
As I begin to write this I have four days left in the city of lights. It’s July, and honestly it seems like it 

was yesterday when I caught my flight from Orlando, destination: Paris. But truthfully, my story 

doesn’t begin with that flight... Oh no. With the French, the story always begins with paperwork. 

Tons and tons of paperwork.  

Paperwork Pandemonium 

Somewhere in the first six months of 2010 I began filling out documents for the University of 

Nanterre, scanning them, sending them to my mother and from there she would pass them off to 

the exchange office, or get them wherever they needed to be. I was living in Orlando at that point, 

working at Walt Disney World and loving every second of it – what I didn’t love were the forms. Piles 

of them, all around my room (I’m sure my roommate was ready to slay me on many occasions), 

inserting themselves into my life like a thief in the night. I’d find them in my work bag, under my 

shoes, stuffed into books – I even found a wad of them this morning when I was making a start at 

packing for heading back home to New Zealand. I was sure if I coughed, I’d cough up a form or two, 

screaming to be signed and sent. 

     Then, suddenly, one day out of the blue, there were no more forms. I was suspicious... Cautiously 

gleeful, but certainly suspicious. It seemed that for the time being the forms had stopped and I was 

now to play the waiting game. Boy, did I ever play the waiting game. I got so good at it, I forgot I was 

playing and suddenly it was November. In the back of my mind I began thinking about next year – 

surely there was something I was supposed to be doing next year. Oh, that’s right. Going to 

University in France. But uh.. didn’t that require confirmation from said University? The answer to 

that, as I’m sure you can guess dear reader, is yes. Most definitely yes.  

     It was at that point that I threw the first of many panic attacks, drawing my mother and most 

people close to me along for the ride. I moped, I muttered, I murmured (often to myself), I went 

mental. The exchange office sent off an email – one of those ‘we haven’t heard from you for a while, 

where’s Ebony’s acceptance letter’ ones – and then it was there. Like I shouldn’t have worried about 

a thing. I smiled and forgot the panic attack, for life was back on track and I could get my visa. 

What’s that you say? You can’t just waltz into the embassy and get your visa? The website says it 

could take months? There’s more paperwork to be done for this? I need the ORIGINAL copies of my 

bank account reports? Well, uh.. bother.  

This is where having someone to back me up in New Zealand came in handy. My mother sent me all 

the information and documentation that I would need for the visa application, and then it was in the 

hands of the United States Postal Service.. You know the saying ‘going postal’? Well, in this case it 

was me, and not the postal worker.  

 

I waited. Then I waited a bit more. Then I waited again. Time was getting on - it was late December 

and I was working long, long shifts at Disney as it was the holiday season. They were the kind of 

shifts in which you leave the house somewhere around 6am in the morning and return well after sun 

down. Not to mention that I didn’t have a mail box as such and my mother had sent me the 

documents express, meaning they would be delivered to my door and signed for, as opposed to 

being left at the front desk of the apartments. Combine that with my work schedule, and I missed 2 

out of 3 delivery chances over 6 days before I finally got it on the third time.  

     It was well and truly into holidays by this time, and naturally the consulate closed all operations 

for a while. By the time I managed to get a couple of days off work and organise a ride down to 

Miami (around 5 hours one way) it was January and my contract was nearing completion with the 



Mouse. Two days after that I needed to have moved out of my apartment, and only a week or so 

after that I would need to catch a plane to New York in order to connect with my international flight 

to Paris.  

     I made it down to Miami, paid my visa fees, got my photo taken, gave them my prepaid express 

envelope for return postage of my visa and passport, then I relaxed on the beach with their 

reassurance that I would have my documentation back within the week and all would be well.  

 

I’ve heard that one before.  

 

A couple of days later and my passport hadn’t shown up. By 

this time I was living at my boyfriend’s house as I no longer 

had the apartment at Disney and my program had ended, 

but I hadn’t written my former address on the envelope so I 

wasn’t too worried about it going there instead of where I 

was then. I waited another day until I really started getting 

worried, and then I called the hotline and gave them my 

tracking number so I could see where the package was. You 

want to know what they told me?   

 

‘I’m sorry, that tracking number doesn’t exist in our records.’ 

 

What? Seriously? No. There must be some mistake. We tried it as an international package, as a 

domestic package, as an express package – anything – and still nothing. I hung up the phone literally 

in tears. Not only would I have to delay my domestic flight and lose a couple of days in New York 

with my friend, but apparently my passport was lost in the mail, and the cost of an emergency 

passport is... exorbitant, to say the least.  

     I ended up changing my flight twice more before the envelope finally arrived the day before I 

would’ve had to change my international flight as well. My luck, it appeared, had not completely 

forsaken me.  

