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ST. GEORGE’S SCHOOL, EDGBASTON

VISIT TO SLOVENSKE KONJICE, SLOVENIA

JANUARY 19TH – 23RD 2009
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OUR TRAVELLERS TO SLOVENSKE KONJICE
From left to right – Mrs Powell, Mrs Hayes, Angus Villiers-Stuart, 

Jonathan Mitchell, Matthew Mitchell, Michael Keogh and Mrs Russell

This is a record of our visit to Slovenske Konjice, the first one of seven planned for all the participating schools in our project – “Intercultural Dialogue Through Music”.  This is funded by the EU, through the British Council in our country and involves 9 schools in 8 countries – Bulgaria, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Germany, Italy, Poland, Slovenia and the United Kingdom.  The project will run over the next two years, culminating in a final concert in Kazanlak, Bulgaria where our coordinating school is situated.  This concert will take place in 
June 2010.  
As anybody who went on this trip will tell you, this is an amazing opportunity to meet and get to know people from all over Europe who want to widen their horizons, see and experience life in different countries, learn from each other and share the joy of singing, talking, playing, working and laughing together.

We spent a brief time together, but I firmly believe that some of the friendships that we made will last a lifetime.  

DAY 1

This began much earlier than usual.  We had to catch the 2.20 a.m. coach from Digbeth, Birmingham, so we arranged to meet up at the coach station at 2.00 a.m.  Bleary eyed, we got our cases loaded and set off, saying a fond farewell to exhausted family members who had delivered us on time. I should own up at this point to having by far the heaviest case, my excuse is that, as party leader, I had the first aid kit, cameras and lap top!  
We all managed to doze a little between stops – our magical mystery tour included visits to Birmingham International Airport, Banbury (why Banbury? – nobody flies from Banbury or wants to pop in and visit at 3.30 a.m. do they?), Heathrow Airport Bus Station and then Heathrow Terminal Five.  We finally arrived at Gatwick Airport, North Terminal, on time, at 5.55 a.m.
It was surprising to find that quite a few of the shops were open, and that some had 70% off sales, which would normally be quite tempting, except that my case was already full, and very heavy, and my shopping gene only operates during normal waking hours.  So, we settled for snacks (to be consumed very quietly so as not to wake our fellow travellers who were gently (or not so gently) snoring on the seats provided and waited for our flight to be listed on the screens.  
Our departure time was 9.25 a.m. so we weren’t in any rush.  Actually, we probably could have caught the 4.15 a.m. coach and arrived with time to spare but (I think this is a very British thing) “better safe than sorry”.

Our Adria Airways flight was shown, we should check in at Zone B.  However, on arriving at Zone B, we were told that we actually needed to check in at Zone Z.  This was a little worrying, as you can imagine; Zone Z sounded a bit like the Twilight Zone – surely Zone Z must be the bottom of the pile, possibly a portacabin in a distant car park?  However, we found it quite easily, not too far away from Zone B, which doesn’t make a awful lot of sense, and, with no queues, were able to check in quite easily (apart from getting my bag up onto the conveyor belt) and proceeded to the Departure zone.  
This involved passport and security checks.  Angus set off the gate as he walked through (there’s always one!), although we still don’t know why.  Anyway, that meant he had to take his shoes off, and, as it turned out, so did the rest of us.  Now, according to the staff, they randomly decide to tell everybody to take their shoes off, so I guess we just timed it wrong.  I don’t really mind taking my shoes off (others standing close by might!), but I had bought some lovely warm sheepskin lined boots with very long laces, and, had we not allowed plenty of time, we could have missed the flight whilst I was fumbling and hopping around trying to undo and then do them up again (I don’t function well on 2 hours sleep).    
Finally, fully dressed again, we were through – more seats, more coffee and more shops.  Bearing in mind the restrictions of our budget, we identified that the Boots £3.49 Meal Deal for a sandwich, crisps and drink was definitely the way to go.  This proved to be a smart move, not only because of the points on my Advantage Card, but also, if you bought 5 meals in a week, you got one meal free – perfect for our party of 7!
Armed with our packed lunches and Harrods-bought gifts for our host school we proceeded to our departure gate.  Have you any idea how big Gatwick Airport is?  You may have, if you check in at Zone Z and you are directed to Gate 57.  As we carried on down endless walkways and escalators, I did begin to wonder whether Gate 57 was actually located at Heathrow, or maybe even Banbury? 

