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The University of Tartu was founded way back in 1632, and it'" s basically the top university

in Estonia. It" s super famous for computer science and medicine, but what | love most is

how the campus just blends into Tartu city. With all the old classical buildings and the cool

church ruins on the hill, the vibe here is amazing—no wonder Tartu was chosen as the

European Capital of Culture in 2024!

Out of all my classes over the two semesters, the Estonian language class was my absolute

favorite. Learning a language is the best way to understand a new culture. Just knowing a

few basic phrases helped me break the ice with locals instantly. It even helped me land a

part-time job playing Santa Claus for local families at Christmas, which was an

unforgettable way to experience their holiday traditions.

Honestly, the weather here is a huge challenge. | arrived in late August and caught the very

end of summer, which was a nice 15-20°C. But by mid-September, the temperature




crashed. It started snowing in November, and winter got as cold as -20°C. With only 4 to

6 hours of daylight, | actually experienced winter depression. As an Asian, | had to buy

Vitamin D supplements for the first time in my life. It really made me appreciate the sun

and understand why Europeans are so obsessed with beach holidays!

Loneliness was another big thing. During my year here, | only met five people from Hong

Kong, Taiwan, or China (including myself). This meant 95% of my time was spent hanging

out with people from completely different cultures. Even though | was out partying or

eating with friends almost every day, it was hard to have deep conversations, and | often

felt like | didn't quite fit in. But after a while, | started looking at "loneliness" as "solitude."

| used that alone time to get to know myself better instead of forcing myself into useless

socializing. It really made me mentally stronger and more at peace with myself.

The culture shock came in waves. Little things caught me off guard—like having to pay for

public toilets, bottle deposits, and even ketchup at fast-food joints. People here also brush

their teeth *after* breakfast, and handshakes are like a mini strength competition for guys.

But the biggest shock was seeing how much trust people have here, like Couchsurfing




hosts just handing over their house keys to a stranger. My mindset was always to keep an

open mind, but if something felt uncomfortable, I’ d just leave.

The best part of this journey was breaking free from the social norms back home. In Hong

Kong and Taiwan, people criticize each other a lot, which makes everyone afraid to follow

their dreams. But abroad, nobody knows those rules, so | felt free to try anything. | started

making social media content, traveled alone to the Balkans, Israel, and Ukraine, and even

did a massive solo cycling trip from Portugal all the way back to Estonia, wild camping or

staying with strangers along the way.

This exchange completely changed how | picture my future life; | realized | don’ t have to

follow the typical "life plan" back home.

If you ever come to Europe, | highly recommend visiting your European friends. Because |

joined the Buddy Program before, | got to visit friends in Italy, Belgium, and Hungary. In

my second semester, | stayed with exchange friends in Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and

Poland. They took me to their grandma’ s farm to eat countryside food and showed me




what daily life looks like during difficult times.

If you' re adventurous, use Couchsurfing! I' ve stayed with locals in over ten countries,

from Jordan to the UK. And if you have the stamina, try a bike tour! I cycled 5,500 km across

14 countries, stayed with a dozen local families, and saw the Matterhorn. The sense of

achievement you get after a grueling, exhausting ride is something you can never

experience on a bus or train. Plus, these travel styles save a ton of money on

accommodation and transport, which is perfect for students on a budget.




