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Dear friends. 
The students of the Fontbonne Academy (Milton, Massachusetts) on a tour with me, 
remembered Jeanne Fontbonne (1759-1843), known as Mother St John in religion, second 
foundress and superior-general of the Sisters of St Joseph of Lyons. She was able to do so 
much for education because Robespierre fell the day before she was to be guillotined. After 
pausing at her grave in Lyons, we drove to Lavoûte-Polignac where we visited the chateau, 
associated with an illustrious noble family: the Polignacs. The Spanish Steps in Rome were 
completed in 1725 when Cardinal Melchior de Polignac was ambassador to the Holy See; 
Prince Jules de Polignac was minister of Foreign Affairs of King Charles X of France when 
the capture of Algiers took place in 1830; count Pierre de Polignac married into the Grimaldis 
in 1920 and was the father of Prince Rainier III of Monaco. At le Puy en Velay we climbed 
the 246ft volcanic crag (a neck) to reach St Michael’s Chapel built in the 10th century; the 
pilgrims returning from Santiago de Compostella brought back devotion to the archangel, the 
support of warriors who fought the Moors.          
Julia Maudlin  is a photographer and Garden Tour organizer. She had travelled with her 
group from Oregon in order to see the gardens of Italy and in particular, two creations of the 
English landscape artist, Russell Page. On the volcanic island of Ischia he designed La 
Mortella, the garden of Sir William Walton’s estate. The composer of Façade lived there 
from 1949 until his death in 1983. Then, we went to Latium where Russell Page and Lavinia 
Taverna created the Rose Valley, the White Lane, the Blue Meadow, and the Olive Grove, 
forming the magnificent Landriana Gardens. In Vignanello, we had lunch with Princess 
Ruspoli, in her castle after having admired the giardino segretto. 
The students of the André Grasset College in Montreal with their teachers of biology and 
physics went with me to Scotland and Ireland. In Edinburgh, we visited the Museum of 
Scotland, Mary King’s Close and the Royal Yacht Britannia in the port of Leith and finally 
walked up onto Arthur’s Seat. We then went to Stirling Castle, which enjoys a strategic 
location on a volcanic plug. It was once the royal residence of the House of Stuart. Mary, 
Queen of Scots was crowned in the old Chapel Royal on 9th September 1543. In the 
Trossachs, we walked on the forest trails near the David Marshall Lodge. After flying to 
Ireland, we drove South of Dublin to visit Gleann Dá Loch, a monastic settlement founded by 
St Kevin in the 6th century. One student, Bertrand, impressed me, because he could put the 
Rubik cube right in a few seconds, simply by permutation and rotation, using algorithmic 
formulae. 
Elwyn Raymer (Fest Corps, Nashville, Tennessee) organized and presented the 25th edition 
of the International Church Music Festival in Rome. Several hundred participants gave 
concerts in prestigious venues like the basilicas of St John Lateran and St Mary Major. Sir 
David Willcocks conducted a gala concert at St Paul’s outside the Walls. I led excursions to 
the Villa Borghese, the Capitoline Museum, Castel Sant’Angelo, and an extension to Florence 
and Milan. 
I was happy to be reunited with the Augustana Alumni group from Sioux Falls, South 
Dakota. Just before Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II flew to Dyce airport to reach Balmoral, 
we managed to visit this very pleasant summer royal residence. We went to St Andrews, 
famous for its golf links and for having the oldest university in Scotland (1410); we saw the 
ruins of the Cathedral: it was destroyed at the instigation of John Knox. After visiting the 
ruins of Melrose Abbey, we stopped at Hadrian’s Wall, which was the limes for the Ancient 
Romans, in the north of their Empire. In the Lake District we got closer to the worlds of 
Beatrix Potter and of the romantic poet William Wordsworth (I wander’d lonely as a cloud 
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That floats on high o’er vales and hills, When all at once I saw a crowd, A host of golden 
daffodils, Beside the lake, beneath the trees, Fluttering and dancing in the breeze). The 
French Revolution (in which he took an active part) turned into the Terror and made him lose 
his initial enthusiasm. He had the time to fall in love though, with Annette Vallon, who bore 
him a daughter. Our visits included Hawkshead, Grasmere, a boat trip on Lake Windermere, 
and the Kirkstone Pass. Next on our agenda were the Cotswolds. We stayed at the Three 
Ways House in Mickleton. The hotel is home to the Pudding Club whose aim is the 
preservation of the great British tradition of steamed or baked suet puddings, such as spotted 
dick, bread and butter, summer or plum puddings. We liked Chipping Campden, elegant 
Broadway, Stow-on-the-Wold, Bourton-on-the-Water. In Oxford, we visited Christ Church 
College, where the Reverend Charles Lutwidge Dodgson was a mathematics don. He wrote 
Alice in Wonderland as Lewis Carroll. We had lunch at the Eagle and Child pub where C.S. 
