France 2013

Our major journey of the year was a glorious 3 week stay in France during July.  To start things off perfectly, our wonderful friend Virginia was kind enough to take a 4-hour train ride from her summer home in Brittany to meet us at DeGaulle Airport and drive our rental car from Paris to Erquy, on the English Channel.  After our 10 hour flight from San Francisco to Paris, this drive—which we could never have done if we had had to take the wheel—took around another 5 hours.  After that, though, we never drove for more than a few hours a day.  

We stayed the first six nights in Erquy with the Lubin family.  Over the years, we have spent enough time with their tight-knit family to feel quite at home with them.  It has
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always been a special experience for us, and this year was no exception.  Although Virginia was born and raised in the US, her family is very French in how close they are to each other and how much time they spend together—seemingly much more than in the average American family.  Chloë was getting ready to start college at the University of Richmond and David was focused on throwing the javelin, which he does well enough to place himself within the top 20 in France!  These young adults were a joy to be with, and interested in spending time joking around with us, which we found refreshing for teenagers of any nationality!

The remaining two weeks of our trip we spent at the home of another friend, Jean-Pierre, and seven hotels.  I’ll describe these places and our special host in the order we visited them.  Virginia went with us for our first day and night travelling after we left Erquy.

Our first stop was the forest of Paimpont, the largest remnant of an ancient forest which once occupied the interior region of Brittany.  Paimpont is a forest of broadleaf trees, predominantly oaks and beeches, and is sometimes said to be the Arthurian Brocéliande.  The Brocéliande Forest had a reputation in the Medieval imagination as a place of magic and mystery. It is the setting of a number of adventures in Arthurian legend, including such latter-day features as the tomb of Merlin and the Fountain of Youth.  We took a nice hike through the forest to view the latter, which was something of a disappointment.  It didn’t look like it would restore our lost youth!


          


              The guillotine oak                                                      Merlin's tomb

The nearby “guillotine” oak was more impressive, looking to be a very old tree indeed.  How it got its name I haven’t been able to ascertain (other than the fact that it’s in France).
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    “The Fountain of Youth”

Sonia, Virginia and I then proceeded to Clisson, where we took rooms at the Auberge de la Cascade.  I think it got its name from the little dam and waterfall we could see and hear from our room near the confluence of the Sèvre Nantaise and Moine Rivers, tributaries to the Loire.  This was a lovely spot for a hotel.  The dining room and the hotel were nicely quiet while we were there, adding to our enjoyment of this lovely place.

The town and the celebrated family of Clisson take their name from their stronghold. Parts of the imposing chateau date from the 13th century. 
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The original Romanesque church was built in the 14th-15th century.  Burned and looted during the Wars of Vendée, when Clisson was demolished, it was restored under the Empire (early 19th century). The church was completely rebuilt in 1888.









       Église Notre Dame
The following day, we retraced our path a bit back to the north to drop Virginia at the train station in Nantes, which was about all we saw of the city as it didn’t meet our size criteria for this trip—too big!  (We later revised the criteria long enough for a day tour of Toulouse.)
From there it was on to Niort, or actually the countryside lying outside of Niort.  A bit of confusion (and resulting delay in our arrival) was created by our thinking our next auberge was located in Niort.  We finally found the Maison de Tournesols (“Sunflower House”), run by a very nice English couple who decided to opt for better weather than they could find in Britain.  A second English couple (Lynton and Ann from near Manchester), were guests that night and the six of us had quite a jolly time eating and drinking that evening on the patio.

Our next stop was Cognac for two nights.  Cognac is situated on the River Charente between the towns of Angoulême and Saintes.  Cognac is 400 kilometers (250 mi) southwest of Paris. Unknown prior to the 9th century, the town was subsequently fortified.  After the Hundred Years' War, King François I granted the town the right to trade salt along the river, guaranteeing strong commercial success, which in turn led to the town's development as a centre of wine and later brandy.  
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Cognac’s medieval quarter runs along the river and contains many buildings from the 15th to 18th centuries on narrow cobbled streets. Many contain sculptures of salamanders, the symbol of François I, as well as gargoyles and richly decorated façades.  

