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Ah, “la bella Roma!” How do I even begin to describe my experience abroad in the eternal city of Rome? I suppose I can start by affirming that this experience was absolutely, positively nothing like what I had expected. As my plane descended upon the ancient city, I gasped. From the aerial view, the geography of this classical metropolis was picturesque. The rolling hills, the cobbled stones, the crumbling ruins of once-magnificent buildings, the power, the splendor, and the genius that emanated forth from this atmosphere left me wide-eyed and shocked. As I stepped off the plane I felt as if I was stepping into a movie. Was this real? The enormity of the colossal buildings, the brilliant architecture, the intricate artwork, and the spirit of the bustling Italian natives completely blew my mind. I was overwhelmed. I felt I had not flown across the ocean in a Northwest Airlines plane, but rather a time machine. 

My initial proposal was to be specifically concentrated on the spirituality of the native people of the hustling and bustling city of Rome. However, I soon realized that it was quite difficult to find born and raised Roman natives. Truth be told, the majority of people I met were from all over the world. I met Irish, British, Spanish, French, Norwegian, Polish as well as Italian people. As the semester progressed, I realized that I would learn more from the conglomeration of cultures I experienced than from an intensely focused study limited to Italians. I took full advantage of learning all I could from every ethnicity, religion, and culture I was exposed to. My fellow classmates and I took every opportunity we could to travel across Europe. We visited Barcelona, Dublin, London, Paris, Assisi, Venice, Ravenna, Mantua, Padua, Bologna, and Ferrara. And, I soon learned that it was, indeed, during these travels that we learned the most. Firsthand experiences teach you much more than any book or lecture can ever attempt. 

So what did I learn (the hard way unfortunately)? Well, first and foremost never wear stilettos on cobble stone! ALWAYS have a bus ticket if you are utilizing the public metro/bus system. You WILL be caught, and fined if you do not have a ticket. Always determine exactly how you will transport yourself and luggage to your final destination after your plane lands. Just because the airport is located in London does not imply that you will be within walking distance from your hotel. Never fall asleep on trains because belongings can and will be stolen or even worse—destinations will be passed. Also, do not exceed weight limits designated for carry-on or regular luggage. In other words, keep track of how many souvenirs you buy.  Too many times my friends and I had to tragically donate our favorite trinkets to the airport garbage. Overall, I learned the importance on being responsible traveler. 


I also learned to appreciate other cultures. As I travelled from country to country, I noted its uniqueness. However, all these European countries shared a common element—generous hospitality to all newcomers. The Europeans always treated me with respect and honor. They made every attempt to understand me when language proved to be quite a barrier. Their politeness and receptiveness truly struck me. In America, we tend to bemoan ‘foreigners.’ We ignore them, and find their ignorance as a nuisance. Americans even avoid contact with fellow Americans. Walking down a bustling street in Chicago, it can be hard to generate a smile or nod from a passerby. However, Europeans always cordially welcomed me into their city. I felt they were proud to have me there. Traveling taught me a lot about the necessity of politeness and respect. The Golden Rule prevails—if you absolutely must treat others how you want them to treat you. Many times, my friends and I found ourselves in predicaments that we would not have found a solution to if was not for a friendly soul. It is difficult to verbalize how I matured through this process. You must undergo the experience yourself to understand. It is for this reason I recommend studying abroad to all people interested in furthering themselves and broadening their horizons. No matter where you choose to go, you will learn not only incredible things about the people surrounding you, but more importantly, you will learn astonishing things about yourself. Buona fortuna!    

