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For the second year of the MINI  

FRENCH WEEKENDER, 16 people, 

8 MINIS and a BMW Z4 invaded 

Amboise in the Loire Valley in a vain 

attempt to discover fun, laughter, 

frivolity and every Chateau and its 

tapestries in the whole Loire Valley. 

The first three parts of our criteria 

were a breeze but alas we did miss a 

few tapestries! 

 

Planning for the FRENCH 

WEEKENDER was primarily done 

by Peanut (Chrissie Gates) with a 

modest amount of help from me 

(though I 

tried my hardest to exaggerate my 

input – trust me). Peanut did sterling 

work in locating the fabulous Da 

Vinci Hotel and organising the 

splendid dinner in L’Amboiserie on 

the Friday evening and the superb 

lunch at the Caves Rou Marson for 

Sunday. Her hours spent lost in the 

depths of Autoroute on the PC also 

paid huge dividends. 

 

More important than the planning of 

a trip though, is the people on the trip 

and without doubt the people made 

this trip! From the outset I realised 

we had talent a plenty on this trip and 

to harness that talent enough 

technology was taken on this trip to 

start World War Three! Realising the 

potential of such a group of talented 

Miniacs gave me the idea to create a 

review magazine that we could all 

keep as a souvenir after the weekend. 

The notion that really convinced me 

was the thought that I could do this 

without really having to do much 

myself – if I got you lot to do it! 

 

Consequently, NEW for the second 

year of the MINI FRENCH 

WEEKENDER is this post event 

review magazine bristling full of 

photographs, comment, write-ups and 

wit from the participants in the 

weekend adventure! Hope you all 

enjoy it as much as I have enjoyed 

putting it all together. 

Beastie (Adrian Ainsworth) 
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After a very warm night on the ferry in our cabins, with en suite (French word number 1) and 

porthole, Friday dawned damp and chilly, but us French Weekenders were not down hearted. 
We all retrieved our cars from the bowels of the ship and with only a couple of Minis 
experiencing scraped bellies on the exit, we made our way through the port of Le Havre 
towards Giverny and Monet’s Garden for our first stop and breakfast. For two of our crew this 
would be their second breakfast of the day! We all had Tom Tom set for the same destination 
but lo and behold each one of them had a mind of it’s own and took some of us into villages and 
lanes that no other Mini had been before and if they have any sense won’t go down again! At 
one point on the outskirts of Giverny, Chris and Jax and Kevin and I ended up in these little 
streets and realised we were all alone together! We managed to reverse the cars in an area the 
size of a matchbox and drove back out the way we came in. Only after we received some 
strange looks from an elderly local did we realise that we were driving on the wrong side of the 
road! That was soon put to rights and we met up with the rest of the group in a very empty car 
park – still it was only nine a.m. 
 

We should have been suspicious then, but having wandered through a very pretty village in 

order to find our breakfast we found both food and gardens shut/closed/ferme/not open. So with 
tummies rumbling (apart from the two above- you know who you are) we decided to head for 
the nearest town for our petit dejeuner. Vernon was Tom Tom’s choice, a typical French town. 
We were delayed for a short while by a local dustcart (Time and Motion researchers would have 
been impressed – very quick, clean and efficient). However, we found a ‘café’ just off the main 
square and all piled in, only to pile straight out of the other door as it appeared to be just a bar 
full of swarthy looking French men all reading Le Figaro newspaper and smoking Gauloise 
cigarettes. The proprietor very quickly realised that dozens of French francs were leaving his 
premises so came after us and assured us, in very broken English, that we could have seats 
upstairs and breakfast as he had…eggs…and cheese…and ham…and eggs…and…we all had 
enough to see us through to lunch, but not before visits were made to the facilities which proved 
to be a bit of an eye opener as the French do like to do things together!   (Continued on page 
five) 

 

 

Day One – 

Le Havre to 

Amboise  

 

 
 

(written by Carol Spiers) 

 

 
 

 

Peanut’s Review of the Loire 

Valley MINI Adventure 

Thursday 
 

The trip started for us with me meeting 

Beastie after work with a car fully packed 
and ready to go. It’s a two hour trip to 

Portsmouth for us from Evesham and we 

easily found both the Shell garage and 

then the Harvester where we met up with 
the rest for a meal before our departure. It 

was only 10 minutes drive from the ferry 

terminal and were quickly checked-in, 

with only ourselves, Elf and Carlos and 
RVW being kept back for a search and a 

few questions, all good humoured – they 

promised us an unchecked return when 

we came back with the gold bullion! 
 

We found our rooms and soon met up in 

the Dirty Duck (the bar on board) for a 

drink and a natter and while some of us 

were drinking water in preparation for the 

weekend’s revelry others, like me, had a 

two glass bottle of wine which I very 
much regretted the next day. 

