Europe Trip 2004

I wrote this based on some notes I took along the way.  You might want to flip to the pictures for a given day before or after reading that day’s entry.

Thursday, September 16th

Our flight (Delta 48) left Cincinnati at 19:00 on Wednesday, took 8.5 hours, so we landed about 9:35 CET on Thursday.  Not terribly refreshed and rested.  But it was a bright, sunny morning, and we were happy to finally be in Germany after all the months of planning.  The Frankfurt Flughafen (Airport) is huge... we walked for quite a while to get to passport control and baggage claim.  Then we had to find the shuttle train (called "Skyline" - there's lots of random English names in Europe), and travel to Terminal 1.  There we finally found an ATM, and the Bahnhof (train station).  We had to wander around a bit, trying to figure things out, and we had to get our EurailPass validated before we could get going.  But once we found the office for that, the helpful officer directed us to the correct Gleis (track).  So we got our first ride on an ICE (Inter-City Express), which are the fastest, most comfortable, and coolest trains in Germany.  We got on the 11:20 train to Stuttgart, which arrived at 12:33.  Generally, the ICE trains were precisely on time (Chiz would like to point out that in Japan the Shinkansen ALWAYS are).  At the Stuttgart Bahnhof we eventually found a train to Waiblingen, where Sylvie (Chiz's friend) lives.  It was an S-Bahn (local) train that left at 13:55.  We got a taxi from there to Sylvie's house... even though we could theoretically walk, we had all our luggage, and we weren't sure how to find it.  

Once we finally arrived about 14:30, Sylvie took us on foot to "downtown" Waiblingen to shop around some, and get some lunch.  This was a little bit of a challenge, as Germans don't eat lunch in the middle of the afternoon, and it isn't served then at many places.  But we found one where we could get big salads.  Around 17:00 we got back to Sylvie's house, and Chiz & I got to take a nap.  At 20:00, we had dinner that Sylvie cooked for us, her mother Inge, her brother Holga, and his wife Hunni.  Chicken with potatoes, and some other dishes I can't remember.  Lots of cookies for dessert.  We had a good time until around 22:00, when we were ready to get more sleep.

Friday, September 17th

OK, if I write that much for every day, I'll have a novella here.  I'll endeavor to summarize.  

We had a German breakfast of bread and sausage, then went with Sylvie back to the center of Waiblingen for more local touring around the river and some old buildings there.  We had lunch at the Biergarten in the park.  At about 13:45 Hunni picked us up to go to Ludwigsberg to tour a huge Schloss (castle, although this was more of a palace) there.  The Residenzschloss was evidently modeled on the palace at Versailles, and was every opulent, with huge formal gardens around the grounds.  We walked around those for an hour or so.  There was a large area where a variety of fairy tale sets were built.  There was a big stone tower with Rapunzel's hair dangling from the top, and at least eight or nine more.  Behind the palace, there was a large field where dozens of animal figures had been created out of pumpkins.  It seemed that a festival was going on.  Eventually, we made our way inside for the tour.  We had missed the last English tour, but as we four were the only ones with our guide (who actually knew quite a bit of English), Sylvie was able to translate for us.  The rooms were beautiful and extremely ornate.  Many had incredible ceiling frescoes.  See the pictures.  We ate dinner at Braueri zum "Rossknecht" im Schloss (if I copied it correctly).  I had ham w/potatoes and onions, with a salad.  

Hunni had to go home, so the rest of us walked to the city archives where Gunda, a friend of Sylvie's (and Chiz) worked.  Sylvie couldn't get her on the phone, but eventually, Chiz waved her down from her window.  We talked with her for a while, and looked at the work she was doing preserving old seals and documents.  She drove us home to Sylvie's, which was great as it saved us having to find the train.  Later on, Sylvie showed us her photo albums of trips to Africa, and other exotic locales.

