Report (with Photos) on Fontainebleau Tour – May 6th-10th 2019 – by Carol Wain

After much deliberation and discussion, 6 of us left London on Monday 6th May (Bank Holiday here but not France), to catch Eurostar and travel via Paris to the centre of Fontainebleau.  Two others (James Foley and Clare Head had cancelled – Clare because she was too busy over here.) The group, apart from me, were: Stuart McRae and his partner Marion Kindermann; Alan and Gillian Herring (newish members), and Jan Lee Johnson (a professional artist and contact of REA – she has since joined us).We were were variously accommodated in Hotels Ibis and Le Bacchus Richelieu, but I stayed in a studio flat, sleep-in-fontainebleau.com.

Four of us met for the first time (apart from a brief pub meeting in April) at the ticket barrier in Paris Gare du Nord; we shared a taxi across Paris to the Gare du Lyon, glimpsing the fire damaged Nôtre Dame cathedral on our way. We arrived late in Font. due to a very long taxi queue in Paris, plus the heavy traffic.  The suburban train journey to Font. was simple, lasting 40 minutes.  Arriving at 7 pm instead of 6 as expected, we got the bus to the town centre where we met the other couple, Stuart and Marion. Later I ate a grill with them in Le France bar. Meanwhile we sought our hotels, with plans to meet next day, at a noon Town Hall Reception with ARCIF. 
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Front, L to R: Helene Maggiori-Kalnin, Evelyne Wenzel (ARCIF), Jan Lee Johnson, Marion Kindermann, Stuart McRae, Carol Wain (all REA; Carol is Secretary), Odile Jaquin.  Back: Gillian & Alan Herring (REA). 

The weather was cloudy but mild; the next day dawned sunny but windy and cool. Most of us explored town in the morning. I went to the busy market and met a campaigner for Macron's party in the EU election. I bought delicious food items at good prices from stall-holders, plus a few gifts at Monoprix supermarket. We assembled at the Town Hall where Evelyne Wenzel (President of ARCIF) met us, and led us into the main Council chamber, where our group admired the Barbizon School art on the walls. In the Wedding Registry room we then had a small reception with some of ARCIF: Evelyne, Odile and Hélène Maggiori-Kalnin plus the friendly wine waiter, Antonio. A group photo was taken that appeared on our website: we all appear smiling with drinks before a somewhat erotic 19th century painting of Cupid and Psyche... 

Then we dispersed for lunch (mine a baguette & French cheese eaten in my room) before issuing forth for our first outing, by taxi, to the old, charming village of Milly la Forêt, 20 minutes' taxi ride away. ARCIF kindly arranged this for us (we paid) plus another taxi for Barbizon later on. They also laid on Lorna Guérin to drive us back from both venues, after her work ended at 4.30 pm.  By now the sun was fully out, we were experiencing the warm winds of continental Europe – T-shirt weather at last!  Four of us made this trip – the other two prefered to wander Font. town and then rest. Jan was curious about Jean Cocteau's house and his redesign of the garden and décor at the C13th Chapel of St. Blaise – but sadly both places were closed on a Tuesday. After peering through the fence at each, we wandered to the ancient central square and Market Hall; we found shops and a small traditional cafe.  I’m grateful to Stuart McRae for a photo of us exploring Milly.  Lorna collected us an hour later. It was my first chance to chat and exchange ideas with her.  That evening we were all tired, so ate separately. I found a good Italian eatery not far from the central Fontainebleau Art Gallery, where dining alone was a pleasure.
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Jan Lee Collins & Carol Wain in Milly-la-Foret, walking from Jean Cocteau’s house (Photo: Stuart McRae).

Meanwhile we sought our hotels, with plans to meet next day, at a noon Town Hall Reception with ARCIF.  Next day was chilly and wet, but major events were planned for us.  It was France's Liberation Day from World War II, when they celebrate freedom from Nazi occupation. We were all invited to the Memorial des Morts at the Cemetery at 9.30 am on the edge of town, then afterwards to the unveiling of a major modern sculpture in the Place de la République, followed by a big reception in the Town Hall, in the Grand Hall.  After this was an optional church service at the newly restored C.16th St. Louis' Church.  The ceremony at the Memorial was moving and powerful, with readings from important dignitiaries, including retired generals, other officers, plus the Sous-Préfêt (deputy police Commissioner) for the wider District, a retired German colonel, the Red Cross and youth groups. A mixed youth fife & drum band, in traditional Napoleonic army uniform jackets, played military tunes from World War II.  We sang the Marseillaise at least 3 times... Mayor F. Vallétoux laid a beautiful red, white and blue wreath from Fontainebleau town.  In the rain we trooped into the cemetery (local war graves section) and a smaller stone, a memorial to 40 young local resistance workers and somewhat older army officers executed by the Nazis in 1944. The Mayor laid another big floral tribute, flags were dipped and we sang the Marseillaise again. 
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Mayor Frederic Valletoux, with German sculptor Michael Jastram, Helene Maggiori-Kalnin (Deputy Mayor) and Marco Schutz (Gallery owner & ARCIF member) at the sculpture unveiling in La Place de la Republique. 