 

Our cabin was above the water line for 

once but still a bit hot and stuffy, which 

made sleeping less restful than it might 
have been. 

 

Friday 
 

Nevertheless we were all ready to go 

next morning when we were given the 

word, but had to wait some time for the 
rest to catch up just before the port exit. 

Then all nine of us tried to squeeze into 

an already formed queue of traffic, 

dismally failed and decided to make our 
own queue and join the roundabout with 

them – it didn’t please the French rush 

hour drivers much but c’est la vie!!! 

 

 

A sedate drive through Le 

Havre and then onto the motorway for an 
hour or so to our first stop – Monet’s 

Garden. We had very carefully made sure 

that every chateau we were to visit was 

open for this weekend, but for some 
reason completely forgot about the 

garden, and needless to say it was closed 

until next week, which was a shame 

because we had promised everyone 
breakfast there. But we had not long 

before passed through a town, so we 

returned to it, parked up and soon found a 

small café to cater for our needs. Then 
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(continued from page four) 
 

 
Driving through the rain for a couple of hours we weary travellers then arrived at La Da Vinci Hotel on the outskirts of Amboise 

in the heart of the Loire Valley. A very smart looking hotel and friendly receptionist (aren’t we all?) greeted us. After a quick 
shower, or in some people’s case a bath (eh Paul?), we went out for our first proper French meal. L’Amboiserie just off the 
main square in Amboise was our venue -and what a corker it was - the restaurant, the staff, the food, the whole ambience (is 
that  French word number 3?)  were first class. It truly was a very varied, busy, but enjoyable first day. 
 
Roll on tomorrow… 

 

onwards to Versailles! 

 

It was raining and quite cold when we 

got there so the gardens didn’t seem 

tempting and the inside of the Palace 

beckoned, which was a good excuse to 
exercise our new camera. We found a 

small theatre this time that we hadn’t seen 

before which was quite beautiful and the 

Hall of Mirrors was much further on in 
it’s restoration than it was the last time 

we saw it. 

 

We had a quick snack in a small café 

close by and then it was time to be off 
again, this time to Amboise and our 

hotel, with a brief stop for refuelling, 

both us and the cars. We had 

encountered various roads being dug up 
in our travels today and Amboise was 

no exception, so naturally the road 

TomTom wanted us to go down to our 

hotel was completely closed, and we 
had to follow a deviation involving 

many road humps through the 

residential bits of the town.  

 

Our meal for the evening was booked 

in L’Amboiserie, but we didn’t know 

exactly where it was until we drove 

past it and its full car park so we had 

to do another quick circuit of the 
town and park as near as we could. 

They had a lovely meal ready for us 

but of course no-one could remember 

what they had ordered, however, I had 
anticipated this and had my faithful list 

with me! 

 

 

(Continued on Page 9) 
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Day Two - Visit to 

Clos Luce, 

Chenonceau and 

Chambord 
(written by Storm – Gail Westfield) 
 

After a typical continental breakkie (not 

the usual holiday RVW egg/bacon/ 

mushroom/fried bread/tomato jobbie) we 

departed the hotel after having the 

obligatory group photo. It appears that the 
RVW Curse had lifted as fine weather 

prevailed at least for the time being. After 

breaking the “fill with petrol the day 

before” rule we headed off towards 
Chateau du Vinci and arrived a little 

behind, but as it turned out we were not 

the only ones. This made us feel a bit 

better. The Chateau du Clos Luce is 
located in Amboise and was the home of 

Leonardo Du Vinci. It was a very 

interesting and enjoyable place. 
 

Our next port of call was Chenonceau. 

This was done in typical MINI style. 
FAST and SPIRITED. On arrival and 

leaving the cars we had to negotiate the 

ducks ambling about in the car park. Also 

the Ladies to their amusement had the 
added trauma of revolving self cleaning 

loo seats! The walk towards the Chateau 

was down a long avenue lined both sides 

with Plane trees. These (according to 
Chris) soak up pollution in the 

atmosphere and then shed it in their bark 

annually. These trees are planted in all the 

worlds’ cities because of this and they 
grow well in these conditions. Two 

sphinxes opposite each other guard the 

entrance at the end of the avenue.  

 

Before entering the Chateau you cross 

over what was originally a drawbridge. 

The chateau is surrounded by the River 

Cher, which is in places fast flowing 
especially under the kitchens. A most 

welcome fire greeted us in the guard 

room, which we were reluctant to leave as 

it was cold outside. This room was used 
by the guards responsible for the 

protection of the royalty. The whole 

chateau was built in renaissance and 
gothic style. The chapel struck you with 

beautiful stained glass windows, which 

were destroyed by bombing during the 

Second World War and replaced in 1954. 
The gallery and chateau’s rooms were 

used during the First World War as a 

hospital. During the Second World War 

the galleries south door provided access 
to the free zone. Yet the chateau’s 

entrance was in the occupied zone. It 

would have been better if the gallery had 

some evidence of the hospital in place. 
RVW made the remark on entering the 

kitchens that the Boar’s head 

looked a bit down 

in the 
mouth. 