Saturday, September 18th

We went back to Waiblingen town center for market day.  At 10:00, Hunni picked us up and we drove up to Heidelberg.  The drive took about two hours, and we got to experience the Autobahn.  Hunni was fairly fast, going up to 140 km/h (once to 160), and passed most people.  But occasionally, an Audi or a Mercedes would blow by us like were hardly moving. We arrived at about 12:00.  Heidelberg was very busy.  We ate lunch in Historiches Stundentenlokel Zum Sepp’l.  Evidently a student hangout for 150 years, there were initials and love notes carved into every centimeter of the tables and paneled walls.  After lunch, we took a bus up the hill to the castle ruins.  The castle was smashed up during the Thirty-Years’ War.  This allows one to see inside towers and other rooms.  We spent about three hours wandering around the various parts.  The world’s largest wine barrel is stored here (no way to get it out!).  It’s about 30 feet across, and it holds around 50,000 gallons of your favorite beverage.  We eventually left the castle, and wandered through the old town, and along the river to the old bridge.  At about 18:00, we took off back to Waiblingen, where we stopped at Hunni & Holga’s house, and met Ole and Sandra (their son and daughter).  Then we went to dinner at the Hotel Lamm.  We had a big tussle over who’d pay the check, but in the end, I lost.  Thanks, Holga & Hunni!

Sunday, September 19th

This is the first of several travel days we had.  It was time to move on to Kraków, Poland.  Hunni picked us up and took us to the Stuttgart Bahnhof, where we took the ICE at 9:51 to Köln (Cologne), where we were to catch a German Wings flight to Kraków.  But first, the absolutely most impressive thing I saw on this trip was the cathedral at Cologne, and it happens to be right outside the main railway station’s front door.  And it is enormous.  I couldn’t come close to getting a picture of the whole thing… you’d have to be half a mile away.  It’s really awesome looking, with incredible details, all very Gothic.  Since we had a flight to make, we couldn’t visit it this day.  The flight left on time, at 14:35.  We found that the cheap European carriers unfortunately do not assign seats, so it’s something of a big rush to get on the plane.  Since we dawdled, Chiz & I didn’t get to sit together.  We knew better for the rest of the flights, but none of them was full enough to matter.  Anyway, it was only about two hours, and Chiz might have appreciated a break from me anyway.  We arrived at the Kraków airport, got some Złotych (Polish money), and took a taxi to the Hotel Petrus.  It turned out not to be as centrally located as I had thought.  But it was nice and clean, so we got settled in and had dinner at the hotel.  I hate to admit it, but we ate dinner there every night (too tired, too far to go out).  But it was always good Polish dishes, and we never had the same thing twice.  And we never had to pay more than about $16 for the two of us.  This evening, I had a pork kotlet with red onions and garlic butter.  We had a smoked salmon appetizer, too.  Total was 63 zł.

Monday, September 20th
Had our first free breakfast at the hotel at 9:30, which was a really nice buffet.  We had a choice of German, American, or who knows what styles of things to choose from.  Of course, the free coffee was most important.  We took a taxi to the train station near the center of Kraków, where we eventually tracked down a bus to Oswiecim, near where Auschwitz is located.  It left at 12:20, and arrived at the camp at 13:45.  The camp is pretty big, and many of the barracks buildings have displays set up in them.  We wandered around and through them until 16:30.  We caught a mini-bus back to Kraków at 17:15, and got into town at 18:30.  That was a memorable ride… there’s no Autobahn to Auschwitz, in fact it’s a pretty bumpy road, and our driver was in a hurry for some reason.  After a while searching and trying to ask for information, we finally got a three-day tram/bus pass, and figured out how to get at least fairly close to our hotel.  (#9 tram to Keplanka).  There was a BP mini-mart there where we got some supplies, then had a ten-minute walk to the hotel.  By then (21:00), I was beat.  I had Polish Sour Soup, which was great, and a Salata with tuna.  We only spent 47 zł this night.  

