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It started in Venice when I learned that I could check my luggage through to New York.  Actually, 
they offered to check my luggage all the way through to LA but I didn’t trust that my suitcase and I 
would arrive together after hop scotching across two continents and four airports during a period 
of 3 days.  Besides, I would have to reclaim my luggage in NY anyway to pass through customs.  
So I quickly took a few things out of my suitcase, stuffed them into my backpack for my overnight 
stay at Charles de Gaulle (CDG), and merrily boarded my flight. 
  
Having planned ahead, I had researched hotels at CDG and reserved long before I left LA.  I had 
made sure that I selected a hotel in or near the airport and that offered a free shuttle to/from the 
terminal.  I figured I was arriving late on the night of December 31

st
 and had to head out early the 

next morning.  I had also found out that it would take about an hour to get into the city and so 
there was no point in venturing far from the airport during my layover.  But because the luggage 
was now out of my hands until NY, I no longer had to check in 2 hours prior to flight time in Paris, 
which also meant that I could sleep in longer and still make it on time for my 8:30 AM departure 
on January 1

st
. 

  
All of this meant that upon arrival at CDG, I could now indeed head for town… 
  
But the French, living up to their reputation of unfriendliness, were of little help upon my arrival.  
Well-organized signs pointed me through a myriad of terminals, up and down flights of stairs, 
along several lengthy walkways to the curb where I should wait for the shuttle.  One after another 
they rolled by but none was destined for my hotel.  After a while, I wandered off to inquire and 
was rudely told to wait by the curb.  So I did.  More shuttles rolled past.  By now every hotel 
shuttle had already come by a second time.  I went for help.  “Go wait by the curb!”  And so it 
went, until miraculously my shuttle finally arrived.  I sat up front to see where we were going.  The 
hotel had advertised that it was situated just outside the airport behind the runway. 
  
A rather insolent hotel clerk gave me the key to my room which was adequate, but no bigger than 
one of those Japanese cubicles I had encountered in Osaka.  But I didn’t care.  I dropped my bag 
and headed out the door at about 9:45 PM.  I was told that I had to go back to the airport to catch 
the Metro into town—the hotel shuttle would take me there.  Reluctantly, I was also forewarned 
that the shuttle service ended at 11:15 and that I would have to take a taxi back from the airport if 
I arrived later (“si vous pouvez”).  That was fine by me!  And once again, thinking ahead, I 
decided that I would take the Metro to the second of two airport stops on my return—the first stop 
was at a less populated part of the airport, the second one was in the center of CDG near the 
terminals.  I figured it would be easier to hail a cab where most travelers arrived and departed. 
  
The Metro was actually free that night in deference to New Year’s Eve and the many drunken 
revelers they hoped to keep off the roads.  I exited at Place Saint-Michel and came up street-side 
with an incredible view of Notre Dame.  Despite the rain and wind, I immediately headed across 
the Seine to begin my sightseeing.  Everything was beautifully lit.  Most of Paris was out on foot.  
The town was lively and fun.  I walked and walked and shot endless photos.  I crossed back and 
forth across the river, including at Pont Neuf, strolled into the courtyard of the Louvre, past the 
Place de la Concorde, always aiming for the Eiffel Tower which was gorgeously lit up and 
promised to have an incredible fireworks display.  As if on cue, the rain stopped and the clouds 
dissipated, but the wind continued to blow.  Although I had a terrific vantage point from one of the 
nearby bridges, the wind kept the fireworks from rising and so I saw little of those set off from the 
tower but saw plenty of smaller displays taking place all around me. 
  



Once everything had calmed, I continued my march toward the tower and arrived as the throngs 
were headed home.  Nevertheless, plenty of celebrants remained and milled around beneath the 
tower, toasting each other with huge bottles of champagne.  The police were out in force with 
helmets, flak jackets, batons, even bullet-proof shields—in full riot gear!  And for some 
inexplicable reason they huddled together in groups of 30 or 40 behind their shields and 
traversed the area beneath the tower every 10 minutes, scattering the perplexed crowd.  When a 
few confused party-goers didn’t scatter fast enough, the police ignored all but those who 
appeared to be young French men.  None of us understood what was going on and so we all just 
stood around and photographed the cops.  Every so often the police went around and smashed 
discarded champagne bottles that were strewn about.  It made a huge racket and left shards of 
glass all over the place.  But none of it made any sense. 
  
When I wasn’t photographing the gendarmes, I took some interesting shots of the wrought iron 
structure rising above me.  Standing directly underneath gave me an unusual perspective.  I also 
did a lot of people-watching—only about every third or fourth person was French; the remainder 
had obviously come from around the world to celebrate.  By about 1 AM I thought it might be best 
to head back “home,” and began my search for a Metro station.  I mustered my courage and 
approached various cops when they weren’t hustling about wreaking havoc and they vaguely 
pointed this way and that.  I finally navigated my way successfully and climbed aboard the 
subway for the ride out to CDG. 
  
