European Road Trip
June, 2009
Day 1, our flights went well, but we almost missed the second leg!  Katherine miscalculated the time/distance ratio in Heathrow so we had to hustle.  Arrived in Geneva, Switzerland and were scooped up by Sally and her dear cousin Kate.  Sally, Kate and Katherine had drinks at a lovely bar on the river while Beth took a rest.  Four of us had dinner at one of Sally’s favorite restaurants in a lovely plaza not too far from her apartment. 
After a flurry of activity on Day 2 we managed to get all four women and gear loaded into the Sally’s car.  It only took 2 or 3 trips back up to the apartment to get things.  We made a beeline to Provence in the south of France via Lyon.  Kate often argued with the navigation system “Helga” and Sally had to pick sides.  Beth and Katherine were comfortably nestled into the back seat with a pillow, blanket, snacks and guidebooks.  
We arrived at Katherine’s father’s house in St. Remy de Provence and settled into the “family suite” with two twins upstairs and two twins downstairs.  We had a cocktail hour and a good visit out by the pool.  Dinner was at home with six other guests at the inn.  Katherine’s stepmother made a favorite traditional dish for the first course:  flan of aubergine with a red pepper coulis.  The main course was either lentils with asparagus soufflé or duck breast.  Not surprisingly for France, there was a well stocked cheese tray that was a huge hit.  This was where we first witnessed Beth’s love of cheese.  Dessert was a cherry clafouti with cherries from the garden.  Katherine had a great time helping in the kitchen with her parents.
The weather was a little gray and drizzly during the day but we were rewarded with a breathtaking thunder, lightning and rain storm during the middle of the night. 
Day 3: The four of us headed out to do a little exploring the next morning.  First we made the magical drive up to Les Baux through lunaresque limestone formations to view the medieval cliff town perched at the top.  Then we took in the exhibit at the Cathedral d’Image.  It is difficult to convey the experience to anyone who hasn’t witnessed it but I’ll try.  The museum is actually a cavernous old limestone quarry.  Moving, still and animated images from an artist are set to music and then projected onto the many surfaces including the ceiling and floor.  The shape of the space inside the quarry is geometrical and yet mazelike so while standing in one spot, you can view a dozen surfaces.  The effect with any artist would be intense, and yet this year…it was Picasso.  We all felt like someone had slipped us LSD! 





Lunch….hardly deserves such a common name.  We met up with Katherine’s parents at her favorite restaurant called Le Bistrot du Paradou in a tiny nearby town.  The restaurant is in the main floor of the family’s house and they only serve one entree per day. Sometimes it is nice to have limited choices. Beth started with red snapper and the rest of us had fois gras stuffed ravioli in a beurre blanc sauce.  For the main course Beth had scallops in that same divine beurre blanc and the rest of us had braised lamb with roasted garlic and mashed potatoes.  Then….they brought out the cheese tray and this is where things went horribly wrong for the poor restaurant.  They are set up to charge a fixed price for each person and you are expected to take your portion from the overflowing cheese tray.  But of course, we all had to try eah one once, and our favorites, more than once.  Let’s just say that things probably didn’t work out financially for them today…
There was a dessert course after the cheese, and we really shouldn’t have…but we each got a different dessert so we could taste them all.


Not surprisingly we needed to walk off lunch a bit so we headed into St. Remy for some shopping.  We all made a few purchases a Provencal linen store and picked up a few local specialties around town.  I think there was some resting and swimming in the late afternoon.  Dinner was late and very intimate and casual.  Darling little Cavaillon melons, salad and MORE cheese.  I forgot to mention that the rosé flowed like water this entire time, as is customary in Provence. 
Day 4 was an early start as we beat the crowds at Ile St L’Sorgue, a ridiculously picturesque nearby town that was having their market day.    There was some more shopping, but mostly a lot of soaking in the beautiful sites.  Dozens of kinds of glossy olives, a kaleidoscope of spices and more of those colorful Provencal lines.    Lunch was Nicoise salads right alongside the river.  We had a mad dash back to the inn to pack up, help “turn” the room for the next guests and pile into the car for our next leg of the trip.

Sally drove us (while Helga and Kate argued) to the south and east towards Nice.  The housing styles changed and became denser until suddenly we were in the epicenter of the Cote d’Azur in Nice.  The Mediterranean was unusually turbulent and we saw huge whitecaps in the turquoise blue sea.  We drove through the craziness of Nice and into a beautiful little fishing village nestled into the steep hillside rising from a picturesque harbor.  Sally and Kate had chosen a darling hotel right in the center of Villefranch.  We nicknamed the gentleman at the front desk “Concierge Snape” (only for his voice, no sign of evilness from him). The view from our terrace was so incredible that it was hard to tear ourselves away….but as you can probably tell, the pursuit of our next meal was  strong draw for us!  We ate our dinner in a seaside restaurant just inches from the sea.  We were so close we had to ask one of the boats to stop idling their engine!  Of course we all had sea food, and Beth had a the traditional local fish soup followed by a lovely mixed grill of fish.  Katherine had grilled sardines followed by cod.  The most memorable part of this dinner was the dessert that Beth ordered.  It had a hazelnut dacquois on the bottom and was topped with a couple of inches of chocolate mousse!
Our sleep that night was accompanied by the creaking of ropes on boats in the harbor.  
Day 5 was not a travel day.  We took it slow in Villefranche and walked through the Escheresque tangle of streets. The balconies overflowed with flowers and laundry.  Lunch was pizza just steps from the sea.  We hunted down a nearby chapel that had been designed and decorated by Matisse but it was a bit of disappointment so we were happy to be back in our beautiful hotel rooms to read, rest and go through hundreds of emails (that would be Sally). 
Not ones to skip a meal in a location like this, we landed in another seaside restaurant for dinner.  Kate and Katherine ordered the local mussels.  They brought a giant tureen of delicious but teeny tiny mussels.  After the first 100 or so, Katherine decided she was more tired of opening them than full and decided to move on to dessert!  Beth ordered a local fish that came out whole with the head on.  Luckily after the show and tell, it disappeared and came back in a more edible form.