Tuesday, September 21st
Breakfast at 9:30 again.  Around 11:00, went to tram stop, rode into the old town centrum.  We walked from the north side down the “Royal Walk” through the old walled town.  In the center is Rynek Glowny, where dozens, if not hundreds of shops are setup.  In the center of the square is the “Cloth Building”, which is a long building, sort of like a fancy flea market.  With dozens more shops.  We got most of our Polish souvenirs here.  I got a doll for Sarah, and a T-shirt for Matt, plus some little wooden boxes.  I won’t detail the usual key chains, magnets, and postcards I also got.  

One of the most impressive sights was the interior of Kosciol Mariacki (St. Mary’s Church).  It’s a pretty large basilica, just off the main square.  And every square inch is decorated or covered in artwork.  This church is famous for its altarpiece, but most of the church was just as magnificent.  This is one of quite a few places we saw that pictures cannot do justice to.  The immensity in particular is impossible to record.  

At 14:15, we went into the old town hall tower to look around, and found a restaurant in the basement.  So we ate lunch there.  I had a chef salad and some perogis, which are some kind of dumpling; they were very good.  I found an ATM and got another 200 zł out.  We stopped at several more churches of various ages and degrees of ostentation.  Kraków reportedly has 87 churches in the old town area.  We finally got to Wawel Hill, where the old castle is located.  Unfortunately, everything was long since closed.  But we were able to wander around the grounds until we got cold and hungry again.  We caught the tram back to the hotel (well, closer to it).  To tired to go out again, so we again had dinner in hotel; only 43 zł.  Later, wrote some postcards, and called Sarah & Matt, and Mom & Dad.

Wednesday, September 22nd
Well, a novella it is…

With amazing consistency, we again have breakfast at 9:30.  At 10:00, we took the tram back to town, stopping near Wawel Hill, so we could see the places we’d missed yesterday.  We toured the cathedral, which is where Polish kings were crowned for about 1000 years, and most of them are presently entombed.  It’s very impressive… awesome if you haven’t seen Ste. Marieka’s or Cologne.  We got to climb up the bell tower, so we could see the most gigantic bell in all of Poland.  The climb is pretty interesting… old wooden steps, and crawls through the framing of the tower.  And it turned out there were lots of bells up there.  I commented that visiting the bell tower would never be allowed in the US, as there are too many chances to fall or twist your ankle; besides, since you couldn’t get a wheelchair up there, I suppose no one would be allowed.

Several famous kings have sarcophagi set around on the main floor of the cathedral, but all the rest seem to be tucked away in the extensive crypts below.  

Back outside, we made our way to the circular stairway down to the “Dragon’s Den”.  This was a series of caves under the hill that were used for various things in medieval times.  After walking through them, we came out down near the Wisła (Vistula) River where the famous dragon statue is located.  

We made our way back to a tram stop, so we could get up to the bus terminal at the train station.  We then found a mini-bus heading to Wieleczka, where the famous salt mines are located.

In an amazing bit of luck, we arrived at the ticket counter at 15:00, just as the last English tour was about to start.  It cost 50 zł each, which is a lot in Poland (around $13), but it turned out to be worthwhile.  The tour takes two hours, and you can only get in with a guided tour.  It’s quite easy to see why once you’re in… you’d get impossibly lost.  The brochure says there are 215 miles (350 km) of passages in the mines.  

The tour started with going down some steps… and down, and down… 54 flights down, to the first level (there are nine).  Half the group arrived already dreading the climb to exit later.  But I had read the brochure, and just laughed.  The tour went through a variety of rooms, several exhibits, and quite a lot of rock-salt sculptures created by miners over the years (the mine opened around 800 years ago).  Some of the rooms were spectacular.  We eventually walked down to a lower level and wound up at the underground store, restaurant, and post office.  Getting out was a bit of a chore.  When we decided to get in line for the elevator going up, a jr. high school group overran us, and we wound up in the middle of a bunch of chattering pre-teens for 30 minutes.  No difference from Americans, except the language, of course.  The elevator was a very tiny car that could hold maybe three people.  They put six in anyway.  We shot up to the surface in total darkness, but it was fairly quick, considering the distance.  