Also he 

commented 

that the 
copper crepe 

pans were 

actually PIZZA 

cutters in 
disguise! There 

was also a 

massive range in 

the middle of the 
kitchens almost like a centre piece. Best 

place in the winter not sure about the 

summer. 
 

The bedrooms, where many tapestries 

were hung, seemed weird to have carpets 
on the wall and not on the floor. Each 

room contained a four poster and (once 

again ermm according to RVW) the 

canopies over the beds were to stop 
spiders and dust etc. falling on the 

occupants! 
 

As you leave the chateau you discover 

the gardens which are beautifully set out. 

One is protected against flooding from 
the river by elevated terraces. The other 

had a central pool. 130.000 bedding 

plants are grown on the estate each year 

for planting in the spring and summer! 
 

Overall impression… the chateau is 

excellent value for money and was well 

worth the visit. 
 

After lunch at Chenonceau, which was 

cold burger and chips we were back on 
the road to Chambord. The RVW curse 

was back and the rain came down! We 

entered a large estate, which according to 
the signs was full of deer and wild boar 

but all we saw was three donkeys! The 

front of the chateau was spectacular even 

in the shadow of the curse. Apparently, 
Chambord was the Jewel of the French 

Renaissance -the Fleur-de Lys dominates 

the chateau 

and was used 
as a landmark 

by those 

approaching 

it. The 
architecture 

is clearly inspired by the 

French tradition of fortified castles but 

with an Italian taste. 
 

Whilst walking around the outside, there 

appeared to be musket ball holes on parts 

of the exterior. The chateau is made of 

Tufa which is a calcareous stone which 

does not stand up to the rigours of the 
weather. Consequently it undergoes 

continuous restoration hence the 

scaffolding. 
 

The impression from the outside was 

magnificent, but apart from the double 
spiral staircase the interior was 

disappointing. It appeared there were 

rooms just for the sake of making a room. 

In other words some seemed pointless. 
Possibly the bad weather had a part to 

play in this last impression. YES it was 

raining STILL! 
 

In the centre of the Keep was a double 

spiral staircase, which links the chateau’s 
three floors. The staircase comprises of 

two spiral stairways winding around a 

central hollow column. They are 

independent of each other and if two 
people take one flight each, they can see 

each other but they never actually meet. It 

is suggested that Leonardo Da Vinci may 

have helped to inspire the design. The 
stairs take you up clockwise and anti-

clockwise down.  This is to allow the 

gentleman to defend himself better with 

his sword. Well so JAFFA said! 
 

The whole place was like a rabbit warren 

inside. Ideal for children of which there 

was an abundance of! 
 

It was also noted there was a lot of 

carvings of Salamanders, on asking it was 

explained that Francis I (nicknamed 
“Father of the Arts”) embodied the 

Renaissance Prince. His emblem was the 

Salamander. The Salamander is the 

symbol of constancy and integrity and it 
is depicted more than 800 times. Outside 

you could walk amongst the 800 hectares 

open to the public. If you are lucky you 
may catch a glimpse of the wild animals 

living on the estate. All we saw were 

three donkeys and BEASTIE! (Editorial 

comment – “Hmmmm!”) 
 

Overall impression… disappointing but 

maybe the RVW curse did not help! 
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More of Peanut’s 

French Weekender Review 
Saturday was to be a fairly quiet day 

after all yesterday’s driving, although we 

wanted a 9 o’clock start so we could 
make the most of the day. It was bright 

but cold as we set off to Clos Luce – the 

house where Leonardo Da Vinci spent the 

last years of his life. It was a very 
pleasant house although full of smoke 

from a fire downstairs – I don’t think the 

man of science would have appreciated 

this lack of ventilation in his own home! 
But it was the grounds that gave rise to 

the most fun – they were full of models of 

his inventions that you could play with, 

and we certainly did play! 
 

There was a short drive to Chenonceau 

where we were to stop for a couple of 

hours. It was a beautiful chateau, 

wonderfully set straddling the 
river with 

traditional French 

style gardens around it and lunch was in 

the small café in the grounds. As we 
walked back to the cars we could hear 

woodpeckers at work in the woods 

surrounding us. The drive to Chambord 

was… sprightly, I would say, along some 
splendid empty French B roads with long 

views ahead and gentle bends – I shall 

say no more! At one point TomTom gave 

us an odd direction, which ended up with 
us going down an obviously wrong road. 

There was a small track to reverse into 

which Stu did, we were in front and had 

to wait, Carlos thought he could reverse 
and turn on some grass behind him, but 

sadly the hump he reversed over was 

more of a ditch the other side and he soon 

realised he was stuck. Watching in our 
mirror I saw what was about to happen - 

as did the others – and as one Beastie, Stu 

and Chris leapt from their cars, ran 

behind him and pushed him clear. 
 

