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Monet at Giverny
It was a last minute decision on our first full day at the gite to visit
Giverny. We set off just before three in the afternoon really just to
find out where it was prior to a planned longer visit later in the
week. Its a straight forward drive and the village is very attractive.
On arrival the car parks were jam packed with thousands of cars
and busses but, many were leaving for the day so we drove
straight in no problem. We then followed the crowds and ended up
queuing to enter the gardens. Although not intended, our timing for
a visit was pretty good because most people were going home. On
entering the gardens there was a long queue for Monet’s House so
we pushed on to explore the upper formal garden before entering
the lily ponds which are accessed today via a subway under the
main road. The formal upper garden contrasts well with the lily
ponds, the latter cool and shady whilst the former significantly
warmer on a hot day. Returning to the house later the crowds had
gone and we were pretty much alone to wander around Monet’s
House.

Lots of you have been asking after our
newsletters and whether I’ll be producing
any more. Well it’s been a little too busy
in work this year but hopefully things will
quieten down from now on which should
give me some time to get the newsletters
going again.
I thought you might like to have
something to read over a cup of tea, iced
traditional lemonade or a glass of red
wine whilst enjoying the sun in the
garden, so here we go.
We’ve been really lucky having just come
back from a week’s holiday in France.
The photograph here should give some
clues as to one of the places we visited.
Our holiday this year was very much a
last minute job and we’d only booked up
a gite through a French website two
weeks before going. Steffan, my son, was
very keen to explore an area between
Rouen and Paris in the Seine Valley. He’s
a serious collector of Money de Paris
coins - tourist medals produced for the
key sites in France and he’s built up a
serious collection over the years. He was
under the sure impression that there
would be lots of coins to collect from this
region and not knowing too much about
the area I was swayed by his argument
‘You’ll be able to visit Giverny dad’ though
I suspected there’d be lots of other very
odd places of much lesser interest that
he’d lined up for us to visit under the
pretence that there would be coins
present. Regardless of where you are
however, France is always a good place
to chill out and it seemed a good area to
try as it’s not too far to drive for a week.
As it happens Giverny was just a thirty
minute drive away from our gite and we
chose to visit late on a Sunday afternoon.

Impressionists
Most of the impressionist painters had a hard
time in their early careers and Monet was no
exception in this. However, as a place to end his
days the village of Giverny, Monet’s house and
gardens were more than comfortable. The house
and gardens are big for one person but as a
visitor the gardens aren’t too much to walk round
- an hour would be more than enough for most
people bearing in mind that significant parts of
the formal garden can not be accessed by the
public and can only be viewed from the main
pathways.
The house is set up as it was when Monet lived
there - he seemed to admire Japanese prints as
they are found in every single room. As for
Monet’s paintings - there are no real ones
present at the House or the nearby Impressionist
Museum. This isn’t a place to visit if you want to
see the paintings. It is however, a place to visit to
get a feeling for the man, his times and the
subject matter he used as inspiration towards the
end of his career.

If you’re a Monet fan you might recognise the facade of Rouen’s famous cathedral. Rouen is a mega city with the
claim to fame that it is Europe’s largest exporter of agricultural produce. For years its been a road works
nightmare full of yellow deviation signs so we chose to travel in from the outskirts on the tram. The Museum de
Beau Arts does have a number of Impressionist originals but curiously the museums were all shut on a Tuesday. A
few years ago we visited the city of Aix -en- Provence and there all the museums were closed on a Monday. Ah
well, I guess that’s France - I never have worked out the opening times for shops, cafes etc
History fanatics will like the Medieval quarter, a giant 12 meter high cross marks the spot where Joan of Arc met
an untimely end and good old Richard the Lion Heart’s heart is buried ceremoniously in the cathedral.

Let’s Compare

Once again there are no Van Gogh originals in
Auvers but you do get to walk in the footsteps of
the artist. Van Gogh didn’t go far to find his
inspiration - the town hall, the church, the wheat
fields behind the church - they’re all there in his
paintings and they’re all still there today. Auvers
as a place doesn’t feel any bigger than Llantwit.
Let you’re imagination go and you can imagine
Van Gogh making an early start at first light, thin,
his old boots scraping on the road side, his
ancient wooden box of paints and brushes
tapping against his easel as he tramped up to his
chosen view point for the day.
The crowds haven’t caught on to Auvers as yet
so now’s the time to go before they do. The view
points around the town are clearly marked with a
reproduction of the original painting to go with
each view. Most of these are of paintings by Van
Gogh but the trail also includes the work of
Cezanne and Pissarro.
Perhaps the most touching point of interest are
the simply marked graves of Vincent and his ever
loyal younger brother Theo - Ici repose Vincent
Van Gogh 1853-1890.

