Simone and Jeremy go to Europe

November 17-26, 2006
Simone and I had a wonderful trip to Europe.  I was sad not to have Debby along, but Simone is an excellent traveling companion.  She is easy going, generally unflappable, and happy to take things in at a leisurely pace, did very well with the younger children (or grandchildren) of our various hosts, pleased with whatever we managed to see, very happy with my choice of venues, and was fine whenever we had to cut things short due to tight time frames.  To avoid the Friday night tunnel traffic, Simone and I took BART to San Francisco airport, which conveniently has the international check-in counters right off the BART exit, for thee red-eye to Heathrow.  We were excited as we waited at the gate, right in front of the massive British Airways 747.  On the flight over, Simone would occasionally lift the shade a little to peek out at the cloudscape below.

After arriving, we managed not to get run over by looking in the wrong direction as we crossed to the cab ranks, and were soon on our way to my dear friend Alison's house in Richmond, a suburb of London.  I hadn't seen Alison, who was at Cambridge with me, since my last full week's vacation, which was 1988, when Alison and her new husband Dan lived on Riverside Drive in New York.  Alison and Dan now have two teenage boys, Noah and Ben, and their home, on the front door of which Alison had placed a large "WELCOME" banner, is beautifully decorated with original artwork by Dan, who has given up life as a Harvard law school-graduate big firm lawyer to become an international artist, http://www.i-sozo.co.jp/dan/ , painting, among other things, the covers and illustrations for the Japanese editions of the Harry Potter books.  Alison has stuck with law, and currently is in charge of the UK labor department of a major international law firm.  They very generously treated us to a lovely bed and breakfast with a secret garden.  From Simone's sumptuous room, with statues of Turks, she had the same lovely view of the Thames River as next-door neighbor Mick Jagger, whose house boasted also both a glass elevator, and ceilings specially raised to accommodate his current 6' 4" girlfriend.  Alison took us for a walk through her neighborhood, and we finished the evening after dinner all playing Spite & Malice, which Debby had picked out to bring as a gift.

After a nice breakfast at the B&B the next morning, we walked over to Alison's, and Dan made breakfast, where we had coffee and talked until Nick Hancock, another good friend from Cambridge, arrived with his very sweet children Emily and Jamie, to pick us up.  Nick drove us to his house in the village of Liphook, where we picked up Tracey Hancock, another very close friend from Cambridge days, and drove to lunch at a traditional English pub, The Three Horseshoes, at another nearby village.  Simone took the plunge and ordered a traditional steak and kidney pie, which she liked, sort of.  From there we drove through a few local villages, stopping at one 13th century chapel.  While standing in the middle of if, Simone suddenly stopped, and announced, "This is the oldest building I've ever been in!"  After a pit stop back in Liphook, we drove back out to Bramshott, which has the reputation of being the most haunted village in England.  We went up to the old church, which was locked, although we could hear the organ spookily being played inside.  Behind the church is a graveyard for Canadian WWI soldiers, many of whom died in November 1918, of the flu.  From there we walked down the road to Boris Karloff's former house, decorated with a gargoyle of himself.  We followed this with another English traditional dinner of fish and chips back at the Hancocks, by candlelight.

Monday morning Nick drove Simone and me to Guilford, where Nick teaches at the Law School, dropping us off at the train station.  Simone was excited the whole train ride in, and on arriving at Waterloo Station, we checked out bags at left luggage and wandered outside.  Right around the next corner Simone turned and pointed with an excited "There it is, Daddy!", and the "it" was the London Eye, a giant ferris wheel with large, open capsules, http://www.londoneye.com . The ride gives beautiful views of London.  From there we walked across a bridge to Charing Cross station to catch the Tube to the Tower, which Simone absolutely loved.  She was especially captivated by the crown jewels, as well as the Bloody Tower ("I want to see that," she said as soon as she saw the sign for it, thus proving she is my daughter).  From there we walked to the Exchange, which is now a floor of jewelry stores, and had a great lunch at the French restaurant upstairs, Sauterelles, Simone having rabbit and sharing some of my venison.  After that I dragged Simone to the Bank of England Museum, http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/education/museum/index.htm , which Simone did end up loving, picking up a two stone gold bar, and tolerating my fascination for the animatronic figures of Prime Ministers Pitt and Fox from the 1830s, come to life from a George Cruickshank cartoon of the same date, moving about, sort of, as they debated monetary policy. 

