
11 June 2006

Deutschland

   Ich fahre jetz am Zug von Frankfurt zu Berlin. The land here this afternoon is so beautiful; rolling hills of S. central Germany as I approach the Fulda gap from the west. However, as the trip has just started, I haven’t much to say.

   Iceland was this morning-- the hour I was there was enough to leave a favorable impression against my return in two weeks. It was Airport by Ikea, peopled exclusively with tall and beautiful people. The airport was stone, steel, and beautiful light woods, and nearly everyone was blonde and statuesque.

   New York was expensive and rude, although the drive up, esp. through New Jersey, was very pleasant. Rode up w/ Doucette on Saturday-- the rest of the week was busywork on top of busywork, with no sleep.

***

13 June 2006

Berlin

   Ich habe am gestern diese Buche vergessen, und so nichts schreiben, aber viele hat passiert von Sohntage Nacht bis jetz.

   I came into die Hauptbahnhoff, the main train stationn Sunday evening, and given the remaining light decided to explore about Berlin-Mitte. I crossed over the river Spree to the Reichstag, before which is a huge party for the world-cup Fussball games. While laden and wandering, I stopped at an info-kiosk, and met Kathrin. I thought she was pretty attractive, and I don't know if it was the way that I looked, or some random charm, or just the fact that I was making a sincere effort to use German over English, and be better than the average tourist, but after I’d left she chased me down and gave me her number. 

   After seeing the Brandenburger Tor, and after she got off of work, we walked the city, spent some time at a nice little bar, and went back to her apartment. Sie ist sehr schoen; she’s beautiful, I think, and nearly as tall as I am. Anyways, we got no sleep that night, if you know what I mean.

   Yesterday was history day. On Museuminsel I went to a museum, of all things. At the Pergamon mus. they have reconstructed the facade and altar from the temple at Pergamon; I visited the actual grounds years ago. I nearly passed out from exhaustion, so after a quick nap near the river, it was on to the Altes-Museum, where they have a collection of Egyptian, Greek, and Roman artifacts unparalleled in their volume. So many of the objects leapt off the pages of my Art and History books. The bust of Nefretitti, the head of Pericles (I think it was on the cover of one of my Peloponnesian War books), the funeral masks of Roman Egyptians, viel zu viel. Oh, and the Blue “Ishtar” gate to Babylon at the Perg. Mus. Funny that here in Berlin I should find so much history from the world at large.

   Next I went to the Deutsches Historiches Mus., though I was only able to get from the Romans to Napoleon. I’ll have to eat the expense & go back today. After the museums, I hung out in the park before the Dom Berlin, the city's cathedral, and then went on to the soccer Party. Went back to Kathrin’s place around midnight-- I fancy her I do.

   Today is about Kunst, Art, and then later to party and watch the Brazil game with a bunch of Brazilians. It should be fun. Tomorrow, its on to Dresden. I’ll miss it here.

***

14 June 2006

Dresden

   Ah, I'm in love. No, not really, I’m only in lust, but it still feels pretty good. And at the moment, I’m on the Elbe. Yesterday was crazy-- I started out at the old National Gallery on Museuminsel, full of beautiful classical works, mostly by German artists and artisans. That much can be very difficult to take in all in one sitting, esp. w/ other galleries & museums in the mix. I finished the Historiches Museum afterwards, Napoleon through WWII, and caught a quick nap on the Spree, or one of its canals at least.

   From there I wandered through the middle of town, through the shopping and business districts. Austensively, I was looking for the post office, but really I was just taking it all in. I crossed Postdamner Platz and went all the way to the fine art museum in the cultural center, and from there back to Kathrin’s to meet up.

   Last night was wild--we met up with a friend of hers, a Brazilian girl named Arianna, and two of her friends, for sausages & to go watch the Brazil-Croatia Fussball match on the jumbo-tron screens on Unter-den-Linden Strasse in the Tiergarten, near the gate. It was me, with English and bad German, Kathrin w/ German, Eng., French, & Portugese, two w/ only German & Portuguese, and one w/ Portages & English. It made for some interesting times, but we got along fairly well none the less.