Once we left, we searched for an hour trying to find where the bus to town might be.  Kraków seems to be missing vital tourist information in several places.  We did eventually catch one, and made our way back to the hotel, exhausted yet again.  Dinner was 55 zł..

Thursday, September 23rd
After breakfast, we packed up and checked out.  Time to move again.  We got a taxi to the airport (42 zł: 25 zł cheaper than the ride from the airport!).  Our German Wings flight to Cologne left on time at 12:20, but after I spent another 57 zł on more souvenirs at the airport (the złoty weren’t going to be usable again for a long time, if ever).  We arrived about 14:30, and took an RE train to the Hauptbahnhof (main rail station), where the cathedral was.  I talked Chiz into taking a look at it, so we walked over and looked around inside from 15:45 to 16:15 or so.  It was stupendous, fantastic, and awesome.  This came close to convincing Chiz (as I’d been trying to do) that cathedrals are better than castles.  St. Marieka’s was actually more thoroughly decorated, but the bare stone vaults and columns in the Cologne cathedral added to its majesty.  There are dozens of huge stained glass windows, every one of which has hundreds of panels, and each one is a separate picture.  I wish we could have been there for a concert… the main organ was gigantic.  I’ve got to see Notre Dame and Rheims to see if they are comparable.  Fred asked me if there was a highlight to the trip, and I told him this was it.  It’s ironic that I didn’t really plan on getting to see it.

Well, we had hotel reservations in Berlin, so we hopped on another ICE for the trip.  This was a about a three and a half hour train ride.  The electronic display occasionally showed how fast the train was going, and once we were into the old East Germany where there were few stops, it eventually got up to 250 km/h (~150 mph).  At one point though, the train suddenly slammed on the brakes and came to a complete stop for about ten minutes.  Never heard why, but we got to Berlin Zoologischer Garten station just a little late.  We had to catch another train to the Schonefeld Flughafen station, where the hotel was located.  This was a big Holiday Inn, and was definitely the nicest hotel we had on the trip.  But the wait for their shuttle bus from the airport was usually a long one.  And I had a really fun time ordering room service, as no one in the kitchen spoke any English at all.  And I can’t even read German well enough to be understood.

Friday, September 24th
Since we were up until 1:30, we didn’t get going until 10:00 today.  After some research and help, we figured out how to buy train tickets, and took the S-Bahn back to Zoo. Station.  It took 45 minutes by S-Bahn, but only 30 by the RE train.  But we couldn’t use the rail pass today, and the RE train is presumably more expensive.  We got there around 13:00, and ate lunch at a very large and very busy McDonald’s (the shame… hey, we’re not on a culinary tour).  I had a “Royale TS”, which is much like a Whopper.  Chiz had a “fishburger”… the only thing she eats at McDonald’s anywhere (smart).  

We walked to the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, which is an old church that is somewhat in ruins from WWII bombing.  Some ultra-modern chapels have been built next to it, and the idea is to reflect the futility of war.  We shopped around some, and also found a really cool fountain in front of the Europe Tower [?].  Eventually, we walked north into the Tiergarten, up to 17 Juni Strasse and east towards the Grosser Stern.  We discovered the Tiergarten is massive, so we went north, up to Bellevue station, where we hopped a train over to Friedrichstrasse Bahnhof (Chiz decided it was Fred’s station), and then another down to Unter Den Linten Bhf.  This is over in old East Berlin, a block or two east of the Brandenberg Gate.  We went to look it over, especially as Chiz was interested in how difficult it would be to grab the Quadriga atop it and take it home… after all, Napoleon did it once.  Well, it’s about 100 feet up, and probably 13 tons, so she had to settle for a few pictures.  We then walked north to the Reichstag, which has been restored for the German parliament.  It is a very large and impressive building.  It’s almost a palace.  There was a very long line of people to go inside and up to the dome, so we skipped that.  We backtracked to the U-Bahn station, and made our way back to Zoo. Station.  