  

  





     Medieval Gate to the City

The town gives its name to one of the world's best-known types of brandy.  Cognac must be made according to strictly-defined regulations.  It is a unique spirit in that it is double-distilled. This process can be viewed in one of the many "Grande Marque" cognac houses, which include Hennessy, Martell, and Remy Martin.  We took a tour of the extensive Hennessey operation across the Charente.  The distillery was founded by Irishman Richard Hennessy in 1765.  In the early days of cognac production it was the British and Irish who were the main consumers and also became some of the main producers of cognac, using techniques acquired from the distillation of whisky. 

                                     

        

Quality is controlled by the length of time the cognac is allowed to mature in oak barrels, a minimum time being required at each grade level. The longer the cognac matures in the barrel, the smoother (and darker, as it takes its color from the oak) it will generally become. Once it is bottled, no further development takes place. Hennessy still has barrels of cognac dating back to the 19th century sitting in their cellars waiting for fine blending.  The huge stockpile of oak casks was extremely impressive to see.  Hennessy sells about 50 million bottles a year worldwide, or more than 40 percent of the world’s cognac.                               
On our second day in Cognac, we took a day trip to Saintes, a very scenic drive along the left bank (“Rive Gauche”) of the Charente.  For us, the most interesting features of the city were those left from Roman times, when the city was known as Mediolanum Santonum.  







   Arch of Germanicus

This triumphal arch was built in the year 18 or 19 in honor of  the  Emperor Tiberius and his adopted sons Drusus Caesar and Germanicus.  
It was built at the entrance to a bridge, where the main Roman road crossed
the Charente River. The bridge was demolished in 184. 
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There are also well-preserved ruins of a Roman amphitheater near the summit of the hill upon which the town was built.  Its tiers are built against the hill and an embankment. We also greatly enjoyed the Musée Archéologique, which displays a Roman cart of the 1st century amongst an interesting collection of sculptures and inscriptions.

We also visited the ruins of the Baths of St-Saloin.  These were odd, in that the principal bath had been converted to sepulcher dated much more recently than the Thermes.

Saintes is also known for its churches, one of which provided us parking for our walk to the Roman amphitheater (Praise be to god!). 




           Basilique Saint-Eutrope in Saintes

Next up was Bergerac, where we stayed at a very nice auberge called La Flambée, located on the edge of the city.  We dined on a lovely terrace adjacent to their park-like grounds, which included a beautiful pool in which we enjoyed a swim.

   

 



  Bergerac as seen from Dordogne River

Bergerac is another charming French town with an interesting medieval section incorporating several pretty little parks.  The town contains two statues of Cyrano de Bergerac, subject of a famous play of the same name by Edmond Rostand, though the actual Cyrano never lived in Bergerac. An old stone statue stands on Place de la Myrpe, facing Place du Docteur Cayla.
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            Bergerac on Bastille Day

Before leaving Bergerac, we toured this old part of town near the Dordogne River and found it quite charming.  It was on Bastille Day, and a nice touch was the blue and white and colored streamers we found adorning all the little parks descending to the riverbank.

We drove to a rendezvous at the home of a friend we made in Rio, the very hospitable Jean-Pierre Zelcer.  We spent three nights at his lovely home in Avezan, a town of some 30 people located a couple of hours driving west of Toulouse.  This marked the southernmost place we slept on our tour of western France.  Jean-Pierre was proud of the very comfortable home he built some years ago, and well he should be!  Like others in France, the house is built around a quite old place to which Jean-Pierre then added many nicely built and handsomely decorated rooms.  To me, the most interesting part of the house architecturally is the fact that it descends the hillside on which it is built in steep rectangular form, with staircases, ending in a gorgeous lap-swim pool on the fourth and lowest level.  
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Even from the pool level, the sweeping view of the surrounding valley and hills was magnificent. Atop a distant hill sits the town of Lectoure, where we could easily distinguish the bell tower of the Lectoure Cathedral, a French national monument built in the Middle Ages.  