Lewis and Tolkien used to meet. 
I welcomed my faithful Californian friends of the Riverside Art Museum, at Marseilles 
airport. We stayed in Arles where archaeologists are proud of the recent Roman treasures they 
have found in the river Rhône, particularly a superb statue of Julius Caesar.  On our way to 
Carcassonne, we were invited to my parents for lunch. They treated us to a four-course meal 
washed down with local rosé wine. After a delightful repast, we headed to Carcassonne and to 
Sarlat, in the Périgord, the land of the black truffle tuber melanosporum, walnut wine and foie 
gras from Toulouse geese. When we reached the Basque country we stayed at the beautiful La 
Réserve hotel in Saint Jean de Luz, built on a cliff facing the ocean. 
The West Oxfordshire Decorative & Fine Arts Society enjoyed the contrast of two  French 
areas: Flanders in the north and the Quercy in the southwest. We admired the Museum of Fine 
Arts at Lille (Rijsel) and the La Piscine Museum of Roubaix (Robaais) located in a former 
swimming pool from the 1930’s, in pure Art Deco style. In Moissac, we visited the 
Romanesque cloister. The skilled craftsmen from the workshops of the Languedoc School 
decorated the famous capitals with stylised foliage, palmettes and frets. The historiated 
capitals depict characters from the Old and New Testaments as well as the Life of Christ; they 
draw on both Irish and Coptic influences.  
The Musée Granet in Aix-en-Provence had organized a Picasso-Cézanne exhibition. Paul 
Cézanne pointed the direction for cubist painters when he said:  “Everything in nature is 
based on the shapes of the sphere, the cone and the cylinder. Once one has learnt to paint 
with these simple figures, one can go on to do whatever one wants.” After Pablo Picasso had 
bought the nearby chateau de Vauvenargues he phoned his art dealer and said: “I bought 
Cézanne’s Sainte Victoire”. D.-H. Kahnweiler thought Picasso was talking of a painting and 
asked which one. Picasso replied: “the real one”. The chateau, located at the foot of this 
mountain, was once the property of Luc de Clapiers, Marquis de Vauvenargues (1715-1747), 
a famous moralist. It is now owned by Catherine Hutin, daughter of Jacqueline Picasso (née 
Roque), last wife of the painter. To the immense joy of my groups, she had agreed to open it 
to the public, under certain conditions and only during the exhibition. It was the first time ever 
that art lovers saw Picasso’s tomb.  
With the music journalist Claudia Mambelli, I attended the Rossini Opera Festival in Pesaro, 
dedicated to the works of Gioacchino Rossini who was born there, in 1792. We saw Zelmira 
an opera that was first produced at the Teatro San Carlo in Naples, on 16th February 1822. It is 
a rather difficult work to perform, but the orchestra of Bologna and the famous tenor Juan 
Diego Flórez were up to the challenge and gave a sumptuous rendition of the score. The 
composer would have enjoyed a tour in the Périgord where he would have found the 
ingredients for one of his favourites dishes, tournedos Rossini: fillet steak with sautéed foie 
gras and a truffle on top. 
Buon appetito!                               London, November 2009                                  Gerard Venet                                                                                                                          
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 Arthur’s Seat, Edinburgh 
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Robert the Bruce, Stirling Castle 
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