And the busmen cried

By Lewis F. McLain, Jr.

Buckle up for Europe 1999 … lift off from DFW … lay over in New York … on to Geneva … very smooth flight … meet up with our two guides (Olivier and Bob) and two bus drivers (Remy and Philippe) … Geneva, the "Protestant Rome" … very expensive, but good start of trip with lots of walking in the crisp air … a trip to Chillon, where Lord Byron wrote of the prisoner held in the castle for his religious beliefs, a visit to a cheese factory in Gruyeres and a picturesque village in the Swiss Alps … on to Nice the next day, driving through the beautiful Alps … perfect weather, breathtaking panoramic views … arrive in Nice, France … ah, the French Riveria … are we in hog heaven or what? … day trip to pristine Monaco via winding road that provides spectacular view … buses have to pay $100 each just to enter city limits … tour of museum with Jacques Cousteau aquarium … very impressive … on to Prince Rainier and Albert's palace and manicured surrounding grounds …  time for a cappuccino while sitting outside pretending we're rich … joined by two TCA boys who order Coca Cola … got picture of them freaking out when they realized they cost $6 a glass! … stopped by church where Princess Grace, an American Treasure, is buried … on to a perfume factory before climbing on foot high into the ancient village of Eze … nice shopping, great lunch places in the crisp, sunny, open air … extraordinary experience and a must for any return trip … back to Nice for the evening and a brisk walk to the moonlit beach … many touch the waters of the Mediterranean … some touch it big time by taking off shoes and wading in … and quickly wading back out … a long walk back to the hotel stopping for ice cream and crepes rounds out the day … on to Florence through Pisa to see the leaning tower … yes, it still does … gonna fall someday moving 1/20 of an inch per year … but the highlight was the church and baptistry next to the tower … our guides pay security to let us in the largest baptistry in Europe by ourselves, closes door, perfect silence as we stand in awe … security guard then sings notes, sending them high into the domed structure … then a student does the same … goose-bumps change to tears as a parent leads us in Amazing Grace, our voices sent to the top … surround sound at its best! … on to Florence, actually Montecatini just outside Florence … we get three circular tours of city as we look for our hotel … hotel is nice with bone-jarring thunderstorms over night … O, Florence! … the most awesome city in all of Italy! …  where the Renaissance began … Michelangelo's David with sling and stone, poised for battle, is incredible … beautiful churches, especially The Santa Maria del Fiore Cathedral  … golden doors on baptistry … Dante and Machiavelli monuments at the Santa Croce Basilica … a visit to a leather factory shop where we become our own fashion show … an afternoon of free shopping and stops for famous Italian ice cream … that night we treat students to a heavily chaperoned Florence disco, complete with Karaoke singing to Grease and other American songs … two TCA boys were decked out in black leather pants bought for the occasion … get back to the hotel at 1:00 a.m. … what a blast! … on to Rome but with the most wonderful detour … we take back roads through the Tuscany grape vineyards … UNBELIEVABLE! … miles and miles of gorgeous hills and valleys, beautifully groomed - the best picture book of Europe can't touch these sights … then we go to a 1,100 foot hilltop to see a 10th century village called San Gimignano, with 13 towers remaining of the original 76 … an extra bonus since it was not on our original itinerary … and then a second bonus, a stop at Siena, with a massive fan-shaped town square and 800 year-old cathedral built of green, pink and white marble … sensory overload! … then on into Rome, the Eternal City, by 10:00 p.m. for a late dinner … the next day a trip to the Vatican … inside long hallways of exquisite ceiling paintings, tapestries on walls, statues and artwork galore … and then into the Sistine Chapel, cleaned in recent years … smaller than imagined but no less potent than expected … the Cardinals meet right there when a pope is selected - and we were there! … on to St. Peter's Basilica to take in what is too large to comprehend … Michelangelo's La Pieta is a highlight, but it is all so massive and beautiful that words just can't fully describe the view … the next day we take a side trip to Ostia Antica, the ancient port city that once served Rome … always wondered how they got the lions out of Africa to the Coliseum … a large area of Roman ruins are there for us to see, complete with a huge amphitheater for group pictures … we return to Rome to go to the centerpiece of ancient Rome, the Coliseum … visions come forth of it filled to the brim with Romans watching the fights to death … we head out for a visit to Pompeii the next day … Mount Vesuvius stands in the background with it's symmetry altered by the part of the volcano that collapsed to form a corkscrew that then blew ashes miles away over the now recovered ruins we saw at Pompeii … some of us read the chilling accounts of Pliny the Younger as he watched his uncle die in the ash and gas blanket that lasted for three days and two nights in 79 A.D.… Wow! … from there to Naples to see a beautiful seaside that rivaled Monaco, seen from a high road with straight cliffs down to the town and beach below … we then returned to Rome for a pizza party and some heart felt words for our guides and drivers who had driven us 2,415 miles over 12 days … emotional words by the drivers in their Italian and French language, touched by Christians who showed them a love and respect seldom ever witnessed … and then a trip to Trevi Fountain of Three Coins fame, a great sight at night with the accent lights … we all toss our coins over the shoulder … one boy gets on his knee to ask a girl to the prom … Neat! … up the next day to head to the airport … back to New York and then to DFW … smooth flights, no hitches … except for one, when a little Beagle security dog named Wilma in New York proudly busted a parent for inadvertently smuggling a tangerine … the only other mishaps were a traveler who fell and cut her chin, one who almost got pickpocketed and one who took a cab to the wrong hotel … all adults! … a fantastic trip for all 104 of us … demonstrated by 14 people putting down a $100 deposit for next year's trip three days after returning … and we've yet to  finalize where we are going next! We thank you for prayers, and praise to God for a truly great trip. LFM