   The game was good, I suppose, but to two non-interested parties was immaterial. We snuck off on our own for a little while, to drink & play around, until another friend of hers found us. I don’t remember her name, but she was an attractive blonde she knew from Uni. With a group we went to an afterparty w/ techno music, but soon ditched & four of us went to a bar down the street from the American embassy for some free drinks. 

   After midnight we took a cab back to her place for a little more fun before going to sleep. This morning was difficult--we lay in bed holding each other for about an hour after the alarm, running our hands up and down each others bodies. Eventually we rolled out to a local cafe for a traditional breakfast, fruit, cheese, and bread. It was hard to let go; we were there ‘til noon. We kissed our goodbyes halfway to the bus stop--it was good, but it was never meant to last. As I walked away I couldn't help but think of/sing “Anything but Mine” by Kenny Chesney. Ach well.

   Its hot-- I took the train down to Dresden, and immediately hit the Gemaldegalerie Altes Meisters, with works by Raphael (the two cherub angles), Rembrandt, Titian, and a slur of other famous and big-name painters. At this point, I don't even know how to go about appreciating the kind of masterworks I’m seeing. In the U.S., you can stand before the one or two major paintings in a museum. Here, they are all major. What can I do but walk through and simply bask in their presence? There’s nothing else for it!

   And now I’m sitting before a Cathedral on the Elbe in Dresden. So much has been reconstructed to its original look, or something like it, since the city was destroyed during the war. I may go to the Armor museum tomorrow, or I may skip it, I don't know for sure. I’m going to go look for a hostel or a hotel, but wouldn’t be adverse to taking the night train to Prague and just sleeping along the way. In any case, this city is beautiful. And so is Kathrin, and so it will take some time to get her off of my mind.

***

15 June 2006

Dresden

   Steak & Beer last night, fresh off of the grill @ a cafe, and for only E5,00  I watched the Deutschland/Polen Fussballspiel there as well. The town was pretty quiet until the home team won, and then it was nothing but shouting and car horns. The people here are definitely different than those I saw in Berlin. The population is mostly older, and the young are harsher, more angular and severe looking. A lot of industrial and goth influence as well; dark clothes, dyed hair, goth. I guess some of that must come with the surroundings; while much of the old town has been restored, this was until recently under communist rule.

***

   Oh, yeah, there's a great statue of Martin Luther in front of the Freikirsche. I don't remember, but is this where he nailed up the 99 thesis?

***

   A couple of things, before I forget them. Kathrin turned me on to a couple of drinks-- “Apfel Schorle”, apple juice cut with sparkling water, and Hefeweizen beer, like Yuengling, but German.

***

16 June 2006

Prague

   Yesterday really started with the train ride down into the Czech Republic, through gorgeous river country with hills and bluffs and forests along either side. When I arrived here in Prague I made the mistake of actually booking a hotel in the afternoon before feeling my way around town. It was E67, expensive but not terrible. It WAS a nice hotel, just way more than I needed, and I didn't end up using it anyway.

   It was late afternoon by the time I got into town, so I skipped the museums and went for the sights and the Charles Bridge instead. It’s beautiful around here-- the architecture, atmosphere, everything. The people; the girls...so many attractive women, all of them thin and fit. The average girl on the street would be a 9 or a 10 back in America. Everyone here dresses well, too-- a nice shirt or dress, hair done; you never see a t-shirt & sweats. I bought a couple of souvenirs while I was out, a beer mug, a Kalashnikov t-shirt, and a CCCP sweatshirt to wear around the barracks.

   Sweden v. Paraguay kicked off about nine o'clock, so I grabbed some steak & sat down to watch the match. As it happened, I struck up a conversation w/; the girl next to me, a half Swedish, half Slovakian (dark hair, brown eyes) student named Mikela. Sweden won, so after we went to celebrate the victory as well as the end of her exams. We started at the Marquis de Sade, a converted brothel of all things, and after a couple of beers, moved on to a club about 4 stories under the city. You'd never know it w/o a guide. She got me this drink--I don't remember the name, but it was for artists, it was green, had sugar in it, and came on FIRE. At about 70% alcohol, it came with a kick as well. Partied and danced together (I know, right! me dancing!?) until about 3AM. I was pretty far gone, as was she, so we both went back to her place.