 

Two days later and I winged my way from Orlando to New York, arrived at La Guardia in the middle 

of a snow storm and booked a shuttle to JFK. All the shuttles were delayed due to snow, and one by 

one they began cancelling them until there were only a couple more companies were running and 

the one I’d booked wasn’t one of said companies. Luck, where were you? Certainly nowhere near 

me and my oversized luggage at La Guardia.  

     It took another hour before I finally got on a shuttle and headed across snowy New York to check 

my luggage in once more. Packing a year into 2 suitcases isn’t fun at the best of times, and I incurred 

a couple of fees along the way (roughly $50 per flight), but it all eventually worked out and I made it 

through customs to the gate of my flight, only to be told there would be a little delay. Ok, I could 

handle ‘little’. That is, until that ‘little’ delay turned into roughly 8 hours, and we were told it was 

something to do with the navigation systems not functioning correctly when the last flight had 

landed. Wonderful. I think I would have rather known that the plane was infested with rats than 

hear that little tidbit of information.  

 

The flight eventually opened for boarding and eventually I braved the air bridge, took a seat and 

attempted to sleep through the turbulence. It was a long flight. 



Arrival Antics 

Charles de Gaulle is not the most welcoming airport I can think of (much as Parisians are not, in my 

opinion, the most welcoming people, but more on that later). It is also not the cleanest of airports. 

But – fortunately - it does function as an airport should, even if the service is somewhat 

lackadaisical. The fun really began once I’d collected my bags and faced the enormous task of lugging 

one immense backpack (the size of a couple of small children, or a small adult) and a duffel bag that 

dug into my shoulder, as well as my carry on backpack and handbag across Paris.  

     I’d arrived a couple of days early and was staying at a couple of different hotels in Montmartre 

due to there not being enough space in my preferred hotel (My Hotel in Paris Montmartre) the first 

night, which supplied me with a single room, free internet, breakfast in the morning and a packed 

lunch (sandwich, apple slices and a bottle of water) for around 60-70 Euro per night. A fair deal, I 

figured. Also well situated for those not hindered by their luggage, that particular hotel required a 

couple of metro stops once I got into the city centre via the RER B.)  

     Dredging up my French after a year of letting it fall into a slight state of disrepair, I managed to 

buy myself a train ticket and get myself onto the line headed into the city centre. Stuffed into a train 

at rush hour, I apologised what must have been hundreds of times for taking up so much space. 

That’s what you get for trying to cart your life on your back, I guess..! In any case, I finally made it to 

the first stop and squeezed my way through the crowds only 

to be faced with a never relenting barrage of staircases and 

turnstiles which were most definitely not designed for those 

impaired by baggage. With the knowledge I have now, I 

probably could have saved myself some trouble by hiring a 

shuttle to the hotel – Supershuttle.fr, roughly 20 Euro for a 

one way trip – or using the ratp.fr site to navigate the way 

with the least steps. 

     In any case, I finally found myself stairing staring down a final set of steps. Digging up the last of 

my reserves of strength, I took them slowly until about halfway up I looked to the top and spied a 

gaggle of policemen staring at me like I was an alien. Which, technically I was, but on with the story. 

Perhaps my looking at them jarred some sense of chivalry, because at least 3 of them descended 

upon me at once and helped me up to the top of the stairs before the turnstiles spit me out onto the 

street and I was left to find my own merry way to the hotel.  

     I’m sure I made an interesting sight to both tourists and locals alike, as I lost myself a couple of 

times and gave them plenty of time to look me over as I plodded past at the pace of an aged giant 

tortoise, but finally I got to the hotel.. only to be told that they’d overbooked for the night and I’d be 

staying at another hotel before I transferred to my more permanent hotel where I’d be spending the 

10 or so days I had until I could ‘lay hands’ on my apartment at the Residences Saint-Cloud. Long-

winded? Complicated? Yes. 

     Fortunately for me, after I made my way to the other hotel, had a sleep and woke up early the 

next morning to get myself out of the below standard accommodation I’d been offered in place of 

the original, my troubles were over. Well, apart from the three flights of tiny, spiralling stairs that 

faced me at my new hotel, it would clear sailing for the next ten days. I wandered around Paris, 

played the tourist and got my hands on information about travel cards for the Metro/RER, SIM cards 

and all manner of other practical things that I’d need for my 6 month stay. A holiday before the 

mayhem began once more. 

 



Check-In Crisis 

The end of the ten days came rather too quickly, and I found myself heading out to Nanterre 

University to pay the first in what seemed to be an interminable number of deposits and sign some 

more paperwork. Yippee! Thankfully I’d done a trial run of getting to the Campus a couple of days 

previous, and I hopped onto the RER with the ease of a professional train catcher.  

