Paris – January 2007

Left for Paris on Saturday, Jan. 13th on what should have been the 5:45 flight from Dulles.  Unfortunately, the plane, a 777, had a broken windshield motor on the co-pilot’s side and after much frustration, we were deplaned.  About 3.5 hours later, we returned to the aircraft where we finally took off.  The rest was – fortunately – uneventful, and since it didn’t rain, I guess we would have been okay even if the motor weren’t repaired right away.  
Oh well.  We got to Paris about mid day rather than 7 a.m. and that was better timing when we checked into the Holiday Inn at Republique.  We have a very nice room. Very large, comfortable, windows that open for fresh air, but not onto the street for noise.  Large modern bathroom.  In all satisfied. 

First day here we ate at an Italian restaurant across the street from the hotel intending on splitting a pizza.  Too long a wait so we each ordered a pasta dish.  I had the best egg plant parmesan I ever had. The French tend to under spice food, but the fresh basil leaves really added to the taste. 

We then ventured to the Institute of the Arab World where we viewed a special exhibit on Venice and the Orient.  It was wonderful and we waited in line about 40 minutes to get in as it had recently opened.  The artifacts displayed were wonderful and the audio guide ( a necessity since nothing was in English) really added to the enjoyment.  The exhibit goes next to the Metropolitan Museum in New York, where presumably, all the explanations will be in English.  

Dinner on Sunday night was at the chain across from the hotel called Leon which serves mussels and fries.  Delicious and reminiscent of Brussels.  Watching the French eat mussels is also another treat.  They tend to use an empty mussel shell like a tweezers and pluck the other mussels right out of their shells!  They also love those fries, but here at Leon it’s all the fries you can eat. 

Jeff’s meetings began on Monday so for three days, Fern was on her own wandering the city and  - well the area walking distance from the Hotel – and going into all the wholesale jewelry shops that occupy Rue de Temple, the street near our hotel.  She had a good time and did only moderate “damage.”
Monday we ate at a restaurant recommended in our Fodor’s book, called Chez Jenny.  Wonderful French onion soup.  Chez Jenny is famous for charcroute – pork and sauerkraut dishes – as well as fish.  We opted for the fish.  Jeff won.  His quenelles were far better than my nearly tasteless haddock fillet.

What is new in Paris since our last visit – which was last April or May – is that now, every restaurant offers a “no smoking” section.  Yes you’re reading correctly. There is a “no smoking” section.  Now, in some smaller places, it’s really a joke, but at least, the effort is there.  Our hotel room and in fact our entire wing is a no-smoking one.  There’s hope yet.   We even found two subway stations with escalators going up – not down, but up.  Imagine that – an escalator!

Dinner on Tuesday evening is at Chez Omar, a couscous restaurant where you can get all the vegetables and couscous you want to eat – and believe me that’s an enormous portion.  But, the couscous is outstanding.  Even though we both ordered lamb to go with the couscous, it was the perfectly done veggies that were the stars.  We’re going back to this place on Friday and Fern is turning vegetarian.  
Wednesday, we dined at another recommendation from Fodors – as was Chez Jenny and Chez Omar – called Le Petite Pamphlet.  This spoiled my theory that you can’t get a bad meal in Paris, because this restaurant was a real disappointment.  Not only was the menu limited and very uninteresting, we both ordered what was described as a “soup” on the menu consisting of fish, mussels and leeks.  Well, not only was it not soup – totally dry – it was tasteless.  There’s a huge difference between under seasoning and nothing at all.  Oh well, Fodor’s scratch this one off your list!
Thursday was Museum day.  In the a.m. we went to the Chernuschi (cher nus kee) museum of Oriental Art.  We’d never been there and it is situated in a very lovely building off a quiet street.  The museum is small and had little to offer, but it was free.  We spent maybe a ½ hour there before catching a cab to go to the newly opened Musee du quai Branley. (Quai – pronounced “kay”- Branley is the street where the museum is located.)  This is a wonderfully designed museum which features art and artifacts from Africa, Asia, the Americas and Oceanic peoples.  There are totems, masks, textiles, pottery and loads of other things to see.  All of these are arranged logically and the audio guide is a must.  We spent four hours here – not counting a break for lunch down the street.  The museum is very close to the Eiffel Tower.  It is now right up there with the Louvre and the Musee d’Orsay as one of my favorite Paris museums.

Dinner tonight was yet another Fodor suggestion.  A three block walk from the hotel, restaurant Astier features a price-fixed diner with one rabbit special each evening and several other choices as well.  It’s a four course meal and the perfect example of what fine French cooking ought to be.  With genial hosts and waiters and outstanding service, we had a rabbit dish that was great – and no, it didn’t taste like chicken!  The third course is a cheese course. The waiter brings a huge tray of cheese to your table and you can take slices, nibbles or larger portions of any one of about 30 varieties of cheese.  Coming as it did in third place, we weren’t too eager to have too much, but the cheese we sampled was outstanding.  This was the five star dinner of our trip and for $29 Euros for the entire meal (per person, of course) this is a real winner.
Last day in Paris and we went first to the Picasso Museum, which is wonderful.  There are a number of his works, paintings, sculptures and ceramics on display in the multi-story museum – which looks like it may have been a house at one time. From there we walked to the Jewish Museum which looked very boring, so we didn’t go in.  A short distance from that museum is the Pompidou center where there is a museum which we didn’t go to – because the entire top floor was closed.  We looked around at the modern stuff you could buy – for exorbitant prices – and headed for the museum of decorative arts next to the Louvre. 
Jeff did that museum while Fern returned to the hotel.

Dinner last night was at the couscous restaurant – Chez Omar.  That wraps up our trip to Paris.