The weather had deteriorated badly by 

the time we reached Chambord and it was 

cold, windy and wet. The brave stayed on 
to have a look at the place, whilst the rest 

stopped for a warm drink then made their 

way back to the hotel, some calling in at 
some caves on the way.  

The chateau seemed a 

gloomy place in this weather and not as 
welcoming as Chenonceau – it was also 

for the most part empty, its only 

distinguishing features being its double 

spiral staircase, which was hard to 
understand even when you were on it, and 

the very ornate turrets and towers on the 

roof – and it was very cold up there. 

Andy had asked the Receptionist to 
arrange somewhere for us to eat on 

Saturday night and she fulfilled her 

mission admirably, so on our return the 

plan was to get taxis to Le Lion d’Or in 
the town where we would have a room 

of our own to be noisy in. And boy were 

we noisy! 

 

Some of us were already well primed for 

the evening following the degustation and 

post purchase consumption (you know 

who you were!), others had some 

catching up to do, but we were soon all 
merry together. The waitresses seemed 

tolerant of our antics and very patient, 

and we saw or heard no other people in 

that hotel all 
night – I think 

they have a 

special corner 

put aside for 
odd English 

people. 

 

The meal was 

lovely and the 
gaps between 

courses gave us 

time for 

entertainment. A 
new event 

introduced by Andy was a balloon 

modelling competition, the idea being to 
recreate a representation of Da Vinci’s 

flying machine with the said balloons and 

this caused much commotion even on the 

huge dining table we had. Andy asked the 
waitress to judge as an impartial observer, 

but she seemed reluctant to pass a verdict, 

fearing some unholy retribution by us that 

would no doubt be considered her fault by 
her employers. But she was persuaded in 

the end to appoint Carlos the winner – 

and he duly received his prize – a book of 

balloon modelling, a full set of 
balloons and a pump. As it turned out 

he has a natural talent, producing a 

swan later in the evening and a rather 

cute teddy bear with tulip on Sunday. 
The gap before the next course gave us 

chance for the traditional quiz 

organized by Chrisandjax, this time 

with a special Da Vinci round.  The 
stakes were high with a gold trophy to 

play for as well as a rather charming 

donkey. The winners were Paul and 

Andy –the French Poodles – and Carlos 
and Amalulu took control of the donkey. 

 

The night roared on until the waitress’s 

desperation to see us go became obvious 

even to us, so we abandoned our balloons 
and ordered the taxi home – it was one 

taxi doing three trips. Due to some 

serious bad planning I was in the taxi 

with no room for Beastie, he would 
follow on the next run. I had a bad feeling 

about this and even as we drove off I 

could see him in the hotel, pursuing the 

waitress with his arm raised obviously 
requesting more wine. I did see him come 

home from our bedroom window about 

20 minutes later but then I went to bed 

and fell asleep. The next time I saw him, 
Amalulu had escorted back to our room 

and he was giggling and wobbling about 

outside. She told me he was very drunk. 

Well… yes…he certainly was. He needed 
undressing and putting to bed but that was 

easy, it was the next hour that wasn’t so 

much fun. To cut it short, he was still 

feeling very ill next 
morning and our 9 

o’clock start was 

somewhat delayed, 

especially as the 
clocks had gone 

forward the night 

before. 

 

The taxi driver 

had mentioned 

there being a 

market in 
Amboise on 

Sunday morning, 

and this seemed to be a breath of fresh air 

and a walk we all needed before we 
started too much driving again. We had a 

lunch stop booked at Le Caves Du 

Marson which was some way from  

(Continued on Page 12) 
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The French Weekender 

Food Review - or 10 

ways to avoid 

McDonalds 
 

(Epicurean thoughts from Andy 

Williams) 

 

FRANCE! The 

land of the gastronome! Any old 

crappy French café can rustle up 

Steak Frites to put our best 

restaurants to shame. How did 

McDonalds ever get a foothold here? 

Must be those bloody American 

tourists! Or not. 

 

An easy task then, to write the post- 

traumatic food review for 

Beastmaster’s souvenir edition of the 

trip journal. You might think. 
 

With the post Harvester grease still 

congealing we did a quick lap of 

Portsmouth thanks to Paul’s errant 

sat-nav. Just time to reflect on my 

thoughts. I quite like my description 

of the Harvester. “A bit like 

McDonaldsPlus” I quipped as we 

scurried for the ferry.  
 

Some drinks and too few hours 

of sleep later and Chris and Jax 

were discovered hoovering in a 

hearty fry up in the ships canteen. 