Remembering my plan to hail a cab from the center of the airport, I stayed aboard the train when 
we arrived at the first station (as did a number of other passengers).  About 15 minutes later, a 
loudspeaker announcement told us that the train would not proceed to the next stop for another 
1-1/2 hours!  Of course, we all piled out and headed upstairs.  As expected, there was no cab to 
be seen.  We milled about aimlessly for a few minutes when we noticed a van pull up.  When 
everyone fell upon the driver, he shrewdly offered to give everyone a ride to the hotel(s) for 10 
Euro a piece and then proceeded to cram about 20 people into his car.  I asked if he would take 
me to my hotel, but he said that he would only go to the Hilton and the Sofitel which, by the way, 
were within spitting distance of the Metro station.  He then left me standing in the dark. 
  
Now what?  It was after 2 in the morning and there I stood by myself.  So I set out on foot, 
remembering that my hotel had advertised that it was “only 3 km from CDG.”  Apparently French 
kilometers are longer [MUCH longer] than standard kilometers.  Either that or it was a case of 
false advertising.  I began my walk along a road that paralleled the runway and had a reasonable 
amount of street lighting.  The area was well-landscaped which also meant that I passed plenty of 
bushes, trees, and retaining walls leaving me a bit anxious about the possibility that someone 
might jump out. 
  
Eventually I reached the end of the tarmac and followed the road as it curved away from the 
airport.  There were no longer any lights and soon I was walking along a narrow country road.  It 
was just as I had remembered from the shuttle ride I had taken hours before.  Every so often a 
car would rush by, each time forcing me to dive off the embankment into the relative safety of 
mud and grass.  Since I was dressed entirely in black, I wasn’t sure if a driver could see me nor 
could I be sure that he wasn’t in fact a drunkard returning from a late-night party.  I also had no 
intention of hitchhiking—after all, my mother taught me never to do stupid things! 
  
I climbed back up to the road—a bit wetter and dirtier each time—and marched on.  When I finally 
came to an intersection, I took the turn off that I remembered and walked on.  And on and on and 
on…  The airport lights faded on the horizon.  The road narrowed.  The fields to the left and right 
of me were pitch-black.  And soon I had to conclude that I had taken the wrong turn.  Now I had 
to back-track.  When I returned to the junction, I took the second of three branches and headed 
off again into the darkness.  Once again, the road narrowed, the fields spread, and the kilometers 
ticked on. 
  



Obviously, I was lost.  Back to the intersection to try the third alternative.  Yep, the road narrowed 
and the fields spread out.  But this time I had no choice except to just continue walking in the 
hopes that something would turn up.  I did indeed get lucky.  Another few k’s down the road I 
finally hit a town—not the right one, of course, but it had houses and street lights!  Alas, all 
windows were shuttered tightly and everyone seemed to be tucked in for the night.  After all, it 
was now about 4 in the morning! 
  
Just as I was contemplating whether I should knock on someone’s door, I heard music coming 
from the far end of town.  Utterly relieved, I ran towards the sound and sure enough, found a New 
Year’s Eve party going strong at the community center.  I knock on the door and headed in.  I was 
immediately surrounded by a dozen happy but confused people who didn’t know who this party-
crasher was.  In my best fractured French, I tried to explain my dilemma.  I showed the business 
card of the hotel that I had wisely grabbed earlier.  Eventually they understood my problem and in 
rapid-fire French gave me directions.   “You need to head back to the airport and then…” 
  
Near tears, I simply stated that I was not going back to the airport!  I needed another option.  But 
they insisted and told me to drive back there.  So my next challenge was to explain that I didn’t 
have a car.  “Ce n'est pas important.  Just take your bicycle and…”  Resorting to mime, they 
finally understood that I had walked from the airport.  “Vous avez marché?!”  That left them utterly 
perplexed and so they called for reinforcements.  More party-goers huddled around and finally 
one of them understood my problem.  He asked me if I needed a ride but then promptly informed 
me that “we’re all drunk here and can’t drive you.”  Now the search began for a designated 
driver—someone in the house who had not imbibed all evening.  With drinks in hand, they left me 
standing at the door and wandered through the noisy crowd. 
  
One gentleman finally emerged but soon disappeared again with some cryptic remark about “ma 
famille.”  I saw his wife grab her mink coat and then both headed off in search of their young son. 
 When all were collected, they put me into their Citroen and headed through the countryside in 
search of my hotel.  At 4:30 they dropped me at my doorstep, but only after they had assured me 
that I had walked 10 kilometers that night! 
  
I rushed upstairs, stripped, and hoped to take a shower.  It turns out that the shower cubicle was 
a triangle about 24” wide squeezed into the corner of a bathroom hardly bigger than an airplane 
toilet.  Unfortunately, it was a hand-held shower that was attached rather high up on the wall, but 
the shower stall was so small that I couldn’t begin to reach up for it without banging my elbows.  I 
let the water dribble over me, toweled off, and hit the sack.  But not before I set two (!) alarm 
clocks for my 6 AM departure by shuttle back to the airport terminal! 
 