Perhaps the art highlight of our trip was a visit to
Auvers-Sur-Oise and to be honest it’s not a place
name I was familiar with. Steffan once again can be
blamed for this visit. ‘Dad, you can take a picture of
Van Gogh’s church ‘cos there sure is a coin for it.’
There was then a quick consultation of the ‘Rough
Guide to France’ to check that a visit to a town I’d
never heard of before was going to be worth the
effort. Auvers is not far from Giverny lying on the
urban edge of Paris today but back in the 1890’s it
was a train ride out of Paris into the countryside that
Van Gogh, Cezanne, Pissarro and others made as a
painting destination. Van Gogh spent his last 70
days here completing nearly as many paintings in
that time. On his first arrival he enthusiastically
celebrates the wonder of the place in his letters to
his brother Theo. He is pleased with having
managed to rent a room for 3 francs 50 when the
going rate for the town was 7 francs. Today you can
visit this room in the attic of Auberge Ravoux and it’s
a sobering experience. You can contrast the comfort
in which Monet ended his days to the stark Spartan
emptiness of the tiny room in which Van Gogh
stayed and died. Superstition has meant that the
room hasn’t been rented out since. It still has the
bare floor boards and the unpainted plaster. Indeed,
the Auberge Ravoux (in private ownership) has been
retained just as it was in 1890. The restaurant at
street level is exactly accurate right down to the
menu and waiters. Were Van Gogh to walk in off the
street today he would not feel out of place.
There’s a short but excellent video presentation very moving. It seems so unfair that Van Gogh died
without any real recognition, that this was all to
come after his death.

‘One day or other, I believe I shall find a way of having
an exhibition of my own in a cafe’
Vincent Van Gogh 10th June 1890

Vincent’s dream as shared with his brother Theo, a dream he never managed to realise in his life time. Just
think, what would a cafe give now to have an exhibition of his originals?
One of the originals and certainly one of the last paintings he made is of Auvers in the rain and this is
currently on view in the National Museum of Wales. It’s part of the permanent display and you can get up
close to it if you want but the effect works better from a slight distance.

A War Story
Well you can’t go to Northern France without sharing a war story, be it from the Great War 1914-1918 or the Second
World War 1939-1945. Nearly everyone knows someone or has some connection to the events that took place
before, after or during either war. I don’t have any stories from the Great War but I certainly have one from the
Second World War that has recently come to life as details gradually emerge.
Each year in our trips to France we’ve crossed over to Calais and then made the drive down the coast to spend the
first night at the Ibis hotel at Abbeville - it’s become a little tradition of ours. Unknown to us until recently is the fact
that we have a direct family tragedy that is linked to the town of Abbeville. My father had two older brothers, Barry
and Anthony. Barry, the eldest brother signed up at the start of the Second World War and became Sargent Barry
Kaye, a Spitfire pilot with the RAF for 222 Squadron. He was lost in action and his mother, from the report she had
received believed that the action was part of the Battle of Britain. This it turns out was not the case and Barry lost his
life in a later part of the war.
At the start of the war Abbeville Drucat was an allied air base but it was caught up in the German Blitzkrieg and all its
aircraft were lost. Subsequently the Luftwaffe took over the airfield and stationed Messerschmidt fighter planes here
in support of their bombing campaign for the Battle of Britain. We know that this campaign was ultimately
unsuccessful but the Luftwaffe remained at Drucat. The airfield became the target for RAF and later USAF bombing
missions most of which were unsuccessful resulting in aircraft losses and lost pilot lives. Barry, my uncle was one of
the pilots who failed to return following one of the early RAF missions.
These details haven’t come from MOD RAF records rather the story has been picked up from the Luftwaffe
side. Following Barry’s death, Anthony without permission from his mother Lily immediately went and signed up for
the RAF. Tony joined bomber command with action in North Africa clearing up after Rommel. Tony was the rear
gunner on a Wellington bomber and survived the war. The pilot for his plane joined Tony after demob in Yorkshire
where he met Barry’s fiancé whom he later married. Their son became intrigued by the Barry Kaye story but failing to
get anything from the MOD he appealed over the internet and had a response from the son of a Luftwaffe pilot who
had been scrambled to attack the RAF bombing party on 30th July 1942. There is more research to do to verify the
story and since I’m a remaining nephew I may be able to find out more from the MOD as a living relative of Barry
Kaye. Both my dad and his brother Tony didn’t investigate in their life times and had just accepted the bland MOD
letter and Barry’s recognition on the RAF Runnymede Memorial but I’d like to find out what actually happened and
what the mission was all about.
I hope you’ve enjoyed the newsletter - I thought you might be interested in the art content