The promise of fresh croissants 

and coffee in Monet’s garden just 

90 minutes away had clearly 

slipped them by! Let’s see them 

squeeze in a pain chocolat on top 

of that lot I laughed! Jax smiled 

and broke off a crusty piece of 

hash-brown. 
 

Somewhat later, standing by the all-

day, we serve all the time CLOSED 

café, just near to the CLOSED 

creperie and saladerie close to 

Monet’s CLOSED house and garden, 

just after we had lost Phone the band 

of weary travellers hoped that the rest 

of the holiday would be a richer seam 

of French cooking! 
 

Second breakfast for our hobbits, and 

first for us others, was thankfully 

rustled up by Monsieur in a typical 

bar on a street corner in Vernon. His 

kitchen was clearly well stocked with 

eggs, ham and cheese, as all options 

were one, two or three of these on 

bread, in bread or without bread. 

Revived us all. 
 

A stop off in Versailles saw too 

many Americans school kids 

infesting the café and few of us had 

much to eat at all. 
 

Dinner had been arranged by out trip 

co-ordinators in a small, homely pad 

in Amboise. Four volunteers drove us 

in to town for a feast we had pre-

ordered too long ago to remember. A 

French interpretation of a prawn 

cocktail – complete with avocado 

much to Paul’s amusement, huge 

lamb chops putting the Welsh to 

shame and some stinky cheese were 

the outcomes of my choisé. There 

was a vegetarian option too. Probably 

vegetables. I hear that the Grand 

Marnier soufflé was a great option 

too! And our tourists learnt to love 

Rose wine 
 

Breakfast the next day was much 

more successful than the day before 

with Best Western fortifying us in 

true style. 

 

Lunch was grabbed at Chateau 

Chenonceau. Great Chateau. Great 

Gardens. Nice cafeteria. Posh chefs 

in white hats. And a choice between a 

burger (vegetable and erm non-

vegetable) or cremated turkey 

twizzlers! Hmmm. It was a bit like a 

spruced up motorway services.  
 

Dinner had been organised by our 

Hotel receptionist. We were collected 

by taxi and taken to our private 

dining area to drink huge quantities 

of wine, model with balloons and 

have a decent dinner although there 

were too few potatoes for some more 

used to “making it large” in Maccy 

D’s.  Most thought it was great. 

Those who can remember!  
 

The next day saw us travelling, badly 

hung-over, to a troglodyte cave 

restaurant – complete with fresh 

Fouee baked in a wood fired oven. 

Whilst some likened the shredded 

pork to cat food, tuna or the most 

expensive ploughman’s they had ever 

had it was agreed that it was a great 

lunch including the beans, goats 

cheese, salad and stewed apples - 

barring those allergic to cinnamon of 

course. 
 

A picnic was planned for the evening 

and some arrived bearing great gifts 

scavenged from the market. A tasty 

chicken, rustic bread and cheese from 

all ages fed the hungry with the 

obligatory box of wine to slosh it all 

down. The rest of our touring band 

were unable to resist and scuttled into 

McDonalds for a le Royal or maybe a 

Big Kahuna Burger. 
 

Last day. Tourist stop was in Rouen. 

Some of us sat in the diesel fumes 

and noise of the hydraulic- lift lorry 

and enjoyed a huge steak and wild 

mushrooms, some tasty beef or duck 

in a nice sauce. A bit of sunshine. 

Job done. 
 

Next stop the train to Blighty! With 

a detour to City d’Europe for 

supplies of course. 

 

The moral of the story? You can’t 

please all of the people all of the 

time or even some of them any of 

the time. For them, and for us, thank 

God for Ronald and his sodding 

McDonalds.  
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Final Part of Peanut’s 

French Weekender Review 
(Continued from Page 9) Amboise and 

we had planned a short stop at Azay le 
Rideau on the way. However the late start 

and market had delayed us and we had 

quite a drive to get to lunch, although the 

roads were speedy enough (as ever!). We 
split up a little on the drive to Marson but 

oddly enough all arrived more or less 

together, well…once we 

realized we were in just a car park and the 

others were in the official restaurant car 
park the other side of the hedge. The 

restaurant itself was set in a rock face 

with a small door, very hobbit like, and 

although we were a little late they didn’t 
seem to mind and we were taken to our 

table at the back of the cave. The 

speciality of the place was fouees – small, 

unleavened breads cooked in the oven 
that you pass as you go in. When cooked 

these breads puff up and the idea is to use 

the traditional fillings provided – 

shredded pork, goat’s cheese and salad 

and mogettes (very tasty beans in a lovely 

sauce). Desert was a mix of apples and 
pears also cooked in these same ovens 

and half a bottle of red wine was also 

included in the menu or apple juice if you 
preferred – I’m not sure that much wine 

was drunk at this meal! 