[image: C:\Documents and Settings\katherineg\My Documents\My Pictures\2009 Pics\Beths adventure\Picture 163.jpg]Day 6 found us loading up in the morning for a busy travel day involving 3 countries (okay, Monaco doesn’t take long). The drive along the French and Italian coasts was stunning, if not harrowing.  Our admiration for Sally’s driving skill went off the charts!  We stopped for pizza in a restaurant cantilevered over the water in Santa Marguerita.  The narrow cliffside roads and hairpins turns got even more astonishing as we continued on to Portofino.  Beth and I were pretty whiteknuckled in the back!

[image: C:\Documents and Settings\katherineg\My Documents\My Pictures\2009 Pics\Beths adventure\Picture 159.jpg]Once again Sally and Kate showed an aptitude for hotel choices and landed us in the center of the piazza.  The view from our ground floor terrace was stunning!  The jewel of a town was so charming it looked more like a movie set than anything based in reality.  We had a great time walking around and checking out the insanely large yachts.  Kate tucked in for an early night and Sally, Beth and I took about 3 steps off of our terrace into the nicest restaurant in town.  Sally chose a lovely local wine and just as we took sips a thunderstorm rushed in.  I don’t know if I can do this experience justice, but I will try.  We were tucked undercover looking at a patchwork of brightly colored houses, the harbor and hillside.  We could see a church, a castle and huge home with a medieval turret.  The smell of wet cobblestone and fresh rain filled the air.  People ran for cover making exclamations in Italian, the rain pattered on the awning above us…and then…the church bells rang.  I personally was overcome with charm overload and burst into tears!  It was so unbelievably quintessentially Italian and perfect! 
Day 7 found us sadly leaving Portofino but looking forward to seeing Sally’s house in Evian.  We didn’t really know what we had in store for us on the drive though!  Of course there were more narrow roads to get out of Portofino and then some long stretches through what appeared to be the Italian version of the Midwest.  Lunch became a challenge.  We had a choice of gas stations or pulling off the road into the countryside.  Of course we chose the latter, but the towns we found were too tiny to even have a restaurant! We drove through one town twice and old man sitting in a chair on the side of the road gestured towards a glass-fronted place that looked closed.  

We stumbled into a neighborhood restaurant that was surprisingly charming from the inside. The vaulted ceiling was stone and brick and the tables spread with red and white checked cloths.  The two women who worked there were incredibly patient we had the challenging combination of little ability to speak Italian and no menus.  After lots of back and forth we sat back to wait for…well, we didn’t really have much of an idea about what we were really getting!  First there was pasta in a tomato sauce with buffalo mozzarella, then a huge platter of fried zucchini flowers followed by chicken cacciatore and a salad.  As I’m sure you assumed, there was some red wine involved as well.  The women who worked there were so patient with us!  It was such a great experience and a fun counterpoint to the fabulousness of Portofino.
Sally suggested that we skip the tunnel shortcuts across the Italian/Swiss alps and take the Mont Blanc pass.  We agreed, mostly because if Sally suggested it, it was likely to be a good idea.  The drive was spectalur!  Through the foothills the “turret-meter” was off the charts.  I can’t believe how many castles we saw!  Then we began to climb, and climb and climb!  We stopped for excellent Italian coffee at an alpine village then continued our ascent to 8100 feet.  At the top the snow pushed in from the sides of the road and the view was spectacular.
  
We wound down the other side of the mountains and crossed from Italy to Switzerland to France.  We approached Lake Geneva and followed the road parallel to it, dotted with picturesque villages.

After a long but gorgeous drive, we pulled into the driveway for Sally’s amazing house on the shores of Lake Geneva.  First up was a glass of wine right on beach and then we began to tour.  After we finished looking at just one floor, we needed to break for dinner (mozzarella, tomatoes and basil, aka “summer in a bowl”).  Beth was excited to see the house that Sally’s been talking about.  It is an absolute diamond in the rough and it will be great to see how Sally transforms it!   

The lights of Lausanne twinkled across the lake and we all had a good rest after our adventure.  
Day 8 had us making one more border crossing as Sally drove us from Evian to Geneva for our flights.  We ran into Linda Venzcel and Hannah Kettler in the foundation’s auxiliary office (British Airways) and had a chance to catch up.
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