***

18 June 2006

Vienna

   Vienna; Wein, Osterreich, on the train on the way out, actually. But back to Prague. Friday was the castle, the cathedral, and the National Gallery. It was rather frustrating that the one hotel I did pay for I didn’t sleep at, but I collected my bags, showered, and went back to Mikela’s flat. As it it turned out we parted ways, and I left my kit at the train station before heading into town. The castle was all right, though overcrowded with tourists. St. Guy’s cathedral was nice...large...well, it was a cathedral. The royal gardens to the north were very nice, and well laid out; it was quite relaxing to simply wander about the lawns and flowerbeds. From the heights I went down into the center of town to the Alphonse Mucha Museum-- he was one of the leaders and inspirers of the Art Noveau movement; you see his work all over the states as well as Europe. 

   I ended up going on a mini-odessy, a 4ish k hike around the city until I regained my bearings and made my way back to the old-city square. I tried Mikela again, but couldn’t get through, so grabbed some food and watched the Nederlander match. Walked down and watched the sun set on the Vatlava between games, as well as a caught a quick nap, before going back for the Mexico/Angola match. I searched around some, but in the end I couldn't find anything major happening, at least not in English or not-Spanish. So, though it was a Friday night, I skipped town.

***

   The hills and river country here in eastern Austria are absolutely fantastic! ...The night train left Prague at ten to one in the morning, though it was about a half hour late in departing. Czech rails, not German. I ran with a group of five Irish girls for part of the trip-- they provided for some good entertainment, as well as some interesting linguistics.

   Switched trains at Berclav, on the border, though if I’d stayed with it I’d probably have made it, and could have said I’d been to Bratislava, capitol of Slovakia. Ach, well. I did meet up w/ two Brits & an American, though, and the train was much nicer; we got a double-decked viewing car. At Vienna, I ended up tagging along with the Brits to a Hostel for lodging for the night. Emily is a tall gangly blonde, while Gemma was shorter and brunette, with a sort of loose and free aire about her. With her glasses she had the cute/scholarly thing going on for her-- very alluring. We all ended up bunking in the same room.

   After a quick shower it was off to see Wein. Together with Loren, an Australian I met at the Hostel, I went to the heart of town. First past the Staatsoper, then  the Royal residences at Hofburg, and over to the National Art Museum. Very nice collection: Rembrandt, whole rooms of Tittian & Caravagio. Beautiful, though I had to take a break to rest my eyes as I was falling asleep on my feet. They had a pretty decent Roman, Greek, & Egyptian collection as well. 

   Together we went and had lunch in a park near a fountain after the museum. It was nice to simply sit & soak up the atmosphere. Towards the end of the day we went up to Stephensplatz, and St. Stephens Cathedral. Mozart’s funeral was there, as well as countless others. Beautiful interior, though the outside was having some work done on it. More wandering about the city, in search of nothing in particular.

   At about 6:30 we went back to the Staatsoper, and I was able to speak enough German to get a pair of cheap (E2,00 ea.) standing room only tickets for the opera. Now, I’m not big on opera, but how many people can say they’ve seen one at THE State Opera House in Vienna? It’s what they DO here. We saw “L’Italien am Algiers,” the Italian in Algeria, and it was quite entertaining; the Music was good, and there was no fat lady in horns screeching.

   As it WAS a Saturday night, I was up to party, but Loren wasn’t, so we went back to the Hostel. I saw the last 45 sec. of the U.S.--Italy match, which we tied in. The Hostel actually had a bar downstairs, so I went for my one free drink, and grabbed some pasta and a real Budweiser as well; both were very good.

   I made it up to bed just before two in the morning to find that most everyone else had returned for the night. Gemma called me over and we had a whispered, secretive conversation there in the dark, about nothing more provocative than travel & photography. Even so, there was something about speaking so enthusiastically, in such hushed tones by moonlight that was very attractive. I felt that had we started somewhat earlier in the evening, we might have gone somewhere with it.