                          


  Lectoure in the distance as seen from Avezan
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           Ruins in Lectoure

Lectoure also has a museum that is part of the town hall.   Jean Lannes, one of Napoleon’s greatest generals, came from Lectoure and was featured in the museum.  On the establishment of the empire in 1804, Lannes was made a Marshal of France, ranking above the generals.  He commanded the advanced guard of a great French army in the Battle of Austerlitz, considered Napoleon’s greatest victory.  Also known as the Battle of Three Emperors, at Austerlitz France defeated Austria and Russia, putting an end to the Holy Roman Empire.  




      

Maréchal Lannes 

On our last day with Jean-Pierre, we followed him into Toulouse, the largest city we visited while in France, and the southernmost point of our journey.   It lies on the banks of the River Garonne, 150 kilometers (93 miles) east and a bit north of the Mediterranean Sea and 580 km (360 miles) south and a bit east of Paris. With around 1.2 million inhabitants, Toulouse is the fourth-largest city in France, after  Paris (12.1 million),  Lyon  (2.1 million), and Marseille (1.7 million).

     



     The Capitole of Toulouse & Capitole Sq.

Toulouse is the centre of the European aerospace industry.  We passed the headquarters of Airbus on the way into the city.  The company produces approximately half of the world's jet airliners, including the largest passenger plane, the Airbus 380.  The city also hosts l'Oncopole de Toulouse, the largest cancer research centre in Europe, the European headquarters of Intel and the Toulouse Space Centre, the largest space centre in Europe.  It is also a beautiful city, as the following photos suggest.
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Jean-Pierre turned out to be an able tour guide as well as raconteur par extraordinaire.  We miss his entertaining company and look forward to seeing him in Rio de Janeiro or perhaps at his place in Portugal sometime soon.

We parted company mid-afternoon and turned north toward our next stop, the charming small town of Gourdon.  It is the capital of the Bouriane, a natural region characterized by its sandy soils and gentle hills covered with forests where chestnut trees predominate.

                                  





     12th Century Gourdon Church

After a comfortable stay at the Hostellerie de la Bouriane, we continued driving north as far as the small town of Solignac.  We continued to have good fortune eating and sleeping at the Hotel Le Saint Eloi, shown below.  Owned by an English chef and his gracious manager/bartender wife, we were situated right across the street from the Abbaye de Solignac.  
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          Hotel St. Eloi


                    Solignac Abbey
The abbey was founded in 632 by Saint Eloi, who asked King Dagobert to found a monastery.  The present abbey was not completed until the twelfth century.

We were very fortunate in the timing of our arrival in Solignac, for that evening Beethoven’s Symphony Number 4 was played by the Orchestre de la Garde Républicaine.  The highlight of the evening was Iréne Duval’s virtuoso performance of Beethoven’s Violin Concerto.  In the setting of the ancient abbey with its excellent acoustics before an audience limited by law to only a few hundred souls, the musical performances were nothing short of spectacular.

Another architectural highlight of Solignac is the old bridge a short walk down to the riverbank from the St. Eloi.  It is known as the “Roman Bridge” on tourist maps and a majority of web sites, but in fact was not built until the 13th century by the town of Solignac.  It is also variously referred to as the “old bridge of Solignac” the “Pont de la Briance”, and the “Pont-Vieux de Solignac”.  Given this plethora of choices, I have decided to create my own name for it: “Pont-Vieux de la Briance”.  I like this best because it is the most descriptive and sonorous name for the bridge. While I regard this as an impressive name, the bridge is only wide enough for one car.  However, it features a couple of “take-outs” for pedestrians that offer safe places from which to view the Briance River.  I think these may have been added in the 14th century, when there was also construction on the bridge.  In 1969, it was awarded protection as an historic monument.
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         Abbey interior                                Pont-Vieux de la Briance, aerial view           
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Pont-Vieux de la Briance from upstream     Pont-Vieux de la Briance fr. downstream
We spent two nights at the St. Eloi.  The second day, we took a short drive up to Limoges for the day.  