We boarded our flight and prepared for take off. As we taxied towards the runway, we passed Jumbo jets and Airbuses which towered above us, perhaps the Zones and Gate numbers are allocated according to size?
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We arrived tired, but on time, in Ljubljana. 
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ARRIVALS AREA, LJUBLJANA AIRPORT
Students and teachers from other countries had already arrived so Mrs Russell was able to renew her acquaintance with a number of the staff she had met, almost exactly a year ago, in Bulgaria and I was able to meet, for the first time, many of the people I had been exchanging e-mails with for even longer.

It was raining hard as we travelled by coach from Ljubljana to Slovenske Konjice but the snow was quite thick on the ground.  We saw deer running across fields towards woodland.  The landscape was much like that of Southern Switzerland, with mountains, hills and flat valleys; the buildings were also similar.  The journey took about 1 ¼ hours and the first stop was at the school, where most of the students were to meet their host families.  
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GIMNAZIJA SLOVENSKE KONJICE
All the staff, as well as students from England and Cyprus, then checked in at the Hotel Dravinja, which is a short distance away, in the town centre. 
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HOTEL DRAVINJA

Tatjana, the Slovenian co-ordinator, met and greeted all of us.  It occurred to me what a huge undertaking it must have been – co-ordinating all the travel arrangements, booking accommodation, tours, coaches etc – all for a group of people who you do not know, from 7 other countries.  After we had unpacked; those of us who had arrived met up for a walk around the town and up to the school.
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MAIN STREET, SLOVENSKE KONJICE

Slovenske Konjice is a small town; the centre is quite old but the school, and many other buildings are new.  The school stands on a hillside with a castle above it and commanding views over the valley below.
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VIEW FROM THE FRONT OF THE SCHOOL
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STUDENTS AND STAFF IN THE ENTRANCE AREA

It is large and airy with wide corridors.  It was very clean and light.
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MRS RUSSELL BETWEEN LESSONS

After our short tour we went back to the hotel and met with some of the other teachers from Poland, Cyprus and Italy.  We were immediately impressed by how well everybody spoke English and also how friendly they all were.  
Barbara (Basia), from the school in Southern Poland, was wonderful.  She was really taken with our students and keen to teach them some Polish.
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ANGUS WITH BARBARA (BASIA) KRAMEK, A TEACHER FROM POLAND

Dinner was served at 7.00 p.m. and the first thing we did was rearrange the tables so that we could sit together; from then onwards all the teachers sat on one long table. 
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DINNER AT THE HOTEL DRAVINJA

That really set the tone for the meeting – everybody wanted to spend time together and get to know each other and, although only eight students stayed at the hotel they were included as well.  Other teachers arrived in the evening from Germany, Bulgaria and the Czech Republic and joined the party.  We all went to bed early that night, exhausted after the lack of sleep the previous night and the long journey.  Also, we knew we had to be up early in the morning!  
DAY 2
School starts at 7.10 a.m. in Slovenia, which, given the hours difference to UK time, meant that we had to be up very early to shower, breakfast and walk to school.  We had a bit of a lie-in and arrived at school at 8.00 a.m. where we were met by Tatjana and the Principal who provided us with coffee before we began lessons.  Like the rest of the building, all the teaching rooms we saw were light, clean and modern, and, to our surprise, all the students were wearing slippers!  When the bell went for the end of a lesson, it was literally music to our ears, so different from the harsh sound that we are used to at home.  
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STUDENTS WORKING TOGETHER ON THE PARTNER DICTIONARY
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SPENDING TIME TOGETHER BETWEEN LESSONS