   And we’re leaving the Lintz Hbf. This morning, after laundry, I went down to the Danube as far as Donauinsel, to have a look around. I had wanted to take a ferry or cruise ride on one of the rivers on this trip, but I was just to spent to do it. There was also an exhibit of HR Geiger here in town, but as its Sunday, most everything is closed. I saw most of the major sights, even the Lippenzaner Horses training ground, from the outside.

   The Vienna boys choir requires tickets months in advance, so I skipped it, and most of Vienna is a matter of beautiful architecture and ambiance. I saw some of the Roman foundations from the fort at Vindebonna, the old name. And, most importantly, I saw an Opera in Vienna! Anyways, its on to Salzburg right now, to look for trouble. I have as many Eurorail passes as I have days, and it looks as if I’ll use them. It’ll be busy!

***

   Well, Salzburg is a nice quaint town: got a room at a hostel, helped a couple of Japanese girls find the place along the way. Discovered that I don't know how to say “you’re welcome” in Japanese. Walked down to the old city, saw the churches, the castle from below, and the house where Mozart was born. Die Altestadt is quite touristy, but there’s a lot of good shops as well. Time for some souvenirs and gifts. Had a beer with some Texas girls and a guy from Hong Kong, after the Fussball games of course. Tomorrow it’ll be Berchtesgarten and the Eagles nest. Should be some good sights.

***

   Yeeha! -- drinking beer and beer spiked with Korean alcohol w/ girls from the South Korean tour group. Cute ones at that!

***

20 July 2006

Munich

   So, yesterday I woke up rather worse the wear for having drank so late. Breakfast at the hostel was good though, and the American (Texas) girls from the night before joined me. It was an early start in order to make the tour in time.

   We left Salzburg and crossed over the German border to Berchtesgarten, nestled at the bottom of the Alps. Dropped off half of our group at a cave/salt-mine complex (salt=salz=salzburg) before making our way to the obersalzburg and up to the foot of the mountain. All of the original facilities at the bottom were bombed by the British in ‘45, and subsequently demolished in ‘52, but there’s a modern hotel & visitors center/shop there today. From the base its a 6km bus trip up the mountain to the tunnel, the golden elevator, and finally the Kehlsteinhaus, better known as Hitler’s Eagles nest.

   Today it houses a small restaurant, and the views from atop are outstanding. There are mountains to one side, with a view to the valley and into Salzburg (~40km) on the other. You can even see an alpine lake, the Koenigsee, with 60 degree slopes plunging into it. Beautiful. Took some pictures, took in the sights. Walked along Hitler’s terrace, saw the views from “Band of Brothers” -- it was a good time, They even sold Pepsi in glass bottles, so I picked one up for my dad. Fun stuff.

   The scenery in on the way up  and then back down again is superb; I felt at home, as if I were once again out driving amidst the Rockies. Ate traditional Schnitzel in a Cafe back in town, and wandered about ‘till the bus left. 

   Back in Salzburg it was hot-- the clock on the bank said 35 degrees, which is steep, but it was probably above 30. I went into town and went souvenir hunting; found another Beerglass, and bought a bottle of Absente, the drink I had back in Prague. Serve w/ sugar, and then ignite. There were a couple of nice silver Edelweiss pieces-- a pendant & a pin, that would have been nice, but I don't have anyone to give them to, and I spent enough money anyways. I even put all of my photos on CD, so I can erase and re-fill my memory card. Either I lost, or had stolen, my 35mm camera. It’s a shame, but there isn't anything I can do about it, esp. on a rail network this big. It was somewhere between Prague & Vienna. Ach well. I went ahead and shipped my things (trinkets) from Austria back to the States, to lighten the load; they should meet up with me there.

   I took a mid-afternoon train over the border to Munich, and am staying in the same hostel-chain as in Vienna. It’s pretty nice, and because there was no space I ended up in the attic, which though lacking headroom was well finished, and probably nicer than the standard rooms, save for the fact that the shower & WC were on different floors. And the shower broke. But I was clean!

