Fun, frolics and football on the French Riviera
Finn Valley College European tour 2011
Departing from Dublin our group wondered whether the weather in Nice would be anywhere as nice as it was at home! Thirty minutes into our flight the cabin crew informed us that we had to make a quick diversion to Heathrow London after a passenger felt unwell. Feathers weren't ruffled however as one by one the familiar sights around London were called out by the students. 'I see Wembley sir!' 'Is that the London Eye miss?' 'I can see a baseball ground guys!' A couple of hours later we were touching down in the south of France. 
A short drive from the airport to the hotel, bags were thrown into rooms and eager hands were rubbed in expectation of a long waited for tour. A beautiful meal in a friendly, all-you-can-eat restaurant, was followed by just a short walk to the Ice skating where a lot of the group had a few tumbles and enjoyed themselves for a while in a lift! After a hectic start to the tour (nearly) everyone fell into bed after a whirlwind day.
The city of Nice was named by the Greeks after the Greek goddess of victory Nike. Situated at the heart of the Cote d'Azur (The blue coast), the city of 400,000 is an ideal base to tour the French Riviera, which is a haven for many of the worlds rich and famous. Our second morning began bright and early with the short drive along the coast to the principality of Monaco. Along the route our guide pointed out to us the villas of world famous superstars like Elton John, whose house is still standing, Tina Turner and Chelsea FC owner Roman Abramovich who also owns the worlds longest yacht. Our very own Bono also has two houses at Eze sur Mer, one for himself and one for his friends!
A feature of the outstanding view of bay of Nice from the hills above Monaco was that we could see three countries at the one time, France, Italy and Monaco. Convertible Ferraris and Lambourghinis were passing out the coach as we made our way into the principality. Appetites were suitably whetted then for our first stop of the day, Prince Ranier's Automobile museum. As we entered this museum, home to over a hundred of the late prince's cars, jaws dropped among the car enthusiasts in the group. Many snaps were taken, mostly by the lads. The Marina nearby was packed with hundreds of yachts, each one pointing out the fact that there are more millionaires per square meter in Monaco than anywhere else in the world. Up to the Princely palace to see the changing of the guard before lunch and on to our next stop, the beautiful old traditional french town of Eze. There was just something about Eze which was very romantic. It was clear that many a local couple came here to express their love for each other. The group continued upwards into the cactus garden with its jaw dropping views from the top where many students were thrilled at what they saw.
From Eze we gathered at another local restaurant for dinner before getting ready for a local match between Nice and Monaco. The atmosphere was fantastic, as was the game itself which ebbed and flowed with the final result ending in a 3-2 victory for the local team. After the game Barcelona may have been playing Real Madrid but the group staged it's very own version of el Classico in the main square in Nice, jumpers were thrown down for goalposts, sides were picked and the fun continued long into the night.
Next morning nearly every one of the group were on the bus on time as we got ready to visit one of the Cote D'Azur's most popular attractions- Marineland. Here the group were entertained by a vast array of sea life, (and a cat!) with the highlights being the Killer Whale and Dolphin shows. The sun seemed to be pitched at just the right angle and temperature as the staff got comfortable and spirits soared with the wonders of the Riviera. After dinner, the group enjoyed an evening of bowling and, once again, the by now traditional evening ending game of football. Locals even joined the fray and seemed to begin to heal the rift between the Irish and French footballing families after the infamous Thierry Henry incident.
'When can we get to the beach?' was one of the most asked questions, and what a beach we had! The city of Cannes is world famous for it's hosting of the Cannes Film Festival and, of course Mr Bean's holiday. The beach we chose was directly behind the auditorium that houses the festival. Splashing, sunbathing, swimming and of course more football were the activities for many of the group while others decided to browse through the many designer shops looking, and indeed getting, the odd bargain. From Cannes Djamel drove us to the Fragronard perfumery where the whole perfume making process was explained to the group and many a tester was used. Presents were acquired for wives and mothers after lengthy debates on the respective merits of each fragrance. The days travelling was perfectly rounded off by a visit to the stunning ancient walled city of St Paul de Vence which has become something of a Mecca for artists and art enthusiasts the world over. Art students amongst the group cannot fail to have been inspired by the array of paintings, sculptures and works of art that met their eyes around every corner of that truly beautiful town.
Back at the hotel and the group donned their glad rags for a final time for the best meal of the tour. Some students were sick at the thought that this would be their final tram journey. French menus were perused and orders were given. After the meal our host for the evening, Mark, with his extensive music catalogue, got the Karaoke under way. There were no shortage of singers amongst the group, both students and indeed staff. Footballing rivalries were stoked up as the Liverpool anthem 'You'll never walk alone' was quickly followed by a confident, if not competent, 'We are the champions' from the Man Utd supporters. Hit after hit was belted out by an eclectic group of singers and hardly any request wasn't met by DJ Mark, whose only stipulation was that Michael Jackson songs weren't to be played... The night continued into the early hours and even then the weary travellers somehow managed to sum up the energy for a final el Classico in the Place de Massena in Nice city centre. The last tram had long since passed when the group arrived back at the hotel and were asleep even before heads hit the pillows.
Early next morning, bags were packed, rooms were left spotless and all aboard the coach to the airport and the journey home. All heads filled with their own indelible images of a quite spectacular tour in a spectacular region.
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