After that we decided it was time to head to our London hosts, Miles and Rosemary Halford.  Miles Halford had been a close friend of my father when they were at Trinity Hall, Cambridge, together, nearly 50 years ago.  Miles' very distinguished family has lived in England since right after Cromwell readmitted the Jews in the seventeenth century; in fact Voltaire stayed with Miles' many-greats-grandfather whenever he was in London. 


We returned to Waterloo Station, picked up our boarding passes for the Eurostar train trip to London for Friday, about which Simone and I were quite excited, retrieved our bags from left luggage, and hauled our way ("luggaged our luggage," as Simone would say), on to the Northern line of the Tube, changing trains at Camden Town, but not realizing until disembarking at Hampstead that I had lost my shoulder bag, containing my journal, confirmations, miscellaneous key items and, most importantly, our tickets to Paris (but fortunately not my passport or camera).  Distressed, we talked to the station attendants to see if it could be found, and they said they would have it looked for.  We walked up to the Halfords' house, sad that a wonderful welcome was dampened by my being upset about losing my bag, and ran back down to the station at least once to see if they'd had any luck in finding it.  With each passing moment the souvenir photo from the London Eye that was in the lost bag mythologized into that much more perfect of a picture.  Miles drove us to the National Theater to see a musical, Caroline or Change, and I ran down to nearby Waterloo left luggage to see if perhaps I'd left the bag there, and also ran into Eurostar to see if the lost tickets could be addressed.  However, that would require the confirmation numbers, and their internet access was blocked.  I made it back to the theater a moment too late but snuck in anyway, sitting a couple of rows back from Miles and Simone, and joining them at intermission.  After the show was over, Miles drove us back and received a call from Rosemary.  As we pulled up to Miles' house, I said that I was going down to the tube station to check to see if they'd heard anything.  Miles said, "Wouldn't you like to come inside first?", to which I said "It'll only take a minute."  I went down to the tube station, where they had heard no news of the bag and were politely pessimistic.  I walked back up to the Halfords' house, resigned that the bag was lost forever and I'd have to deal with replacing the Paris tickets the next day.  I walked in, and noticed my umbrella (which had been with the lost bag) on a chair.  Then I noticed what looked like the lost bag, and in fact, as Simone smilingly eyed me, what looked to be the lost bag itself.  In fact, the station manager at High Barnet, the terminus of the line from which we had changed to get onto the train to Hampstead, had received the bag from a tube passenger there who turned it in.  The station manager, Michael Vella, carefully looked through the bag for identifying materials, and found the number of Shari Stack's hotel, who is my good friend from Houston who was staying in London on her way to Vienna, who he called.  Shari had the number for the Halfords, with whom she put the station manager in touch, and Rosemary Halford had her son-in-law Richard (coincidentally yet another Cambridge-trained lawyer) drive clear across town to the High Barnet station to take custody of the bag.  The station manager completely refused Richard's offer of a tip.   Rosemary suggested I check the bag to see if the cash ($200) that I had in the bag was still inside, and, indeed, every dollar of it was.  So, the good people of London, Rosemary and the London Underground to the rescue to pull a nice anecdote out of what could have been an unpleasant episode. Had I lost the bag on the NY subway, or even BART, I don't even think I would have any expectation of ever seeing it again, much less seeing it with the cash all intact.

Internal calm restored, Rosemary made another traditional English meal, Oxtail Stew, which Simone really liked.  Tuesday morning Miles and Rosemary's eldest daughter Sarah, with her two year old son Louis, came by to say hello before she departed for her vacation to Dubai.  Sarah, now a doctor, encouraged Simone to be sure to continue with her physical therapy.  Rosemary walked us to the nearby lovely Hampstead Heath, which features in Bram Stoker's Dracula, and then down to the Tube, and Simone and I headed into London.  Although the Tube itself is heavy, noisy and homogenous on the inside, the wonderful thing about it is that when you emerge, what's outside can be radically different.  This was certainly the case emerging at Westminster station, right outside the Houses of Parliament.  We walked over to Westminster Abbey, which now charges admission, but I found the price of it so exorbitant that I couldn't bring myself to pay it, so we started walking towards Trafalgar Square.  Unfortunately the Banqueting Hall was closed for a private event, but we did see Number 10 Downing Street, the Prime Minister's house, and the Queen's Horse Guards preparing in parade for the changing of the guard.  Once we made it into Trafalgar Square, Simone was thrilled, taking tons of pictures.  We wandered into the National Gallery, where we looked at the Leonardo Madonna on the Rocks, spent about half an hour admiring the Crivellis, and as a special surprise I brought her to the van Eck with which she is quite familiar from the title sequence to the show Desperate Housewives, and she was thrilled.  We then left and waited outside for my cousin Sarah Godar, who took Simone to go shopping, which trip included a visit to Top Shop, which Simone loved, and seems to have awarded the spot of "top shop" in the overall shopping of her visit.  I met back up with them coincidentally at the Hampstead tube station; unbeknownst to me they were in fact on my very train.