   From the Hostel I went with an Irish  girl from my room on a walk through town, the long way, to the English Garten & Chinesische Turm (Chinese tower). Huge Beerhall. HUGE BEERHALL. I had a liter of Beir, and a foot-wide pretzel for dinner, and was set. There were hundreds, or even thousands, of people gathered together to drink & watch the game. I was actually able to hold an entire conversation in (mostly) German with a Polish (CUTE!) girl I was sitting next to. After the game, came back and went to the bar. The Australians were getting pretty rowdy near last call, but it was fun to watch  them wrestle, fight, and streak. Crazy bunch, that. Ended up making out w/ Lorainne, the Irish girl, in the elevator, and again for a bit outside the room. There's always SOMETHING going on.

***

Dachau

   Arbeitslager, Konzentrazioneslager, however you call it, K-Z-Dachau was the first, and the longest running of the concentration camps. Established only months after the rise to power of the National Socialists it operated for 12 years, and though not the largest or deadliest, it served as the model for all others to follow.

   The camp was a sobering reminder of man’s cruelty to other men. Not just Jews were sent, but all manner of people, reduced to mere numbers. The system was designed specifically to deny them their humanity and their right to exist. It is important that we remember these things from our past, lest we repeat them ourselves. I think that as an American society, we must be careful not to completely dehumanize the whole society against which we are fighting. At the same time though, we must be cognizant of the fact that they have already dehumanized us, and if we don’t defeat them we stand to suffer a fate just as bad as that inflicted by Hitler and his henchmen.

   It offers a strange juxtaposition to  have gone from Hitler’s Eagles Nest on one day, to KZ Dachau on the very next.

***

21 June 2006 

Innsbruck

   “on the train,” I should say, having just passed through Innsbruck and continuing south through the Austrian Alps. Despite the dirty windows, the Alpine scenery is beautiful. Not as tall as I’m used to, they are generally much steeper. There’s no real foothills, its just flat and then vertical. Here and there are gaps in the trees where a small town or a church has established itself; the backdrop is the purple & grey treeless peaks of the taller mountains off in the distance. I’m amazed that they were able to wrap train tracks through such undulating territory.

   Yesterday was nice; toured the Alte Pinhotek, the “Old Collection,” with more Rembrandts, some Rafael, a Da Vinci, and several rooms worth of Peter Paul Rubens. There were even a few Drurers, including his famous self portrait. Personally, I find his style a bit harsh for my tastes. The Rubens’ were quite colorful though, esp. the ones depicting the descent of the damned into hell. The beautiful, the wicked, the fat & ugly were all tumbling towards a fate of torment by daemons and monsters and such. Very inspiring, esp. w? some of the pictures I’ve had in mind to draw here in the future on my return. Some of the paintings were unbelievable in their sheer scale. Ten or fifteen feet tall, thirty or forty wide, you had to walk clear across the room in order to properly take everything in.

   From the Museum I wandered through the old city, on a tour from square to square and palace to palace. In retrospect, I would have liked to see the inside of the “Residenze,” the Royal quarters. There are so many grand squares and beautiful old buildings that they no longer stand out as the magnificent works that they are. Eventually I made my way to the famous Hoffbrau Haus, one of the largest bars in the world. Honestly, I wasn’t all that impressed; it was a nice big building in traditional Bavarian style, with rows of tables and lederhosen and all, but it was just a building none the less. I much preferred the Chinese tower the night before. I did however go upstairs, a restraint/buffet now, where the Beerhall Putch got started in the 20’s that led to Hitler's arrest. 

   I kept wandering around the city over towards the Issar river and the grand palace on its banks. From there, down the river to the freedom Angel, all gold, perched atop a pedestal in a garden environment. She was probably a good 30 or 40m tall--very nice.

   Back to the hostel to get cleaned up. I met two girls there from Golden, CO., and hung out with Ann for a while whilst watching the Fussball game. At the half I went down the street to another beerhall to finish the game; ended up chatting with one of the local girls from the University. Fun.

   And so now, I’m across the border into Italy, and on my way to Venice, to tour around there for a bit. I don’t really intend to stay, just to visit long enough to see a few of the sights. We’ll see how it goes.

