls, the end of the school year didn’t only mean a break from homework and exams, it also meant the start of an amazing 11-day trip to France. It’s hard to believe, but just two months ago in June, we were experiencing the thrills of being in Europe for the first time, walking the streets of Paris, eating fantastic pastries every day, and walking barefoot along the Mediterranean…
Our trip, run by EF Tours, was called “Paris and the Chateaux.” The journey included 3 days of sightseeing in the French capital, visits to numerous chateaux in the Loire Valley, an excursion north into the areas of Brittany and Normandy, and two days in the French Riviera. On the way over, we experienced the mania of the FIFA World Cup as we flew to Munich on a plane with a soccer ball painted on its nose. After landing in Paris and meeting up with the rest of our tour group, our guide took us up to Montmartre for the afternoon, by way of the Metro. Strolling through this artsy neighborhood was the perfect introduction to Paris. The next day was just as wonderful as we enjoyed a bus tour of Paris with stops at many famous sites like the Arc de Triomphe. In the afternoon, we saw the Notre Dame, as well as the extravagant (and humongous!) chateau of Versailles. The evening was one of the best highlights of the trip- we took the elevator up to the top of the Eiffel Tower just in time for a spectacular sunset, and then took a boat cruise on the Seine. 
The next few days were spent touring the Loire Valley and its amazing chateaux. Along the way, we stopped at the cathedral in Chartres, and took in its fascinating 800-year history and stained glass windows. We then toured the 400-room Chateau de Chambord, where Leonardo Da Vinci designed a double-helix staircase. Staying on Da Vinci’s trail, we stopped in Amboise to visit his grave, and later the Chateau de Chenonceau, where Catherine de Medici lived. 
Soon, our journey took us north into Brittany and Normandy, where we visited the islet monastery of Mont-St-Michel, home to monks since the 8th century and surrounded by quicksand. We also enjoyed a walk around St. Malo, an old merchant village where explorers and pirates used to set off into the Atlantic. The next day was spent learning about D-Day and the price for freedom as we visited Pointe-du-Hoc, Omaha Beach, the Caen Memorial, and the American cemetery. It was an incredible day rich in history and reflection. Before heading back to Paris, we also stopped in Rouen to see the place where Joan of Arc was burned at the stake in 1431, as well as the familiar cathedral from Monet’s paintings. 
Upon our return to Paris, our group spent an amazing afternoon at the Louvre. After many turns, escalator rides, and glances at the map, we finally found our way to Mona Lisa, Venus de Milo, Winged Victory, and Vermeer’s The Lacemaker. After a few minutes in the gift shop and a quick peek at the inverted pyramid made famous by The Da Vinci Code, we enjoyed our last night in Paris. The next morning we boarded the TGV ( “fast train”) to Nice, in the French Riviera. The remainder of our trip was spent at the beach, as well as sightseeing at a perfume factory in Grasse and the town of St. Paul de Vence. Strolling through the art galleries and boutiques of this medieval town was the perfect way to end our vacation…
Or, it should have ended there! To make a long story short, we were delayed by cancelled flights and other mishaps, only to get home 3 days late. However, nothing could put a damper on the memories we’d made throughout the trip: collecting sea glass on the beach at Nice, attempting French accents, eating beautifully-made fruit tarts every afternoon, seeing a local partier fall into a Lavender bush, and laughing long into the night, just to name a few. The trip was fantastic, and something none of us will ever forget. Personally, it only made me want to study abroad in college more, and I am so grateful for the experience. Thanks also to Mr. Switalski, Mrs. Engelmeier, and Mrs. Johnson for accompanying us on the trip, as well as Mr. Theiss for organizing it. 
