Paris Trip Notes Recap
Editor’s note: These notes are in chronological order in reference to when they were written down, not necessarily the day they happened.
Day 1

Customs? What’s that? We landed in Paris (in fog so thick we couldn’t see the ground until we landed on it) and headed for immegration. Immegration was a crowd of people which had to have grown to 200+ by the time we got through it. No lines, no turnstiles, just a crowd. No pushing and shoving either. Just a gentle, constant meander. After that we got our luggage and headed for customs. Customs consisted of 5 or 6 officials sitting off to one side waving people through. 
Taxis and motorcycles: The taxi driver who drove us from the airport to the hotel wasn’t crazy like most American taxi drivers (stereotypically) are. However, the motorcycle riders are definitely crazy. Motorcycles and scooters are extremely popular in Paris because it is legal for them to bob and weave in and out of traffic. When you see a traffic light turn red, you can watch all the motorcycles and scooters trickle to the front. En route to the hotel from the airport, we witnessed motorcycles racing between lanes of traffic going 70+ miles an hour…in the pouring rain.


Cash machines: It is not good when your host’s debit card gets eaten at the first cash machine he tries in the airport after landing in Paris. 

The exchange rate for most of our trip was between 1.1 and 1.2 dollars per euro.


There are very few American cars in Paris. You mostly see Citroen, Peugeot and Renault, some Volvos, BMW and Mercedes-Benz. I’m sure there are a few others in there that I didn’t recognize. I kept track of some of the cars we did see: 7 “American” Hondas (Civic, Accord, etc), three of which were CRX’s. We also saw 11 SUV’s. That’s it. 11. Two of which were American; one Ford Explorer and one Lincoln Navigator. We saw no pickup trucks of any kind, though lots of small and mid-sized vans. Small cars and two wheeled vehicles rule in Paris.

Day 2

The Louvre is absolutely (to quote a friend) “gihugic”. One could take a week’s visit in Paris, spend the entire time at the Louvre and still not see everything there. Luckily, there’s a glorious thing called a ‘Museum Pass’. They come in 1 day, 3 day and 5 day increments. The 5 day pass cost us 45 euros a person and granted us unlimited admission to the Louvre and many other museums and monuments around the city.

The Mona Lisa is at the Louvre. There’s no line to see the Mona Lisa, just a crowd of people (very much like immigration at Charles de Gaulle airport) gathered around trying to get the best shot with their palmcorders and digital cameras. Yes, you can use a flash. No, it doesn’t help. The same is true for other famous works that everyone wants to see; the Venus de Milo and Nike.


We ate at one of several cafes in the Louvre. It is called Café Mollien. It felt so good to just sit down. We left a green itsy bitsy devil duck.


Camembert stinks.


One of the coolest things in Paris is the metro system. The subway kicks ass. Why doesn’t Seattle have one? Screw light rail!

I brought Jen flowers early in the morning while she was resting in the hotel room. If I was worthy of singing on the street in front of the world, I might have serenaded. Alas, I just called out and got her to come to the window of the hotel room. 


Street vendors at famous places (like the Eiffel Tower) suck. Watch out for the rose vendors, especially if you are with a significant other. Their ploy is to sneak up and give the lady a rose, assuring her it’s for her, then turning around and trying to get the guy to pay for it. Ha! Bastards.


Digital cameras do not like to be dropped. My camera was dropped once really hard on the gravel walkway near the Eiffel Tower. The lens housing that protrudes from the camera ended up off-kilter about 15 degrees and the camera made sounds like a dying animal trying to shut off and draw the lens back in. After the careful application of much force, the camera worked again and while it still sounds sick when using the zoom, it took pictures for the rest of the trip (and still works).


Pickpockets are bad. Tight-fitting wallets are good. (ha ha, neener neener)


It is very easy to act like Hobbits while on vacation in Paris. There are so many little cafes and restaurants and coffee shops that second breakfast is easy to attain. Pain au chocolaut (bread with chocolate) is impressively good.


Speaking of bread with chocolate, I remember before we left everyone was telling me “You have to have chocolate croissants!” Well, don’t ask for a chocolate croissant in Paris! Croissants are called croissants, while if you add chocolate, it’s called ‘bread with chocolate’.

Water: If you order water with a meal, you’ll get bottled water and it’ll cost you. If you specify tap water, you will get an old wine bottle with (often chilled) tap water. Tap water tastes like Evian and Evian is cheap (.89 euros for a liter bottle).

Day 3

Hotel showers are very small. We stayed at a 3-star hotel near the Pantheon replica. Our bathroom had a nice deep tub but no shower. Just a nozzle on the end of a hose. Our host’s shower in another room was very small, with a 2’ by 2’ footprint!

I’m glad my digital camera came with a trickle charger for the batteries that is rated to 240 volts. Otherwise, I would have run out of batteries two days into the trip.