The Berlin U-Bahn is cool.  The connections between the cars have no doors, so when on a straight section, you can see all the way down the aisle for a couple hundred feet.  And they take off and move fast.  You definitely want to hang on if you’re standing.  

For supper, we found a Chinese restaurant called Ho-Lin-Wah.  I think it’s a joke.  Anyway, it was good and plentiful food.  I had a pot dish with shrimp, pork, and chicken.  Chiz ordered sukiyaki, but it wasn’t what she expected.  On the walk back to the train station, we found a Dunkin’ Donuts with an Internet Café.  It was only €1,50 per hour, so we popped in for some kaffee and e-mail.  We eventually hopped the S-Bahn back to the Schonefeld Bhf. And had to wait 35 minutes for the shuttle bus to the hotel.  

Saturday, September 25th
Yet another travel day.  So we had to checkout, but we weren’t actually leaving Berlin until 19:45, so we took our bags over to the airport to store in lockers.  Turned out that Schonefeld’s baggage lockers are out in the parking lot.  

Took an RE train to Ostbahnhof, which is one of Berlin’s main rail stations, while they build the Hauptbahnhof.  We needed to check times for trains to Frankfurt.  We continued to the Zoo. Station, then took the U-Bahn up to near Schloss Charlottenberg.  We took a tour of this castle, but it really wasn’t that spectacular.  Walked to another U-Bahn station, and made our way back to Schonefeld Flughofen.  At 19:45 flew EasyJet to Copenhagen.  

The Copenhagen airport (Kastrup) was amusing.  We walked forever through a shopping mall on the way to baggage claim.  But no ATMs were visible until we passed through customs and baggage claim.  We got some Danish money, and went down to the train station.  As expected, the Malmö train ran every 20 minutes, and was a very nice, clean, modern train.  We got the 21:33 train.  However, once we were on board, we found we were one row in front of a very drunk, very loud, very obnoxious man who never shut up the entire journey (20 minutes never seemed so long).  He was mostly carrying on in either Danish or Swedish (or Norwegian for all I can tell), but he did have some English.  I suppose he was harmless… Mickey said it’s not an uncommon sight on Saturday night.  Anyway, we made it to Malmö (where the drunk got off also), but Mickey was waiting for us, and we were off on the 1 crown tour of Malmö.  We dropped off our stuff at the hotel, and realized we would need our own towels and washcloths.  So, we went over to Mickey & Jane’s apartment for some snacks and supplies.

Sunday, September 26th
I woke up about 9:15, stumbled downstairs to complete the check-in, and down the street to a “cash machine” to get some Swedish Kroner so I could stumble into McDonald’s for some coffee.  That done, and showered, it was 10:30, and we got to Jake’s Panni[?] practice just after he finished.  It’s something like roller hockey, I gather.  We went back to Mickey & Jane’s where Jake whipped up scrambled eggs and bacon for a great big breakfast.

Then, we all loaded up into the SUV, and headed across the bridge to Copenhagen, then north along the Danish coast to Helsingborg.  There we toured the “Hamlet” castle.  They’ve actually staged the play there back in the 1930s.  It was a beautiful day, and the castle was pretty interesting.  Afterward, we took the car ferry (a big ship) across to Sweden, and drove back down to Malmö.  On the way, we stopped at a place called the Sopheria.  It was a country mansion with huge grounds that were landscaped really pretty.  We wandered through a small part of them.  The main building is used as a restaurant, but it was closed when we were there.  When we got to Malmö, we had dinner at Par’s[?] Restaurant.  I had a “plank steak”, which was delicious.  Jane got an “elephant ear steak”, and it was nearly as big as one.  Thanks Mickey & Jane!

Monday, September 27th
Chiz & I were on our own again today, as Mickey had to leave town for most of the week.  So we decided to head over to Copenhagen and see the sights there.  We took the train to the Osterport station, and walked around something called the Citadel (I think), to the area where our map said the Little Mermaid statue was located.  We found it; oddly enough it’s not very big.  The statue is perched on a rock about two feet offshore, and is maybe two and a half feet high.  We took the requisite pictures and headed back.  It was chilly and windy that day, in both Copenhagen and Malmö.  