     Getting to Nanterre from the centre of Paris is easy enough in itself; you simply find your way to 

the RER A (the thick red line on the map), make sure you’re going in the right direction (NOT heading 

towards Disneyland Paris) and then hop off at 

‘Nanterre Universite’.  Once at the university I 

found the exchange offices, hidden away on the 

far side of campus from the train station, and 

up a couple of flights of stairs. Having made an 

appointment to meet up with Julia, I found she 

was running a little bit late and joined the 

queue to see her. Thankfully I’d bought my 

Kindle along with me, as the wait turned out to 

be a bit more than expected.  

     When I finally got into her office, Julia welcomed me with a smile that lit up the office and made 

the grey day a little more bearable (which having come from Orlando is saying something).  I don’t 

think I could have asked for a more helpful, happy exchange advisor – willing to go above and 

beyond at the drop of a hat. In all seriousness, I will sing her praises until the end of my days. We 

sped through the paperwork, she took my deposit and we chatted about all manner of things in the 

process. Julia really made me feel welcome, and honestly I can’t thank her enough.  

 

Next stop was the Cashiers Office, where I dropped off another deposit (I have trouble keeping track 

of what they were all for looking back on it, but I believe they totalled somewhere around the 800-

1000 Euro mark in the end) and then headed for Saint-Cloud. Words to the wise, here... don’t get off 

the train unless you’re 100% certain that you’re at the right stop, especially on the Saint-Lazare to 

Versailles Rive Droite line.  

     Unfortunately for my already strained time schedule, I got off one stop early (in my defence, the 

train stations of Saint-Cloud and Le Val D’Or look remarkably similar – all glass and metal) and found 

myself running late for my meeting at the Residences. Bad, bad, bad. If the French expect anything, 

it is first and foremost punctuality, and I was about to let them down. I tried calling the office, but 

nobody replied – the next train would be in 10 minutes time, leaving me arriving 5 minutes late. 

Awkward.  

     I made do with the next train (like I had any other choice) and sprinted up the stairs, through the 

turnstiles, up another set of stairs, along Avenue Pozzo di Borgo and up the incredibly long driveway 

only to be told in a none-too-friendly voice that I was late and I would have to wait for another 20 

minutes. Lovely. So, I waited, and eventually I was ushered into the office where I signed another 

bunch of papers, was told about payments and when they were expected, given what was obviously 

the pre-formed spiel on internet services, then lead up to my room and shown around – well, 

whatever ‘showing around’ one can do of a studio and bathroom, I suppose.  

     It’s worthwhile to note at this point that the studios are all quite nice, with their own kitchens and 

bathrooms (as already mentioned), a single bed, a desk and a table. The particular studio I was given 

was handicap accessible, and I believe it differs from the ‘normal’ studios in that there was less 



storage and no defined shower space, which would make things a little awkward. In the end I bought 

my own shower curtain, devised a way of stringing it up and cleared everything off the floor before 

ablutions, otherwise it would have all gotten soaking wet in the process. To be somewhat succinct 

about the situation, it was handy for cleaning the bathroom, but not so handy or easy for cleaning 

myself.  

     The Saint-Cloud studios, unlike University of Otago International Student Accommodation do not 

come equipped with utensils or cooking items. In fact they don’t come with much past furniture and 

curtains, so it’s up to you to buy everything yourself and make it your own home. After getting all my 

belongings to the apartment the next day, my mission was to get myself all the items I needed to live 

happily (a pot, frying pan, cleaning products, linen (including a 

duvet), cutlery, plates, cups, a mug and other miscellaneous 

items). I went out and bought everything but the linen from 

various shops around Paris (Auchan, Tati, Casa, Monoprix...) as 

well as a shopping caddy that would prove immensely useful 

from Rayon d’Or. You might think shopping caddies are for 

little old ladies, but in Paris it’s a must have item for anyone 

who wants to avoid carrying around their shopping in those 

hand-cutting horrible plastic bags, and a relative bargain at 

around 25 Euro.  

     As it transpires, the linen would be the most difficult part of 

shopping for my apartment, and I finally turned to the online 

world, buying everything except my pillow from 3 Suisses, and 

as it was ‘les soldes’ at that point in time, it ended up saving 

me quite a large amount of money. Roughly calculating, it cost me somewhere in the range of 200-

300 Euro to set myself up in my apartment, then food on top of that would cost me somewhere in 

the vicinity of 50 Euro every two or so weeks, with a little more at the outset for things like 

shampoo, soap, cleaning products and so on.  