 

We changed our plan here a little and 

diverted to Rigny-Usse – the castle on 

which the story of Sleeping Beauty was 

based - as we had no time to visit it 
before lunch as planned. The drive from 

Marson was just plain naughty – great fun 

but fast and furious, not to everyone’s 

taste but quite do-able if you have no 
scruples, just ask Carl in a Cooper with 

no Sat nav, who had to keep up or get 

lost! 

 

Many of last night’s revellers were 

distinctly jaded by now and for 

some R&R was required, so a 

handful of us went round the 

Chateau whilst the rest returned to 
Amboise. Despite our best efforts at 

calculating petrol requirements, it 

seemed that Jaffa would need petrol 

before the start of the next day, so 
on our return, we tried to find some 

for him – never a good idea in 

France on a Sunday, and we ended 

up using our French card in a 
supermarket. We stopped for a snack in 

MacDonald’s on the way home – another 

Mini abroad tradition. 

 

The evening ended with an informal 

soiree in Andy’s room with everyone 

bringing something to eat and drink, 

mostly in the form of cheese and wine. 

During the course of the evening Stu 
made it his mission to see that the 5 litre 

wine box of rose was finished, a foolish 

act which he was to regret the next 

morning. We were told by Jane 
the next morning that his evening 

ended with him disco dancing on 

his bed whilst brushing his teeth, 

a sight best left to the 
imagination! 

 

Sadly we were now at the end 

of our Mini Adventure and 

Monday needed an early start as 
we had a long drive back to 

Calais. Our first stop was for 

petrol in Blois, then on to 

Châteaudun for a morning coffee 

stop where Jax and Storm became 

worryingly interested in the on-screen 
Bingo in the café. After this we drove on 

to Rouen where our trusty Tom-Toms 

guided us all to an underground car park 

in the centre of the town. As usual on a 
French Weekender the weather on the last 

day was quite superb, warm and pleasant 

enough to eat outside and we had a lovely 

meal in the sunshine opposite the new 
Cathedral, before meandering through the 

streets to the old one. 

 

Getting out of the car park and onto the 

road to Calais required some patience as 
the traffic was quite bad, and Carl with no 

Sat Nav was nearly lost, but we managed 

to keep in touch on our radios. The rest of 

the journey to Calais was fairly 
uneventful and we ended our journey 

with a stop for food and shopping at Cite 

Europe – a huge shopping centre not far 

from the Euro tunnel check-in. This place 
was indeed a shopper’s paradise, but very 

quiet at this time of the evening and 

seemed to us a little soulless and sterile, 

so we weren’t tempted to buy, but just 
looked and ate. However, others of us 

made the most of the wine and food on 

offer and soon filled up their Minis with 

huge amounts of goodies for the journey 
home.   

 

The train journey home was quick but 

unexciting, very slick as always, but the 

train itself was a lot less than half full, 

leaving me wondering, yet again, why 

they charge so much or run so many 
trains in the tunnel. It is so easy to get off 

the train as opposed to the ferry, where 

there is usually at least 20 minutes of 

queuing and searching, and before we 
knew it, we were on the motorway 

heading home. We all had a long drive so 

we didn’t waste any time, and with an eye 
out for police and cameras (it’s good to 

be home again!), we drove away as fast 

as we dared. It had been a great way to 

spend a few days – Minis, fast roads, 
great company and good food and wine 

make a wonderful combination. Vive le 

Weekender Français! 
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The French Weekender 
(A Film Crew’s Point of View) 
by Jax Keighley 
 
 

Spurred on by Stephen 

“Beastmaster” Spielberg’s recent 
master piece The Malvern Mini 
Run Trailer, Chris and I decided 
that this tour warranted a special 
touch to the video.  We wanted 
to convey the fun that is the 
“The French Weekender”.  After 
ploughing through such master 
pieces, as the Da Vinci Code and 
The Bourne Supremacy, we were 
finally inspired by the closing 
sequence from the Channel 4 
series Shameless.  This 
sequence, featured the whole 
cast from the series enjoying a 
night out singing to Take That’s 
“Never forget” whilst getting 
steadily plastered.   Perfect! 
 

So a brief storyboard was 

developed and a cunning plan 
hatched, all that was needed was 

the opportunity to catch the right 
shots to fulfill the tour de force. 
 
Portsmouth 
 

As the Weekenders gathered for 

the trip at the Great Saltern’s, 
anticipation was high that we 
would be able to achieve our 
shots.  How little did we realise 
that this group of people would 
supply so much material for the 
video. 
 

The meal provided a great 

opportunity to get some opening 
shots.  With intense conversation 
and animated discussion, Paul 
was videoed hiding under his 
jacket, with a comment of “don’t 
film me” - was he a secret agent 
avoiding detection or simply 

camera 
shy?  How things would change! 
 

After filling up the cars, we 

made our way to the Ferry, but 
only after Chris decided to pull 
out in front of a car on the way 
out of the petrol station.  A close 
call, a couple of feet nearer and 
the video could have been 
scuppered. 
 