All the project staff met together to discuss further plans for the next meetings and the website.  We all agreed that the first meeting was proving to be very successful, thanks to Tatjana’s hard work.  Her talk about how she had planned everything was very useful.
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MRS RUSSELL TEACHING “GREENSLEEVES” TO THE STUDENTS
The students had language lessons, using the partner dictionary and music lessons, where the music teachers from all the different countries taught the song they had chosen for the project.  In our case, this was “Greensleeves”, which seemed to go down well as many either knew it already or really liked the lilting tune.  Even I joined in with the singing – it was a challenging but amazing experience hearing 8 different songs, in 8 different languages being sung by everybody.  Mastering the pronunciation was perhaps the most difficult part, some words and syllables sound completely different.  
Lunch had been arranged for us at the Primary School, which is just across the road from the Senior School.  Students would normally have lunch at 10.30 a.m. but we went over at 11.30 a.m.  The food was very good and all the staff and students were friendly and helpful.  We had spaghetti
bolognese, with a drink and fruit for pudding.  We then went back to the Senior School and lessons continued.  These included an art lesson where students from different countries got together in groups and created posters about the different countries in the project.  These will be displayed in the school.
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MATTHEW AND JONATHAN WITH OUR STUDENT’S ART WORK
When we finished school we were all shown around the town by two other teachers from the school.  It has a long and interesting history; it was first settled by the Romans and we saw a Roman gravestone in the grounds of the church.
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ROMAN TOMBSTONE IN THE CHURCH GROUNDS
The church itself was beautiful in its simplicity.  Like many that we saw, very few original stained glass windows remained, destroyed mainly in the Second World War, but also in other recent conflicts. 
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VIEWS OF THE CHURCH AT SLOVENSKE KONJICE

We paid a visit to the local museum and saw beautiful and amazingly intricately carved statues that have been moved from the church to protect them from weathering.  They were made by local craftsmen, something the area is known for.  We also heard the local legend of St. George who is patron saint of the town, he slayed the dragon that lived on the hill above.
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ST. GEORGE SLAYING THE DRAGON AT SLOVENSKE KONJICE
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STUDENTS IN THE MUSEUM
When the tour finished, we departed by coach to visit the Carthusian Monastery in Zice. 
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CARTHUSIAN MONASTERY AT ZICE

This was once a very important centre for the Roman Catholic church; now largely in ruins.  A small part of it has been restored and this houses a museum.  It was a very cold day and the herbal tea and biscuits provided were very welcome!
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Some of the students, including ours, were more interested in throwing snowballs than looking around!
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The streams in the valley were still iced over on the top, although it was a thin layer and we could see the water rushing along underneath.  
From the coach we saw amazing frozen waterfalls stark white against the darkness of the trees.  The landscape as we wound up and down the narrow valley reminded me of Narnia; dark snow-laden trees, icy streams and thick snow.

Dinner at the hotel was again an enjoyable event in the evening with much discussion and hilarity.  All the staff met in the bar afterwards to discuss the concert tomorrow evening.  All schools had prepared a 10 minute programme, but it was decided that this would make the concert too long and everybody could now have only around 5 minutes.  We also talked about the project song – this was a long discussion, but it was agreed in the end that all the students involved in the project should have an opportunity to choose the words and the music.  I think we’ll be discussing it again at the next meeting.
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DAY 3
We had an early start scheduled; our coaches were due to depart for Maribor at 7.10 a.m.  Our first stop on arrival in Maribor, the second city of Slovenia, was a visit to the wine cellar.  None of us would normally be wine tasting at 8.00 a.m. but it was a very interesting place!  It consisted of a network of large tunnels, under the city, housing huge barrels; some of the biggest in the world.  The oldest ones are made of local oak and are still used today.  The largest are stainless steel and hold 100,000s litres of wine.  Wine production is a major industry in this part of Slovenia and is home to the oldest vine in the world.  It still produces grapes and the wine made from it is worth hundreds of thousands of pounds and is given, in very small bottles, to world figures, such as Presidents and Popes.
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IN THE WINE CELLAR
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A LARGE OAK BARREL

