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Almost lost  
in trAnslAtion

Getting a Taste of International Law in  
the Philadelphia-Lyon exchange Program



O ne thing every first year law student both obsesses over and fears 
is the first summer internship after 1L. When I first learned of the 
opportunity to participate in the Philadelphia-Lyon bar exchange 

program and spend the summer interning in Lyon, France, I could hardly 
believe my luck. I would be returning to Lyon, a city southeast of Paris, 
known for its gastronomy and the celebration of lights, for the second time. 
This time, however, not as a college graduate taking a year before law 
school to teach English, but as a law student charging into the unknown. 
My internship was with Bird & Bird LLP, an international law firm based 
in England.

My position was with the commercial 
and IT department under Eric Wallenbrock, 
the firm’s senior European counsel. Being 
one of the first American students to take 
part in this type of exchange, no one was 
quite sure what I would be capable of or 
my level of French. Walking through the 
hallway facing smiles and head nods, the 
question of language and comprehension 
shone through each greeting. After a couple 
unsure “hellos,” it became obvious that I 
spoke French and the tone of each greeting 
relaxed; everyone’s fears that they could 
only speak to me in English were quickly 
abated. Thus, I was put to work.

It’s an incredible feeling to be pushed 
to the limit in almost all of your mental 
capacities during a single experience. One of 
the things that compelled me to law school 

from my life as a French major was my love 
of language and the play between language 
and the law; understanding the language is 
the key to understanding the law. I had never 
worked for a firm before in English, let 
alone in French; I had spent a year working 
to grasp the basic mechanics of American 
law, not the intricacies of le Code Civil. I 
can therefore divide my experience into 
three basic personas: the American intern, 
the translator and the lost French intern. 

Being the American intern encompassed 
most of my work with Eric. In Civil  
Procedure class, we’re given a small taste 
of the complications of choice of law, and 
in Contracts we’re shown that language 
interpretation can be one of the most 
important factors when faced with a contract 
dispute. These issues are not only present 
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when dealing with international commercial transactions, but 
they are magnified.

 There was a specific contract dispute involving import/
export regulations from France to the U.S. that became my 
project. When Eric first approached me, it was to look up 
every import regulation into the U.S., including necessary 
permits, and draft a flow chart accordingly. When that was 
accomplished, he gave me the contract in question to study 
and forwarded me all correspondences between both parties 
to analyze. Finally, I put it all 
together in a memorandum 
explaining what should have 
been done to comply with 
U.S. law, what our client did 
or failed to do, and what the 
repercussions were, based on 
the contract language. At one 
point, even Eric and I disagreed 
about the meaning of one simple 
phrase on the USDA’s website 
and it was only through a phone 
call to the USDA directly that 
we found our answer. One of 
the most fascinating aspects of 
this project was that each party 
truly believed that they had 
complied with the terms of the 
contract, but it all came down 
to the correct (and thus the best) 
interpretation of American law.

Being the “Lost French 
Intern” was by far the most 
difficult part of my internship. The first research assignment I 
was given in French began as I asked the fundamental question 
of how jurisprudence plays a role in the French legal system. 
Legal Writing and Research I and II had made me an expert in 
researching American jurisprudence, but what was I supposed 
to do with le Code Civil? Each assignment therefore developed 
into a three-step process: 1.) understand the question at hand, 

2.) understand (after finding) the code provisions, and 3.) find 
something in the jurisprudence interpreting it and providing 
the answer. My forays into the French research réseau were 
mainly at the behest of one of the firm’s junior associates 
when she was desperate for a fresh set of eyes. I spent days 
on one question, never to find a suitable answer, but ended up 
a pro on the manufacturing of saucisse, something the entire 
department found humorous and ironic: the American intern 
an expert on one of the most stereotypical French meats. 

The “Translator” was a 
mixture of the American intern 
and the “Lost French Intern.” 
The limitless boundaries of 
my French vocabulary as 
they were reading Dumas or 
Voltaire suddenly closed in 
upon me and swallowed me 
whole; I had no idea how to 
translate a construction contract 
from English to French. I 
found myself with three new 
best friends: the dictionary, 
wordreference.com and linguee.
com. I mention the construction 
contract primarily because it 
was the one translation I did 
in which every one of the 30 
pages made me feel like a 
child learning how to compose 
sentences for the first time. 
The reward of such a difficult 
task did not go unnoticed, 

however, as my understanding of contract language grew with 
each necessary dissection of the English phrase in order to 
transform it into French. 

Above all else and no matter which persona I was channeling, 
it was the human aspect of my experience and the exchange 
of cultures that made my summer the most enriching. I was 
in an office with three French interns whose company and 



guidance, from 9 a.m. to 7 p.m. every 
day for two months helped me through 
each and every misunderstood word or 
difficult translation. I helped them with 
their English, they helped me with my 
French; we had picnics in the park and 
drinks after work. I even explained the 
rule against perpetuities to one of the 

interns who was studying to take the 
New York bar.

There is something to be said for 
the immense power of making deep 
personal connections in a foreign 
language. Connections that go beyond 
the barriers of language, because deep 
down we’re all just law students, trying 

to keep our heads above water and 
working together to help each other 
forge his or her own path in this ever 
expanding world. 

MaryKatherine Wagner is a second-year 
law student at Villanova University 
School of Law.
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