Living Lonely 

Paris is not the most welcoming of cities, it has to be said. Although intensely beautiful and with 

something new to discover around every corner, the people are rushed, generally ill-mannered, and 

mercenary - they will push you over if they fear missing the metro at rush hour, even if there’s 

another train expected two minutes after the one they want departs. My friend put it quite nicely 

once when she said that Paris would be the ideal place to live if living costs were lower and it were 

completely void of Parisians. I heartily concur with her findings, it must be said. Comparing my life in 

Paris with my life in the South of France, where I’d previously lived for a year, I found it much more 

preferable to be in the South, where people didn’t snap at you because you don’t know how things 

work.  

     This was the way of most of my attempts to find things when signing up for classes. Along with 

navigating hallways, I had the excruciating pain of trying to understand the Nanterre University sign 

up system, which seems to date back to the Stone Age. The lecturers are not there – oh no, they 

only seem to appear for classes, before sinking back into the unknown from whence they came – 

and they leave it all to the department’s secretary to organise. Enrolment in France for an 

international student seems to require being infinitely confused, and changing all the papers you 

thought you’d already signed up for because, surprise surprise, the classes are already full. Let’s just 

say enrolling in classes requires the ability to get lost, be very confused and be snapped at by irate 



French secretaries who don’t care where you come from, or if 

you’re an alien, just so long as you fill out the paper the way 

you’re supposed to and don’t make their lives any harder.  

     Going to the classes is significantly easier, and I found once I 

actually met the lecturers, most of them were entirely 

accommodating and understanding. Moral of the story: don’t 

let the secretaries put you off! 

When it came to getting to know students on a one on one 

basis, it was decidedly awkward. Arriving in January means 

arriving in what is the second semester for European students, 

and breaking through already formed friendships for that year, 

as well as years previous depending on what kind of classes 

you’re taking is formidable enough in English, let alone in 

French. That being said, a couple of people reached out to me (exchange students for the most part) 

and let me know I wasn’t the only one in the classroom or at Nanterre for that matter. It’s much 

easier when you realise it’s not just you; it’s actually the French way, as I’d experienced this before 

in a previous high school exchange. The French are hard to get to know, they’re a bit suspicious, but 

once you’re in... Well, you’re in. It’s kind of like a secret club, and the secret to the club is 

perseverance. Don’t give in.  

Tantalising Travel 

In Europe, it’s notoriously easy to get around. Ryanair, Easyjet, Vueling and so on offer great pricing 

on airfares these days, and although train travel is a little more expensive at times, it’s well worth it 

to see the countryside in between cities. That, and there’s always the Eurail pass. The point is, from 

Paris everything is well within reach – if you can afford it, of course. Being slightly impoverished, my 

one major spend up was a cruise at the end of my trip, as well as several things in and around Paris 

such as Disneyland Paris, the Eiffel Tower and Versailles (which I found out was free on my second 

trip for those with French/European visas for over 3 months). So, although travel was easy to do, it 

was also a little out of my grasp due to money and time restraints put on me by class.  

     When I finally did get out of class (I got lucky with my 

exam schedule) I let loose on a Disney Cruise in the 

Mediterranean that included Barcelona, Malta, Sicily, 

Rome, Cinque Terre, Corsica and Monaco. It was, to put it 

simply, fantastic. The weather was such that I got an 

amazing tan, I spent the two days at sea listening to talks 

on backstage magic, watching movies on the big screen 

whilst lying in the sun, and the rest of the time I travelled 

and ate the most amazing selection of food. I got to 

watch fireworks being shot off from a cruise ship, 

watched a pirate Mickey defend our ship from marauders, was lulled to sleep by the gentle rocking 

of the ocean each night, and had a LOT of fun. That, and I didn’t have to cook for myself for a week, 

make my bed, do any washing – I did what I wanted, I had a bathroom with a defined shower, and 

life was good.  



My final couple of days in Paris before leaving were spent rushing about setting everything to rights 

once more. This included stopping my bank account, getting bonds back from the university and the 

residence, taking all of my luggage out to a hotel at the airport, and seeing the Le Bourget Airshow. 

Alright, so the last was less of a necessity than the others, but it was well worth going to for 

someone who’s been to Warbirds over Wanaka every year since they were 6. I ended my time in 

France with a sleepless night watching planes come and go from the Ibis Hotel at Paris’ CDG Airport, 

looking off into the distance where I could just – just – see the light rotating about the top of the 

Eiffel Tower. I left the window open, drinking in the warm, muggy air and wishing I’d had just a little 

bit more time and money to do everything I’d wanted to do – but isn’t that always the way?  

 

  

 



  



 