We took the train back to the main station, and checked on trains to Frankfurt.  We had lunch at McDonald’s in the train station.  We then wandered up and down Copenhagen’s shopping district, but didn’t find much of interest.  Finally, took the train back to Malmö, and wandered around the town center.  It’s a really nice place, with pretty canals and open squares.  We happened onto a Japanese restaurant called Sakura, so we ate dinner there, much to Chiz’s delight.  It cost 357 kr, which I think is quite a bit.  Sweden and Denmark are pretty expensive, especially compared to Poland.  

Tuesday, September 28th
Our next to last morning in Europe started at 5:30, as we had to get to Frankfurt so we’d be ready to go home the next day.  So, we were out in the dark, cold streets waiting for the bus.  It took us to the Malmö train station, then we took the train to the Copenhagen airport.  Easy Jet returned us to Berlin from 8:40 to 9:30.  Another train from the Flughofen Bahnhof to Ostbahnhof, where we caught the ICE train to Frankfurt at 11:25.  Finally, we could relax in 1st class luxury for a few hours.  It arrived in Frankfurt’s Hauptbahnhof around 16:00.  We found the hotel just a block or so from the station, and got checked in.  

We wandered around looking at shops and restaurants, and inadvertently discovered the red-light district.  Our hotel was right on the edge of it.  I later found out Frankfurt’s rather famous for it.  Maybe I should use a travel agent in the future… Anyway, there was no trouble of any kind for us.  We couldn’t find an interesting-looking restaurant with a menu we could read, so we wound up eating Chinese again.  I had a pretty good dish made of fish with vegetables.  That dinner was €26,60.  

Wednesday, September 29th
For some reason, Chiz thought our flight was at 9:35, so we were up at the crack of dawn again, and took the S-Bahn to the Frankfurt Flughafen.  We had to pass a security interview before we checked in, but once we were, the agent told us boarding would begin at 10:40.  This was at 7:40…  Actually, I guess I confused the departure time (actually 11:35) with our original arrival time.  So we had time for a leisurely McDonald’s breakfast, and some airport shopping.  At 10:30 we headed through security, then walked a mile towards the gate, only to find another security checkpoint!  Once that was done, and another few blocks of walking, the gate agent asked more questions about whether we had met Osama Bin Laden and were we carrying anything for him.  But the worst was yet to come.  The flight was pleasant enough.  I couldn’t sleep, but we got a decent lunch, and later on a more or less edible pizza.  We got to see Shrek II and Mean Girls.  I mostly read my magazine for the 9.5 hours (jet-stream makes headwinds westbound).  

We finally arrived at 15:00 EDT, on schedule.  Here is why it took an hour and a half to actually leave the airport.  First, you go through passport check, which is fairly efficient.  Second, you go to a big baggage claim area (that I had never seen before), where we had to wait for our baggage, so we could (Third) take them through Customs.  The wait was about 15 minutes, although once we got to the agent, he asked about three questions, and sent us on.  Fourth, we had to put our checked luggage back into the baggage-handling system.  Fifth, and the real kicker, we had to go through a TSA security checkpoint.  I just couldn’t believe it.  But I asked one of them if we had to go through it just to leave.  The answer was yes.  We had to go through a “secured area”, and since we had “access to our checked bags”, we had to submit to another “security checkpoint”. I don’t know how long the line for that was, at least 30 minutes.  Finally (sixth), after getting through that incredible stupidity, we were allowed to make our way to the real baggage claim, where we still had to wait 20 minutes for the luggage to show up.  Maybe they thought they should re-x-ray it all to make sure it was safe to take home.  Anyway, it’s always nice to end a long plane trip with an enraging ordeal. 

All in all, it was a great trip.  I wish I could go back next month.  There’s so much to see and do, and so little vacation time available.  Not to mention available funds.  

Thanks for reading!

sas
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