The Bridge of Saint Martial actually does date to the Roman era.  Limoges was founded by the Emperor Augustus (as “Augustoritum”) around 10 BC.  The Roman city included a large amphitheatre, a theatre, a forum, baths and several sanctuaries. According to tradition, a temple consecrated to Venus, Diana, Minerva and Jupiter was located near the modern cathedral. The city was built on the typical Roman square plan, with two main streets crossing in the centre. It had a Senate and a currency of its own, a sign of its importance in the imperial age.

Limoges was evangelized by Saint Martial, who came to the city around 250.  However, in the late 3rd century it was increasingly abandoned, due to unsafe conditions created by the invasions of various Germanic tribes. The population was concentrated instead in a more easily fortifiable site, the modern Puy Saint-Étienne, which is the centre of the modern Limoges. Starting from the construction of the Abbey of St. Martial (9th century), another settlement grew around the tomb of the saint. 

Starting from the 11th century, thanks to the presence of the Abbey of St. Martial and its large library, Limoges became a flourishing artistic centre. It was home to an important school of medieval music composition, which is usually called the St. Martial School; its most famous member was the 13th-century troubadour Bertran de Born.

Although he composed a few cansos (love songs), Bertran de Born was predominantly a master of the sirventes, which revel in warfare, such as the following, translated by Ezra Pound.

“We shall see battle axes and swords, a-battering colored haumes and a-hacking through shields at entering melee; and many vassals smiting together, whence there run free the horses of the dead and wrecked. And when each man of prowess shall be come into the fray he thinks no more of (merely) breaking heads and arms, for a dead man is worth more than one taken alive.

I tell you that I find no such savor in eating butter and sleeping, as when I hear cried "On them!" and from both sides hear horses neighing through their head-guards, and hear shouted "To aid! To aid!" and see the dead with lance truncheons, the pennants ... still on them, piercing their sides.
Barons! put in pawn castles, and towns, and cities before anyone makes war on us.
Papiol, be glad to go speedily to "Yea and Nay", and tell him there's too much peace about.”



                                                   Bertran in Hell,, from Dante's Inferno
                              


                              The murder of Thomas Becket, Limoges enamel, 12th c.                                                              

                              Louvre Musée

 In the 13th century, at the peak of its splendor, central Limoges consisted of two different fortified settlements: the town proper and the castle, with 12 m-high walls, including the abbey. The city and castle were united in 1792 to form the single city of Limoges. During the French Revolution several religious edifices were destroyed by the population, including the Abbey of St. Martial itself.  The Gothic Limoges Cathedral  (Cathédrale Saint-Étienne de Limoges) was begun in 1273 and finished only in 1888.
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                    Cathédrale Saint-Étienne de Limoges

In the late 18th century, the porcelain industry started to develop, favored by the presence of kaolinite which was discovered near Limoges in 1768.   Many of the inhabitants became employed in the new sector or in connected activities, including the lumbering of wood needed for firing the porcelain.  More than 50% of all porcelain made in France comes from Limoges.  The population of Limoges today is around 140,000.

Our last touristic stop on our way back to Charles De Gaulle Airport was Bourges.  This was a very nice surprise as the tourist guidebook we used (Lonely Planet) did not even list the city as worth seeing.  In fact, Bourges has a long history dating back to the Roman era, as do so many cities in Gaul, as at least part of France was known to the Romans.  At this time the city reached a greater size than it would retain during the Middle Ages. 

During the 8th century Bourges lay on the northern fringes of the Duchy of Aquitaine and was therefore the first town to come under Frankish attacks when they crossed the Loire. It was captured by the Frankish Charles Martel in 731 but immediately reconquered by Duke Odo the Great. It remained under the rule of counts who pledged allegiance to the Aquitanian dukes up to the destructive assault of Pepin the Short on Aquitaine starting in 760.
  

               


              Saint-Étienne de Bourges

       Half-timbered houses in Place Gordaine
The Gothic Cathedral of Saint Etienne de Bourges, begun at the end of the twelfth century, is listed as a World Heritage Site. It is considered the earliest example of the high gothic style of the thirteenth century.  Other sites of importance include a sixty-five-hectare district of half-timbered houses and fine town houses.
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               The happy travelers before heading home
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