***

Venice

   Tonight was quite possibly the single most beautiful thing I have ever experienced. It was a chamber concert, in an 18th cent. residence room, with the musicians in period dress. Live, they played A. Vivaldi’s concerto per Archi e cembelo, Albinoni’s Adagio, the four seasons (Vivaldi), Pachelbels Cannon, and encored with Aire in G (Back or Beethoven?). It was the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever heard, and to have so many of my favorite songs, live, and in Venice no less. I am at a loss for words.

   In other news Im in a Hostel here, and I spent the evening wandering about the main square and shopping for gifts and trinkets. Tomorrow, I’ll hit one or two churches and museums, and then head for Milan. I hear that DaVinci’s “Last Supper” is there, so its worth arriving early & searching out.

***

23 June 2006

Amsterdam

   Well, Milan was a bust. No hostels, cheap hotels, good cultural attractions, etc. In retrospect, I should have stayed in Venice ‘till the last possible moment. Live and learn, I suppose. I was able to people watch in Milan, and talk to some cool Italians. The night at the airport, about an hour from town, and then on to the Netherlands. There was however an art exhibit at the Airport, featuring Rembrandt, as well as a number of paintings formerly attributed to him, as well as his contemporaries. Now, on to Iceland, and to try and find my way around the island.

***

24 June 2006

Reykjavik

   Last night-- this morning, really, was crazy. No cover, no closing time, the sun didn’t even set! I didn’t go out until around midnight, and it was literally about a half mile strip of bars, shops, restaurants, the works, along the main pedestrian street (lawgiver st., however you say that in Icelandic). There were a few streetcorners where two or three or four clubs/bars/pubs would be concentrated, and you could more or less shuttle back and forth between them.

   The women there were spectacular; tall, blonde, thin, fit-- it was awesome. Dancing w/ two girls who  must have been sisters...wow. I can barely describe it. Most everybody didn’t go home, or wherever, until about 0600. Slept til about 1000, packed my stuff, and set out for town. I saw the Saga’s, the 1000 year old manuscripts by Snorri Strulsson & his contemporaries, preserving not only Icelandic history, but pre-Christian culture from throughout  Northern Europe. At one, I set out for the Blue Lagoon, the volcanic hot springs & thermal spa, via the long route as it turns out. I had rented a tiny Toyota something-or-other [< I LEARNED HOW TO DRIVE STICKSHIFT IN ICELAND>] and about 5k outside of Reykjavik the blacktop ended and switched to hilly, one lane gravel. The roads only got worse from there. It was beautiful, but it was a bit nerve wracking in such a small car, under a time constraint. I made it all the way through, but it was tight.

   Overall Iceland was a good time-- I’d come back if I could. Imagine a long weekend here, if it was affordable. The land was beautiful, & all the people friendly. It was just weird having the sky light at midnight. Good times.

***

25 June 06

New York

   New York sucks. Both times I’ve come through it’s been an unpleasant experience; before, rude& expensive, now just plain dirty. I appreciate that my mom sprang for a hotel & all, but it was the worst place I stayed the whole trip, including the floor of the Milan Airport. Definitely prostitution-central. I literally took my blanket, threw it over the bed, & slept on it. I wouldn't take off my socks. It was a nice flight over, but NYC has ever been an unpleasant stopover. It doesn’t help that it marks the end of a very very good vacation. On now to Atlanta, and then Fayetteville. Ug.

***

27 June 2006

Ft. Bragg

   So, upon my return, it wasn’t “Where’d you go?”, “What’d you see?,” nor even “Who did you meet?,” but instead “How many bit***s did you f**k?”   How very nice. I’m depressed, going through withdrawal from Europe, from culture and refinement. Oh...it’s THESE people again. At least a few people are interested in the sights and culture as well. A few.

   In other news, it appears as if Iraq may be off. Somewhere somebody decided that perhaps our Battalion shouldn’t go. And they tell us now. I know I had planned my finances around leaving, as did many others. So many too brought cars, households, even their families home, to be away from here over the course of deployment. And now we may not be going. Just great. Leave it to the Army to royally screw something like this up. Grrr.

***