We stopped by the Halfords to rest for a little, and then went down the street to Café Rouge for a dinner with the English branch of the family, our cousins the Godars (who picked me up from Heathrow 24 years ago when I first came up to Cambridge, when Sarah was two) and the Lamberts (with whom I stayed in Israel for a month in 1983, when their youngest, now a Pembroke College, Cambridge graduate working for McKinsey & Co., was in a high chair), with my great aunt Irene.   It was great to see everyone again, most especially the "children," who are now in their twenties and thirties. 


Wednesday morning Simone and I went with the Halfords down to the South Bank and walked along the bank to the Thames, enjoying the view of the now-visible-form-the-water St. Paul's Cathedral, which is beautifully framed by the Millennium footbridge across the Thames.  We went into the Tate Modern, and as Rosemary is a member, were able to have lunch in the member's café, which has a lovely view of the water.  The gallery had an installation of giant corkscrew slides, http://www.tate.org.uk/modern/exhibitions/carstenholler/default.shtm , down the tallest of which Simone slid.  Close by was a reconstruction of the Globe Theater, http://www.shakespeares-globe.org/ , with which Simone was absolutely thrilled.  The Halfords parted ways with us to go home and prepare for the lovely cocktail party they were to throw for my friends that night, and Simone and I headed to Mayfair and then to the Freud Museum, http://www.freud.org.uk/indmus.htm , which is only a mile from the Halfords' house.  The Museum wasn't much, but I enjoyed the historicity of the place.  I picked up one of the books from the library, enjoying reading from the same book from which Sigmund Freud had read, until Simone pointed out that the signs prohibiting such handling of the books.  Other aspects of the museum had material that wasn't exactly appropriate for young people, with which Simone wasn't too pleased.  From there we walked back to the Halfords, who hosted a lovely cocktail party for several of my friends from Cambridge with whom I am still in touch, and it was wonderful to see these great friends after so many years.  Sarah's other children Florence and Miles were also staying over while their parents were in Dubai, and they were a joy to interact with.  Florence, age 8, is especially precocious, and initiated a conversation on national icons, asking whether the landmarks in London were symbols of England as a whole, or just London.

Thursday was another wonderful day.  Simone and I went to meet Karen Beswick, a close friend from Cambridge who is now head of European legal for Accenture, at Kings Cross station for the train to Cambridge.  We stumbled across Platform 9 3/4, of Harry Potter fame, with a luggage trolley embedded into the wall.  Although we made the train with 45 minutes to spare, Karen actually made it with about 15 seconds to spare, but the important thing is that she made it.  We arrived at Cambridge, which had changed quite a lot.  We made a beeline through the market to Trinity Hall, http://www.trinhall.cam.ac.uk/ , the small road up to which was unchanged and immediately reminiscent of Cambridge days, although the nostalgia was immediately disrupted when we saw that the Porter's Lodge (which is featured as the Cambridge college Porter's Lodge at the start of Chariots of Fire) was covered for renovation, and we had to enter through another courtyard.  There were also hideous metal sculptures spoiling the lawns.  The dining hall was unchanged, and the new library is gorgeous and looks to be a wonderful place to study, with beautiful views of the River Cam, certainly better than the drafty, freezing law library in which half the students wore gloves with the fingers cut out.  Karen and I had an especially great time wandering about, and Simone enjoyed herself as well.  We had lunch at Auntie's Tea Shop, still there, and still walked along the beautiful Cambridge backs, King's College Chapel http://www.kings.cam.ac.uk/chapel/ , and then through the town, visiting the various buildings we lived in in various years in college.  We caught the train back to London with a few minutes to spare, and after buying a ton of candy for her friends at a shop in the station, Simone and I headed back to Hampstead, where the Halfords hosted a wonderful Thanksgiving dinner for us, generously also including our cousins Nick Lambert and Sarah Godar.  When I opened the door for Nick, he said "It's like a dream; a vague relative is suddenly living in Hampstead."  Nick filled me in on his forthcoming book on Jewish identity, which I'm looking forward to reading and promoting.  The conversation was great and the dinner was delicious- Rosemary did a great job cooking, for some of the dishes researching recipes on the internet, and Simone declaring it to be one of the very best Thanksgiving meals she'd ever had.