Then a long walk to the town centre, where at 11.30 am we watched the Mayor and Hélène Maggiori-Kalnin making speeches at the unveiling of the huge bronze sculpture, “Europa and the Bull”, under a big gazebo. We were introduced to the friendly German sculptor, Michael Jastram – who spoke excellent English and physically resembled Billy Connolly!  He is managed by Marco Schutz, who runs the main commercial art gallery and is now the ARCIF link with Konstanz (he is of German origin). 

After this impressive event – the “bull” sculpture made quite a stir (though the figure of Europa was quite puny), I attended a short Catholic Church mass, with Evelyne and others. Others of our party missed this, but they all went to the large 1 pm Reception in the Grand Hall at La Mairie.  Everyone from ARCIF was there, plus the German sculptor and Marco Schutz. I mingled and gave out our REA flyers, cards and badges. Jan Lee Johnson and I made contact with Marco and the sculptor.  It was a useful networking session, with beautiful buffet food, just as they always provide. Jan and I then had a light lunch with EW. The day was not over – the next planned event was a 3 pm concert in the Château grounds by a group of pupils from Francois 1er School, who were studying Russian: they performed Russian music, songs and poetry.  This event was crowded and under cover, though the rain had cleared. I could not see much but heard the charming songs and took pictures over the heads of doting parents.  We had planned to tour the Château that afternoon. In the end we went round individually (using the electronic headsets), as some people were tired and had gone off to rest or “chill”. I had given people a history of the Château's C.16th restorer (Francis I), and of Napoleon's lifelong connection with it.  For me the best discovery were the vast outdoor water features and grounds; I had seen the Renaissance galleries and baroque rooms in 2017. Later on I dined Italian style again, with new member Jan Lee Johnson. 

Our last full day was our day trip to the renowned Barbizon Artists' Village.  Four of us (Jan, Stuart, Marion and I) used the same taxi firm from ARCIF for the longer drive there via the Forest and farmland. It had begun very rainy, so we postponed the start, but it cleared during the drive.  We were dropped off in the “Grande Rue” (narrow but long) where the C19th pre-Impressionist landscape and pastoral artists lived, worked and drank. J.F. Millet's atélier still exists, so that was our first stop. It is preserved just as Millet left it, with a vast north-facing window, and much of his work, and that of his fellow artists, displayed.  We then wandered the street till we found the Crêperie I had visited before, where we enjoyed a boozy lunch of galettes or crêpes.  After that we proceeded to the l'Auberge Ganne, now a museum where much of the Barbizon artists' work is shown, and their former living quarters preserved.  It has had a makeover since I went in 2017; there is now a room downstairs where a film about the artists is shown, and they cater for parties of school students. However, one can still see the profusion of art that was done there, including paintings on the cupboards, walls and doors – often done in a drunken, convivial state...  many feature cartoons of the artists, or pretentious figures such as plump priests and petty officials.  After a coffee, we walked to the edge of the Forest and breathed in its fresh air: near there is a car park, where Lorna collected us again.  This evening we all gathered with Evelyne, Lorna and the owner of a smart wine bar (BiboVinO) to taste his wares with bread, cheese and cold cuts of meat and sausage. 

The evening ended with farewells and thanks. Then it was time to return to our lodgings and pack.  I travelled back to Paris with Jan who was on the same Eurostar.  The Herrings went to the local market again and left earlier for Paris to see more of it, while Stuart and Marion stayed on in France for a few more days. We all had a great (if tiring) time.  Our thanks go to Evelyne, Lorna and the rest of ARCIF for making us so welcome. As Helen Baker said of her 2018 visit, the bonds of friendship with all in ARCIF were greatly strengthened during our time there. I myself was very happy to revisit Fontainebleau and its beautiful environs, especially the Forest and this beautiful town itself. Leading the tour was not easy; very hard work but a most worthwhile experience for me. 

Carol Wain  (21.5.2019) 
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Fontainebleau Château (archive photo) from ARCIF & Fontainebleau Tourism.
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Fontainebleau Forest – photo by Carol Wain (Sept. 2017, on her 1st visit) 