Our first missed shot was at the 

Port where a group of the 
Weekenders were pulled over by 
customs.  Darn it! (Continued on 

Page 16) 
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Day Three - Visit to 

Azay Le Rideau, 

Rou Marson and 

Rigny-Usse 
 

(written by Jane Wigley) 

 

For some of the group it wasn’t clear 

when Saturday finished and Sunday 
started but for me Sunday started 
when the alarm sounded at 8am. 
Feeling really tired and slightly hung 
over Stu and I struggled down to 
breakfast so as not to be late for the 
planned departure at 9am, only to find 
our leader (Ade) and Chrissie 
missing. As we ordered tea and 
coffee there were murmurs of ‘being 
let down’ and feelings of 
‘disappointment’ at the lack of our 
leader’s presence. However at 9.05 a 
very green and delicate looking Ade 
wandered into the breakfast room for 
just enough time to say that we 
shouldn’t wait for him. But 10 minutes 
later he had returned and was sitting 
with Chrissie staring downwards but 
the Beastmaster had made it and we 
wouldn’t be leaderless after all! Two 
paracetomals, a croissant and several 
cups of coffee later Ade managed a 
magnificent recovery and with a 
valiant final effort felt well enough to 
be ...a passenger.  A little later than 
planned we all set off for Amboise 
market; the first destination of the 
day. 
 

Amboise weekly market held on the 

side of the river Loire in the town 
centre appeared to sell everything 
from ladies gussets to the regions 
finest (smelliest) cheese. The latter as 
it turned out was a good bit of luck as 
everyone had been invited to Andy’s 
cheese, wine, bread and towel party 
that night. Stu and I bought a rye 
baguette and some local cheese. 
Amongst the other purchases were 
Amelia and Carl’s rotisserie chicken 
and Andy’s cheesecake bread type 
thing. After 1.5 hours of wandering 
around the market the group set off 
for the next stop of the day- Chateau 
Azay le Rideau. 
 

After approx an hours drive in convoy 

with Chris and Jax and Kev, Carol 
and Paul (we lost the others 
somewhere along the way) we arrived 
in Azay le Rideau and parked up by 
the river. Due to a delayed start to the 

day we were already late 
for our pre-booked lunch 
so Ade and Chrissie 
whizzed off to the 
restaurant to let them 
know we’d be at least 30 
minutes late. The rest of 
the group had a quick look 
around the outside of the chateau. 
This chateau was as impressive as 
the ones we had visited on the 
previous days but suffered from little 
or muted interest from the group due 
to emerging hang-overs and general 
fatigue. The group huddled inside the 
reception/ information area and paid 
tribute to ‘cappuccino tourism’ by 
drinking ‘coffee’ out of a machine.  
Due to the pressing schedule and the 
thought of imminent lunch the visit 
was short and we all left after about 
20 minutes. 
 

After an hour’s drive following Chris 

and Jax we arrived for lunch at the 
Caves des Marson; an amazing 
restaurant inset in caves with the 
speciality bread dish of baked in an 
oven at the entrance of the cave. 
We were all ushered into the back 
of the caves onto a long candle lit 
table not really knowing what we were 
about to be served as part of the 
‘traditional set menu’. The table was 
laden with bottles of apple juice and 
red wine but (not surprisingly) not 
much red wine was drunk. After a 
superior version of mushrooms on 
toast was served for starter the 
waitresses bought out baskets of the 
bread and small dishes 
of filling 

arrived at 
various intervals 

throughout the lunch. It was great not 
quite knowing what was coming next 
and when dishes arrived not quite 
knowing what they were going to 
taste like. Luckily and in keeping in 
with the popularity of the place it was 
all delicious and too much food was 
eaten by everyone. The meal was 
perfectly finished off with a delightful 
hot mix of apples, pears and 
cinnamon. 
 

Chris and Jax went 

straight from the caves to 
the hotel to catch up on 
their sleep (typically Ade 
interpreted their departure 
to their bed differently) 
whilst the rest of us 
underwent a Stu led fast 
drive to Chateau de Rigny 

Usse (sleeping beauty’s castle). 
Despite the fast pace all the mini’s 
managed to stay together and arrived 
in one piece outside the chateau.   
 

The chateau was a beautiful sight; 

sat on top of a small hill surrounded 
by gardens. It was very impressive 
and it was easy to see why the legend 

of sleeping beauty had been 
started there. 

The plan 
during lunch was to just 
have a quick look at the outside of the 
chateau, take a few photos and then 
head off to a winery for a bit of tasting 
next to an open fire. However when 
we arrived at the chateau most of the 
group weren’t satisfied with just the 
view from the gates and wanted to go 
in and explore. Stu and I, Carl, Andy 
and ‘Amalooloo’ left the chateau in a 
break away group and headed off in 
search of degustation. This wasn’t as 
easy as we believed as all the places 
we passed on the way back to the 
hotel were closed. However in a 
village we stumbled across an open 
wine merchant. It didn’t have the 
same atmosphere as the place on the 
previous day but with an English 
speaking host, free wine tasting and 
lots of cheap wine it didn’t seem to 
matter and most importantly a 5L box 
of Rose was purchased for the night’s 
party. 
 

