Dear Derek,
I’ve finally found some time to write you a letter. The exchange program is keeping me very busy, but we managed to get in some travel before classes started. Speaking French all day is still challenging, but I should be pretty fluent after this semester. My history and art classes are terrific and it’s amazing to study a painting in class, then walk over to the Louvre and see the real thing. I’m writing this on the steps of the famous Sacré Coeur cathedral in the Montmartre district. It’s the bright white building on the hill with the bell-shaped domes on top. It’s a pretty steep climb getting up here from our residence. It is very beautiful. But it’s darker on the inside than I had expected. A mime troupe came by earlier and provided an hour of fabulous entertainment for free! Jake is off taking pictures and trying to impress pretty French girls. 

It turns out that my favorite part of Paris isn’t some old classic building; rather, it is a shiny ‘new’ skyscraper. Just outside the classic center of Paris there is a cluster of modern high-rise office buildings, where the business district is centered. The area is called La Defense and, although it’s modern, it has all the style and panache that the French capital is known for. Each of the structures in the area is a functional space for commerce, but they look more like sculptures than anything else. My favorite is definitely Le Grande Arch. It is an enormous silver and white hollow glass cube around 40 stories high. I find it to be an elegant example of sleek, minimalist design. Both sides of the cube contain office space, and the top side contains a museum and observation deck. 

In the City of Light, the cube glistens with every shift of cloud and sun. Although the Grand Arch was only opened in 1989 it fits right in with the history of Paris. The Champs Elysee is the famous street that cuts through the historic heart of the city. The avenue is dotted with many famous landmarks. The Opera and Bastille are at the southern end, the Pompidou and Notre Dame in the middle, and the Arch de Triomphe at the top. The avenue is more than a street. It is the central and most important axis of orientation in the city. After the Grand Arch was completed, the Arch de Triomphe was no longer at the end of the line. Although the cube is far outside the historic old city, it is intentionally lined up with the historic avenue and all the landmarks on it. An Arch de Triumph for the new age I guess you could say. Carefully, and to the right person, that is.

I’ve spent most of my time here just walking around the city. The architecture and street life comprise what I think is the best museum in Paris. Living art. I’ve been on the lookout for famous French celebrities too. Although I’ve missed Catherine Deneuve and Gerard Depardieu, I did catch a glimpse of a rising star. Or at least I think I did. I could swear I saw Audrey Tautou pop out of a café near the Eiffel Tower. She was the star of Amelie, which was a huge hit. 

Before we started classes, we spent two days in Amsterdam and a day in Brussels. The train trip was fascinating. Holland has such unique geography. Farms exist side by side with the sea. Artificial shipping canals crisscross almost the whole country. At one point I looked out the window and saw we were running parallel to a canal with a long boat going a bit slower than we were. And this I’ll never forget; one of the man-made canals passed above a major highway. The cars drove under the canal, and the boat went over the cars. How can that happen? As we approached the Amsterdam train station we passed the soccer stadium that is home to one of Europe’s proudest clubs. Team Ajax is the most famous Dutch soccer team, although they don’t have anything to do with the soap!

I couldn’t believe how small Amsterdam felt. It is a city of rings and canals, each sandwiched between one another. It kind of looks like an onion cut in half. The city is pretty quiet too. Actually it can be TOO quiet! Amsterdam is full of bicycles, you see, thousands and thousands of them. It’s how people get around. Bikers at home have to watch out for the faster moving cars. Well in Amsterdam, pedestrians have to watch out for the faster moving bikes. The preferred mode of transport is a quiet one, so you can’t hear them coming. And the bike lanes look just like a regular part of the sidewalk. So tourists like us walk in the bike lanes and have no warning when someone comes flying around the corner and zips by us almost before we’ve even realized what’s happened. Another amazing thing about Amsterdam is that the people speak absolutely impeccable English. They have no trace of an accent at all. I stopped a local to ask for directions and his English sounded like it came from Ohio, not Europe. His English was almost clearer than mine!

In Brussels the language was completely different. As soon as we arrived I realized that the signs were in Dutch but most people were speaking French. Belgium is a bilingual country, like Canada, except the two languages have equal billing. Half of the population is Flemish and speak a dialect of Dutch. The other half, the Walloons, is French and speak a dialect of that language. So all the signs are in both languages. It is interesting to visit a city where people could speak any of a dozen languages. Besides the French and Dutch, there are lots of diplomats that speak English and their native languages. Asking for directions keeps you on your toes. You don’t even know what questions to prepare beforehand! 
It’s getting on into late afternoon now. Jake and I came up here to the Sacré Coeur to see the sun set over the city. A lot of famous landmarks turn out to be much different than I imagined them. And I’ve decided that the most memorable experiences pop up in the unlikeliest of places. It’s at the little shops, in the back alleys, and at the bus stop that you see the ‘real’ country you’re visiting. 

On a lunch break last week I had a wonderful, sunny picnic with Lilly from my art class on the lawn right next to the Louvre with a marvelous view over the Seine. This morning I met Lilly for coffee. There’s nothing like eating French pastries in a sunny sidewalk café, and the company of Lilly makes it an excellent experience. I’m thinking of asking her for a date, but I think she likes one of the other guys in the class. She’s leaving for Italy at the end of this semester, so I’d better do something before it’s too late.

We are going to visit the Palace of Versailles on Saturday. It’s about a half hour train ride from Paris. The palace was built by Louis XIV beginning in 1664, and the construction continued until his death in 1715. The Hall of Mirrors is where the Treaty of Versailles was signed to end World War I. See, I’ve been paying attention in history class. 

Well, the sun has set and we are off to spend another evening in Paris. I’m looking forward to plate of snails and a nice chunk of French bread to soak up the garlic butter. Jake gets a little green around the gills watching me eat them. You should have seen him when I had frogs legs the other evening. I thought he was going to leave the table. 
Did you ever get a date with that girl in your biology class? What’s new at the fraternity? Write and bring me up to date.
All the best,

Paul