The next morning we woke up all packed and ready to go, saying our fond farewells to the Halfords and catching the tube to Waterloo station to catch the Eurostar train to Paris.  This promised to be a much better way to get to the continent then the all-day, seasick-making ferry ordeal that was the case my last visit to Europe, and first class tickets bought in the US cost about half as much as coach fair tickets bought in Europe, so Simone was very excited about the breakfast we were going to be getting on the train.  It took about 45 minutes before the train started to pick up any real speed, and it was exciting when it did, although entering into the tunnel was a bit of an anticlimax- the ride is very smooth and our ears didn't even pop, so the BART Transbay tube offers much more drama, but I will admit that a tunnel under the English Channel is a somewhat more miraculous a feat of engineering.  We arrived and took the Metro to Cite, which I mistakenly thought was the closest station to our hotel on the Ile St. Louis (Pont Marie is), and "luggaged our luggage," as Simone would say, through the downpours, across the plaza in front of Notre Dame, across a bridge, until we found our hotel.  Simone said we would take a cab to the airport, for which she would pay herself if she had to.  Simone was very excited by the boutiques on the Ile St. Louis, and we had a nice walk around the island, before heading back out to see Notre Dame, which Simone really liked, and then the Louvre.  A lot has changed about the Louvre, but a lot hasn't- it is still an uncomfortable museum and a physical chore to traverse, with the pictures poorly displayed in comparison to, for example, the National Gallery.  Still Simone liked seeing the version of the Madonna on the Rocks, as well as the Mona Lisa.  She also liked the Arcimboldos.  We eventually found our way out and took the Metro to the Champs Elysee, where Simone enjoyed going into Louis Vuitton and Lancel, where I bought her a purse.   We had a great dinner at Laduree.  Simone became quite the wine connoisseur; I was impressed by the way she quickly grew able to differentiate the wines she was drinking, and which were better than others; she's a natural.  After dinner we headed back to the hotel, Simone indicating her realization that Paris is a walking city when she said, "My feet are screaming.  I don't think my feet have ever hurt this badly."

The next morning we headed over to the Eiffel Tower, which Simone was happy to see, and from there went to meet Nischa, a close family friend of Sarah's family the Wilkersons, at the Odeon Metro station.  After yet another great meal at Les Editeur, Nischa took Simone to go shopping on the Rue de Rennes, and I went to see St. Sulpice church, which had displays up decrying The Da Vinci Code, and then the Pompidou Center, which had a nice Yves Klein show on.  We met up again for a nice crepes dinner, and Simone and I then headed back to the hotel.  Simone said "the night is young," so we walked back out, for a beautiful walk along the banks of the Seine at the level of the water, and then over the bridge to the stunningly lit Hotel de Ville.  We took the Metro to the Arc de Triomphe, and then strolled down the Champs Elysee.  She was a little nauseous after the dinner, and ended up throwing up into a trashcan in the George V Metro station (commenting "good thing I'm an expert at throwing up.").  But she felt better right away, but now the night was not so young, so we headed home and woke up early the next morning to catch our flight home- a 12 hour flight that arrived in San Francisco four hours by the clock after it left Paris.  Simone was very excited to be home!

Although London does have new buildings and landmarks, most notably the London Eye, a couple of skyscrapers in the City, and St. Paul's Cathedral now visible from the South Bank, the feel of the place is virtually identical to how it felt when I lived in the UK (which was 1982-84)- especially when compared to visiting Cambridge, which felt remarkably different, and Paris, which felt more like an armed camp than I remembered it.  However, it was phenomenally expensive- despite charging most of what I bought, and staying with friends, I blew though £400 in just walking around money.  For example, it cost £18, or $36, to leave three bags at Waterloo left luggage.  Nervous about the cost of Paris, I loaded up on more Euros, but didn't go through nearly the daily equivalent in Paris.

Simone took Monday off to recover, and a day or two after returning to school, promptly began to feel stressed out, which I think should be normal for a junior in high school.  She had a wonderful trip and is her happy self.
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