Small children were sent inside, through the opening at the bottom to clean out the barrels.  They could only stay inside for a short time as they would become intoxicated by the fumes – there were no volunteers from our party!
We then had a guided tour of the town, which was interesting but we were all very cold and wet. When it finished we had some free time to explore the city and eat our lunch (rather fragrant, but tasty, salami sandwiches, the aroma came rushing out anytime anybody opened their bag!).  We made straight for the first café we could find and all decided hot chocolate would be perfect to warm us up.  We were a bit surprised when the waiter asked if we wanted black or white, but all ordered white as we thought that hot chocolate without milk wouldn’t be very good.  Anyway, it turned out to be white chocolate!  It was very sweet, with frothy cream on the top; and also very thick.  We decided it was much more like custard than hot chocolate and actually quite difficult to drink because it was so thick.  Anyway, we enjoyed it and it certainly warmed us up!!  
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We had a walk around, (in circles as it happened!) when making our way back to the meeting point, but we got there on time. 
When we got back (somewhat later than planned) it was time to start practicing for the concert, which was scheduled for 5 o’clock.  The concert hall was right next to the hotel and everybody had a short time on stage to check sound.  Our students had already been practising in the corridor at the hotel.  It hardly seemed possible that everybody would be performing in front of an audience within a couple of hours.  After the rehearsal it was a quick dash back to the hotel to get changed, a brief run through and then back to the hall.  
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STUDENTS REHEARSING IN THE AFTERNOON

We went back to the hall at around 4.45 p.m. and took our seats toward the front of the auditorium.  As our performance was scheduled for the second part of the concert, everybody was able to sit and watch the first performances.
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SLOVENIAN STUDENTS BEGINNING THE CONCERT

These two boys feigned a total lack of interest in traditional music, but were forced to listen when their radio was broken in an argument.  Each act was introduced by a Slovenian student who explained the content of the programme.
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STUDENTS FROM THE CZECH REPUBLIC

The girls from Brno gave a beautiful opening performance.
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GERMAN STUDENTS FROM SANDHAUSEN

These accomplished singers gave a great performance with four part harmonies.
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STUDENTS FROM ITALY

Everybody enjoyed this lively programme including “Nanneddu Meu”, the Italian project song.
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STUDENTS AND STAFF FROM POLAND

This was the first great Polish performance from the school in Poniatona, Southern Poland.
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STUDENTS FROM BULGARIA

Everybody was delighted to see the Bulgarian students with their wonderful costumes and traditional instruments.
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STAFF AND STUDENTS FROM ENGLAND

It was our turn and I think everybody enjoyed the short programme of songs from around the United Kingdom – with accompanying actions!
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Our final song was Greensleeves; everybody gave a great performance, particularly Matthew (with his very quick change!) and Angus.
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STUDENTS FROM POLAND

The girls from Gydnia in Northern Poland gave a great performance.
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STUDENTS FROM CYPRUS

Everybody enjoyed this varied performance.
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STUDENTS FROM SLOVENIA

Our host school gave the final individual performance of the night with, amongst others, a beautiful national song.
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THE SLOVENIAN PROJECT SONG
The performance ended with staff and students from all the schools up on stage, in school T shirts provided by our hosts, singing the Slovenian project song.
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Everybody had a wonderful evening and the audience thoroughly enjoyed all the performances.  I think the most outstanding aspect was the way that everybody pulled together and made it happen.  If you stop to think about it, it was a truly amazing achievement.  Almost 100 people from 8 different countries, speaking 8 different languages who had never met before, joining together, and after just two or three hours practice, giving a memorable performance.  

Well done to everybody, it was something I will remember for ever and was proud to be part of.  Special thanks must go to Natasha from Bulgaria who made it all happen and to Tatjana, the Principal and all other staff and students in Slovenske Konjice.

DAY 4

Our last full day meant another early start, all off on two coaches to the Postojna Caves and Castle Predjamski Grad in the morning, followed by a tour of Ljubljana in the afternoon.  Most of the snow had now gone and, fortunately, so had the rain.  It was quite a long journey to the castle, but well worth it.  As we approached, it looked like something out of a fairy tale – built into the tall cliff with a river rushing underneath.
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CASTLE PREDJAMSKI GRAD

The castle is built in a huge cavern and stands six stories high.  There has been a castle on the site since the 12th century and it is amazing that medieval builders managed to create this huge fortress in such a difficult location.  Caves are incorporated into the rooms in the castle, including the torture chamber!  Many of the rooms have been restored, giving us an idea of what living in the castle would have been like.
The cave system was formed millions of years ago by the river that now runs underneath the castle many metres below.  It continues to form new extensive cave systems at a lower level.