The Notre Dame is amazing. Anyone can walk in the front door and walk through the church. However, you have to be really quiet and there’s a dress code (the sign says “Appropriate dress required”, which probably just means no swimsuits and the like). There is often a priest “on-duty” to receive confessions of anyone who wants to do so and there are small candles you can like for a small donation. 


For a small fee (5 or 6 euros) or a brief showing of one’s Museum Pass, one can climb the bell towers of the Notre Dame. Up one tower, across the parapet connecting the towers and either up the inside of the bell tower to see one of the bells or the other stairs up to the roof of that same tower. I did. I’m glad I did, though I’m not sure if I would again. The view is spectacular. A couple of notes remembered about this experience:

· There are 422 steps from ground to the roof of the eastern bell tower.
· These spiral staircases have narrow, marble steps that are uneven and slippery when dry. There are maybe 18 steps to a full turn.
· The bells of Notre Dame are really loud, especially when climbing the stairs to the roof of the bell tower in which the bell is ringing.

· If you happen to be standing on the roof of the bell tower while the bell is ringing, you might notice that the tower sways and rocks with the swinging of the bell. Not too surprising since it weighs over 14 tons. This is a bit unnerving, but alas, the building has been there a really long time and isn’t going anywhere.

· Bells in Catholic churches are baptized and given baptismal names.

· Climbing back down we walked right past the eves of the bell tower while it was ringing and it’s so loud you can feel it ringing through your body.

· We got nearer the bottom and heard not only the bell ringing but the pipe organ playing.

Coca-cola comes in 1.5 liter bottles and costs 1.9 euros. This is good, especially since most restaurants charge 3+ euros for a 12 oz can. Comparing wine to soft drinks when eating out, the house wine is almost always cheaper than soft drinks.
Coca-cola does taste different, but good. Less carbonation and more syrup. 


Speaking of wine: The minimum age to buy wine is 10. Spirits is 18. The option to sell alcohol to anyone is left up to the seller and it’s their responsibility if they sell it to someone too young to drink it. At least that’s what the owner of a nearby shop called “Ex Cellar” told us. He also had a hand-written sign on his register…”We speak French and English and will try to speak any other language.”
Day 4

Always remember…check museum open and close times before walking all the way there.


We went back to the Louvre. Since it is so big, it’s hard to imagine only spending one day wandering in it. One specific note; we went back to Café Mollien and sat at the exact same table as we did the first time. We left another duck for the waitress we had, though she wasn’t the waitress we had the first time. She thanked us for the duck when we explained we left it for her. When we got up to leave, we passed by the waitress who served us the first time we visited. She passed us thanking us with a huge smile, holding up a pen with the itsy bitsy devil duck we left her the first time. 


The French police appear to love giving parking tickets as much as police in the US.

Again, the Paris Metro subway lines rule. Too bad Seattle doesn’t have one.

In Paris  (at least where we were), smoking is much more socially acceptable than it is here. The only restaurants that were no smoking were the ones in the museums. Even in the airport, between the terminal and Immigration, there are signs and placards indicating no smoking…yet people smoke. There were a couple of times I felt like I should be smoking.


The view from Arc de Triomphe is spectacular. One way, you can see La Defense and the grand arch and directly across from it you can see the archway in front of the Louvre.


There are 284 steps to climb to get to the top of the Arc de Triomphe. They are similar to the steps at Notre Dame; slick, worn marble. Not quite as narrow as Notre Dame and better railings. In climbing these steps we passed a couple who were arguing not even two flights up from the bottom about having to climb all the way to the top.


Ice cream bars in Paris taste no different.


Near La Defense there is a huge bronze sculpture of a thumb. If you angle it just right, you can get a picture with the thumb as tall as you are.

Day 5

If you visit the Eiffel Tower early enough in the day, you avoid the icky nasty rose vendors.


Going down the stairs at the Eiffel Tower is easy. The stairs here are straight, metal stairs; no marble, no worn, slippery steps. I would have climbed the stairs at the Eiffel Tower, but our scheduled didn’t allow me time to do so. I did however opt to take them down. Alas, you cannot climb to the top of the tower, only to the second level observation deck. From there, the only way up is via elevator.

It is 9,105 kilometers from the Eiffel Tower to Los Angeles.

I saw one of the most amazing things when I was in Paris. I witnessed a man blow the ashes of his wife from the top of the Eiffel Tower. Very noble.

We visited the Army Museum, which is where Napoleon’s tomb is located. Napoleon’s tomb is spectacular. It’s a large marble sarcophagus with an even larger marble headpiece resting on top of it. The piece resting on the sarcophagus is almost twice as big as the sarcophagus itself. This leads me to believe they really don’t want Napoleon escaping…

Coca-cola comes in 1.5 liter bottles. This is good.


