The Alsace to Brussels and Home – Days 9 and 10
It was pouring when we docked at Strasbourg after a night’s journey from Mannheim on the boat. We had to put our suitcases out at breakfast time so that they could be taken to various buses or other locations.  The boat had three main tour groups that were met by buses, plus a few couples who would not be taking buses to the airport or train station.  
We were also told this was the last cruise for the year for the Leonardo da Vinci on these three rivers because in the winter it gets foggy and is too dangerous for the cruise ships to travel the Moselle River.  So, the ship will now take a route up the Rhine to Dusseldorf and back for the next few months until it can once again cruise the Saar, Rhine and Moselle rivers.
We had breakfast, said goodbye to everyone, and called our guide-for-the-day, Jeremie, to see what to do since it was really raining hard.  Jeremie came to get us and offered to refund our money, due to the weather, but we decided to take our chances and see if would clear up, so we went to spend the day in Alsace after all.  It was either that or sitting all day at the airport - not an attractive option.
During the day, we had several weather changes, from rain to clouds to sunshine and even a full blown rainbow – all before 4 p.m.!

We had a limited itinerary for Alsace.  For instance, we didn't tour the restored Haut Konigsburg castle on the hill, but opted to drive through many of the old, beautiful and picturesque towns in the Alsace. We did our one and only wine tasting at Dopff in Riquewhir, where we tasted seven excellent wines and bought a bottle to take home.  We drove through the region where around every bend was another picture postcard view.  What a beautiful area.  Lovely houses and beautiful gardens, old walls, churches.  Jeff and Jeremie explored the old town of Riquewihr.  Too hilly for me.
Then, on to lunch, which was included in the day’s outing.  We ate at La Couronne in Scherwiller, where one of the specialties is a Riesling soup.  It was delicious.  Rather like a cream of mushroom soup with a tart taste.  The restaurant sells the soup in bottles and lists the ingredients on the side (most of which I guessed anyway), but it’s the proportion of mushrooms to cream to wine that is the key.  I’ll have to experiment because this was a wonderful soup.  We also had a beef dish with the traditional spaetzle and for dessert,. a chocolate Charlotte mousse.  Altogether yummy.  In fact so good that we didn’t need dinner that night.
Next back to Obernai, in the heart of the Alsace where we explored the old church and some of the town, but mainly the souvenir shops so that we could bring back something for the grandkids.  Can’t forget them!

We drove through more of the region including the town that includes the winery/hotel/restaurant that Jeremie’s family owns – the restaurant was closed as it was Thursday.  Jeremie and two friends have a tourist business while his family operates the winery, etc.  He is based in Strasbourg, but works in the vineyards as well.  

We took the back roads back to the Strasbourg airport to avoid the highway traffic jams and road construction – just like home! We arrived in plenty of time, checked in, sat around and boarded our plane on time.  
We landed in Brussels early, got our luggage and hightailed it to the Sheraton at the airport where we were treated to a hotel room larger than a breadbox with a bathroom the size of our entire cabin in the boat!  The next day we had an 11 a.m. flight to Chicago where we would then transfer to a flight to National Airport.  But when we arrived to check in, Jeff asked if there were business class seats available on the direct flight from Brussels to Dulles rather than coming home via Chicago and an extra plane change.  Lo and behold, we got two business class seats (we had business class on the other flight) and changed flights with no extra charges involved.  
Flight was very pleasant, uneventful - a little turbulence but nothing worrisome - and an extraordinarily pleasant flight crew.  This aircraft was staffed by pre-merger Continental employees, who have a far better approach to customer service than pre-merger United employees.  
A strong wind propelled us to Dulles about 40 minutes earlier than scheduled, but a stuck jet ramp had us trapped in the plane for about 15 minutes before switching doors so we could get out.  Customs was efficient and our bags actually beat us to the baggage claim.  It was pouring when we got our taxi and the drive home on a Friday late afternoon was typical of all those rush hours we don't miss any more.  Picturesque journey, great wines and lovely people are what I will remember from this trip, but most of all how good it always feels to come home.