During our tour of the castle we heard the story of Erazem, it’s most famous occupant, who lived there during the late 15th century.  He managed to survive a year long siege by hiding in the cave system but was betrayed by a servant who told his Austrian enemies where he was hiding.
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THE TORTURE CHAMBER
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LOOKING DOWN ACROSS THE VALLEY

We then travelled on to the Postojna caves, part of the same system that runs underneath the castle.  The caves cover a huge area, so big that you travel through them by train!

ENTRANCE TO THE CAVES




Created by nature over millions of years, Postojna Caves consist of 20 km of wondrously sculpted galleries, chambers and halls, into which, over the last 180 years, welcoming guides have taken a multitude of 28 million visitors.
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We were not able to take any pictures in the caves but they were truly amazing.  Endless huge chambers with huge stalactites and stalagmites formed over millions of years.  After a ride on the train we walked through one section with a huge variety of different rock formations. The cave system includes an underground concert hall with a great echo!  There are creatures living in the caves that cannot be found anywhere else in the world, including the “human fish”.
We travelled on to Ljubljana by coach and were able to do a bit of shopping before a short guided tour of Slovenia’s capital city.  The centre was beautiful, with a large open square and the castle towering above it on top of a steep hill.
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A 3D PLAN OF LJUBLJANA

We were able to buy a few souvenirs to take home, including a Slovenian flag to be used in a display at school and biscuits to share with the rest of the staff.

When the time came to leave Ljubljana it also meant we had to say goodbye to some of our new friends.  The people from Italy and Bulgaria were not returning to Slovenske Konjice as they were leaving Slovenia even earlier than us.  It was sad to say goodbye but we look forward to meeting up again in Poland.

On the coach journey back everybody on our coach joined in with the singing. The Slovenian students had brought musical instruments with them, including an accordion.  Matthew and Jonathan had been busy composing a farewell song which they were planning to sing in the evening.
Dinner that night was a wonderful occasion with many speeches, not just from Basia this time!  We all enjoyed a traditional Slovenian meal, which was very good, as all the food had been during our trip.

We chatted together with other teachers until quite late, in fact, as we had to be up at 3.00 a.m., we decided it wasn’t really worth going to bed.  So we drank lots of coffee and stayed awake until it was time to leave!
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JONATHAN, MICHAEL, MATTHEW AND ANGUS ENTERTAINING EVERYBODY IN THE RESTAURANT 
DAY 5

Definitely no pictures from this day!  We set off for Ljubljana airport at 3.45 a.m. after having some difficulty waking Matthew and Jonathan whose alarm had failed to go off!  We managed to get everything into our cases, and yes, mine was still the heaviest, in fact, it was even heavier, with the presents we had bought and the gifts kindly given to us by partners.
Our flight was delayed a little but we had to hurry to the departure gate in the end, as the final call came very soon after the first one and Mrs Russell and Mrs Powell had just decided they’d have time for a cup of tea!

It was a cloudy morning and just beginning to get light.  We took off and very quickly got through the low lying cloud.  It was an amazing sight as the mountain tops were above the clouds, giving us really spectacular views of the snowy peaks of the Alps above a sea of fluffy white clouds.  As the sun rose, the mountains turned pink.  Now, you have to understand that this really must have been impressive, after all, we had already been up for over 24 hours!

We landed safely at rainy Gatwick, back to Gate 57!  At least we knew what a trek we faced!  Actually, everything went very smoothly and we were soon back in the same seating area we had occupied early on Monday morning when we waited for our flight.  This time we were waiting for our coach.  I’d done the “better safe than sorry” thing again so we had quite a long wait!  We returned via Heathrow and Banbury (which was open this time!) and got back to Birmingham, exactly on time at 3.20 p.m.

It was a wonderful trip; that we all enjoyed and will remember for ever. The e-mails are flying around Europe even thicker and faster now as we catch up with friends and make plans for the project and future trips.
Thank you once again to everybody, we would all like to visit Slovenia again, in fact, I think Michael has a holiday in mind already!
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