We found a chocolatier in Paris that does not accept credit cards. Too bad for them. We took our business elsewhere. *huff*


We visited another museum called the d’Orsay. It used to be a train station, and now it is an art museum. We saw lots of sculpture, paintings by Monet and Renoir. 

We had lunch at the d’Orsay. The restaurant was in a old grand ballroom with lots of glass and gold trim.


At the d’Orsay museum, I left one of the little devil ducks on top of one of those ribbon barrier pylons used for keeping pedestrians on the beaten path. Moments later, we observed a museum employee pick it up, investigate it, put it back, move it to another pylon, move the pylon the duck was on, then move the duck back to the pylon it was on to start with. Then the woman called one of her co-workers over. Within moments, there were three museum employees standing around trying to figure out what this little devil duck was for. After about 30 seconds, the woman who found it tried to put it on the antenna for her walkie-talkie. Alas, the antenna was too big, but she kept the duck.


The Louvre is better than the d’Orsay.


We visited the Rodin sculpture garden. Rodin is the artist who sculpted The Thinker and The Gates Of Hell, both of which are very impressive. 


Watching tourists pose for pictures with The Thinker is very funny and probably happens a hundred times a day.


Jen talked to a sparrow at the Rodin sculpture garden.


Ketchup is called Ketchup.

Wine that tastes like vinegar is bad.


Museum passes were very worth it. By this time, we’ve already gotten more than the face value out of our museum passes. All else is gravy. 
Day 6

Second breakfast rules, especially when it’s chocolate and sugar crepes.

The Pompidou is also gihugic. The Pompidou is the modern art museum in Paris and is a very unique looking building. It looks like a giant hamster cage. In order to save interior space, the builders ran the ventilation ducts on the exterior of the building and the main escalator to traverse the 6 main levels of the museum is on the outside of the building. 


At the Pompidou we got to see lots of Picasso, Andy Warhol’s Ten Lizs, some disturbing sculpture I shant mention here. We also got to see some of Jackson Pollack’s work which is cool and a room labeled “Silence” that was a big room padded with rolls of thick wool with an unmanned grand piano standing in the center. Just entering this room ‘shut off’ the sounds from the rest of the museum. Very spooky.

The crypt at the Notre Dame has no dead people in it.


It was noted as we walked through the Picasso museum that he could actually draw at one point in his life.


Somewhere during our trip we noticed that Jen had blisters on blisters. I had no blisters but I did have inflamed Achilles’ tendons. I’d rather have the blisters on blisters. Jen didn’t want to trade.

We found a paradise in paradise. A restaurant called “Breakfast In America” that was about three blocks from our hotel. It was opened in January 2003 by an American film student who traveled to Paris several years ago to go to school and never went home. The only thing he found that was missing was a American breakfast in an American diner. They served real burgers (well done meaning well done (in a French restaurant, ‘well done’ means medium rare) with COOKED bacon (bacon on a French menu meant smoked bacon) and excellent cheese-covered french fries. They had milkshakes and tiny Ben and Jerry’s ice creams for dessert. 


One interesting thing about restaurants in Paris; gratuity is always included in the menu price and leaving a tip is never required except when exceptional service is encountered. This poses a problem for the previously mentioned Breakfast In America because their menu tries to be traditionally American and does not include gratuity. The problem being credit card processing in Europe does not allow for a separate settlement and authorization, so one cannot leave a tip on the credit card. It had to be in cash. Or in devil ducks, which Breakfast In America’s proprietor loved.


Most menus in Paris are in french with english translations. The Breakfast In America menu was in english with french translations. Coca-cola was translated to “Beaujolais au Texas” (the wine of Texas).

Book stores in Paris appear to be very specific based on subject matter. We saw book stores specializing in history, cooking and philosophy. 

Day 7

The complementary breakfast at the hotel was the same every day. Croissants, cut baguettes, thinly sliced ham and swiss cheese (swiss cheese rules), small toasted biscuits with jam or butter, and Laughing Cow cheese. Cold water, orange juice or a variety of teas and coffees were also available. 

Jen “stole” extra bread from breakfast.


At the Tuillieries (sp?), which is a fountain in the park outside of the Louvre, Jen used her stolen bread to feed the ducks. 


The sirens on French police cars are two-tone and insanely loud.


We went to the cabaret show at the Lido. Lots of topless men and women in skimpy tight clothes dancing and singing. The stage setup was very elaborate. When the show started, the tables near the stage actually lowered. In the center of the stage, there was a square section that lowered and different sections could be raised in its placed; an elaborate fountain and ice for ice skating were just two of them. 
Day 8

The return flight home was smooth and long. First class kicks ass, except for the meals.


Immegration and customs were slightly shocking. Immegration asked for our passports and checked them and asked us a couple of questions. They stamped our declarations form and off we went. After getting our luggage, we walked through customs. The official took the stamped declarations card, didn’t even glance at our passports and waved us through.

The rest of the flight home was restless but comfortable.


The end.

