Witney Rangers go to Paris...

Monday

After the shock of the news of a 3.45 departure had worn off, excitement levels we were
high. It was nearly two years since we’d murmured that going abroad might be fun, and
here we were: funds raised, hoodies ordered, passports counted. 21 of us meetingin
Oxford Services, in the dark, beanies on, wide eyed and raring to go. Final hugs, first
team photo and we were off to join our coach mates and head to Dover.

We arrived in Dover to sunrise. Onto the ferry, for exploring, napping or coffee. Out on
deck to see France approach on a glorious sunny morning, and the second team photo
with hair in our eyes and whipping our cheeks.
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Back on the coach to head to Vimy Ridge, the Canadian war memorial. A stunning
creation in white stone, blinding in the sunshine, and then down to the museum and the
trenches, where the guides laid on a personal tour for us. Very moving indeed, to think
boys little older than our girls would remain there forever.

Time to break open the snacks (little tip, there’s no need to take brioche with you to
France, apparently we only eat that in London) and settle down for the final leg to PGL,



where we arrived in the beautiful early evening to be greeted by our leaders. Did you
know that during France 98 the PGL site was the Brazil Team’s training camp? We were
briefly starstruck by that. Unpacking, dinner (frites!) in the chateau dining room with
mirrored doors (perfect for the waiting for dinner selfie), and then a scavenger huntin
the dark where we all forgot to play it cool, running to find clues and avoid the forfeits.

Gratefully, some 21 hours after the day started, we fell into bed.

Day 2

Sunrise over the chateau! Packed lunches and breakfast (croissants! Fruit compotes!)
complete, we set off to find what we’d come for. Haider, our PGL guide, was extremely
enthusiastic about a quiz to entertain us on the way to the city, and even more
enthusiastic about Disney karaoke, not letting a lack of singing talent get in the way at
all.

And then we saw it - the Eiffel Tower. Tickets issued and up we went. And up. And up.
The squeal of excitement as we set foot on those iconic iron staircases... Stopping to
take in the views on the first level... buying macarons and drinking coffee on the second
level... into the lifts and we had done it: 18 months of planning, 18 months of talking
aboutit, 18 months of promising to get a photo of us all together at the top. We were
there, we were on top of the world.

And then... the realisation of how time had flown, and just how quickly were going to
have to get down. We flew down those stairs to be greeted by a beaming Haider, and the
rest of our coachmates, to walk over to the river Seine (after the very important matter of
locating toilets — top tip, go before you leave the tower. And you still don’t need to take
brioches as a snack). We hopped onto the boat and ate our picnic gazing at the
beautiful sights of Paris, giddy on adventure.

The boat tour takes you under a lot of bridges, all with people on. If you wave and smile,
people wave back. This became a game, how many people could we get to wave at us?
Each success accompanied by a cheer, with the gendarmes joining in with us as they
cycled along the banks. Who knew that was the route to an hour’s pure happiness?
Once off the boat we bought keyrings of the Eiffel tower, to add to our London ones from
racing across the city earlier in the year.

Back to the coach for a snack (party rings much more popular than brioches, you still
won’t need them). Karaoke had branched out from Disney to hits from the shows, with
coach driver Steve the Legend taking us on a tour of the sights. Back to PGL for a nap, a
coffee, or a little spot of basketball.



After dinner it was activity time — and you can’t come to Paris and not have crepes! Chef
hats at the ready, wordsearches completed, toppings added. Lots of fun trying to find
the perfect recipe —is ‘a bit of milk’ not an exact measurement? Crepes cooked and
eaten, more crepes cooked and eaten.

And then it was time for one of our famous planning meetings. All 21 squished into one
room, notebooks at the ready (yes really), because we were girls on a mission — next day
was Disney Day. It was going to be a long one, but we were determined to do as much as
we could, and make sure everyone got to do their favourite thing. The Disney pros were
advising us, we had the app open, we’d monitored average queue times. We’d packed
our ears, there would be no stopping us.

Day 3

And there was no stopping us. We covered more than 17km, we rode the rides, we took
the selfies, we saw the parades (waving skills warmed up from the day before) and we
lived our best lives. We stuck together all day, different people sitting together on
different rides. We hurtled around the park taking photos, shopping, eating (still not the
brioches though, they’d been forgotten on someone’s bed).

We screamed to go faster, we screamed to get off. We held hands, we laughed, we were
so proud of people who pushed themselves, we were so proud of people who helped
their friends. We proved that when things didn’t go to plan, when someone needed help,
this was the group who would make it all come good. And then we stood in the dark and
watched the firework show.

We waved back at Donald Duck as he waved all the visitors goodbye, we found our
coach and we went back to PGL. No one wanted to sleep, because that meant it would
be home time. So out came the uno, out came the sweets, the happy chatter went on
into the early hours.

Day 4

We knew it was time to go home, the magic sunshine which had held for us since
Monday morning had been replaced with drizzle. We counted the passports, made our
final packed lunch, counted the passports and boarded the coach which would take us
back to Calais. But not before Steve the Legend had one final treat for us—a stop ata
local hypermarket! Girls who had been raised on French hypermarkets acted as guides
for those for whom it was a new experience (guidance seemed to be buy sweets,
stationery, and giant babybels). The ferry back was a quiet affair, more napping and
coffee than exploring this time, quiet card games, happy reminiscing (no one ate the
brioches). The last leg through the dark, rainy countryside was bittersweet —we were all



ready to be off the coach, but we weren’t quite ready to be finished — we’d done what we
set out to do, we’d had a bigger adventure than ever before, made new friends, closer
friends, had new experiences (eating snails wasn’t everyone’s favourite thing, although
more snails were eaten than brioches). We do love a musical - in the words of Elphaba
and Glinda, maybe we’d been changed for good. Back in Oxford Services, among hugs
and thank yous, we said goodbye... until Tuesday.