At 19.30 we met in Andy’s room with 

our market and wine merchant 
goodies (Stu and I, Chris and Jax, 
Amelia and Carl). The main part of 
the group had not yet made it back 
from the chateau but we started our 
bed-picnic. Later in the evening Ade, 
Chrissie, Tony and Janet joined the  
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picnic and reluctantly admitted that they had eaten dinner at McDonald’s on the way back to the hotel. The rest of the group had 
retired for an early night to recover from the previous night’s lack of sleep. At 11.30 pm I left Andy, Stu, Chris and Jax to the remaining 
Rose and headed off to bed. I was awoken after 1am by a very wobbly Stu knocking on the bedroom door. Just as I was settling back 
to sleep Stu, clad in just his pants, toothbrush in mouth, excitedly demonstrated his ‘amazing’ disco dancing skills on the bed next to 
me. Eventually (after some persuasion) he stopped dancing and collapsed into the bed in a fit of giggles. I drifted off to sleep thinking 
what a lucky wife I am ! and I had the feeling that the hang over of this morning may well be repeated tomorrow… 
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More From 

A Film Crew’s Point of 
View 
by Jax Keighley 
 
Ferry Crossing 
 

It seemed to take forever for the 

ferry to set off, but the 
Weekenders soon warmed up 
with a few drinks but they were 
still very aware of the Camera at 
this stage.   
 

As individuals opened their 

Challenge envelopes, it was an 

opportunity to catch the look of 
horror on Carol’s face.  What was 
additionally funny was Kevin’s 
reaction to his wife’s dismay.  
Caught it! (Paul looked shocked 
too – Ed) 

 

After retiring to our cabins we 

missed possibly one of the best 
shots on the trip.  Oh to have 
had night vision on the camera 
to catch Paul climbing into his 
bed.  What a picture it would 
have made!    
 
Day One - Le Havre to Vernon 
 

After our journey home on the 

Italian Job, it was too much for 
Chris and I to resist a “Full 
English Breakfast”, on the ferry, 
when the announcement was 
made that the restaurant was 
open, so we tucked in, before 
returning to the cars and on to 
Monet’s Garden. 
 

Mr Monet obviously wasn’t 

around but a local man was 
when we took the wrong 
turning followed closely by 
Kevin and Carol.  The look on 
this gentleman’s face was a 

picture in itself, as we tried to 
turn in the narrow, uneven 
street.  A shot missed. 
 

Eventually we found the others, 

but unable to get breakfast as 
planned a quick detour was 
made to the nearby town of 
Vernon.  The Weekenders found 
a little bar, which served 
breakfast but the light wasn’t too 

good and we couldn’t get any 
decent shots in here.   
After a croissant and 2 
double espressos 
each, we were 
definitely wide- awake 
and raring to go on to 
our next stop. 
 
Versailles 
 

By now the rain had 

started but it didn’t 
deter our determination 
to get some shots of 
the Weekenders, or 
they some shots of us. 

 

On entering the Palace Chris 

was informed that he couldn’t 
take his tripod, so he decided to 
hide it in his jacket (I knew those 

extra large pockets would 
have another use!) 
 

This is an imposing structure, 

and hard to imagine the people 
who once lived here.  Whilst 
walking around we even found a 
possible descendant of Chris’ by 
the name William Keighley.  
Chris got some shots for the 

opening sequence of the video 
and then moved outside.  
Assuming that the use of tripods 
was prohibited because of the 
flooring within the house, he 
whipped it out for some shots of 
the gardens.  However, no 
sooner did he do so, he was 
pounced upon by a rather 
grumpy security guard, who 
threatened to throw him out!   
 
Don’t you know we’re filming 
a video here! 
 
On to our Hotel 
 

After a bit of a detour, due to 

road works we eventually found 
our way to the hotel.  I think 
that Sat Nav just decided to give 
up on us. 

 

Bags unpacked (ok for Chris and 

I this actually means, just 
spreading the entire contents 
over the whole room!) we 
dressed for dinner.   
 

At first the group was quite 

reserved and certainly aware of 
the Camera.  However, after a 
couple of glasses of wine, the 
banter began to flow and Chris, 
with some cunning placement of 
the camera managed to get 
some shots of the intense 
conversations that we’re going 
on.  Unfortunately the camera 
wasn’t running whilst several of 
us were trying to persuade Paul 
to eat his avocado. 
 

After a great meal we made our 

way back to the hotel.  With our 
designated driver Stu at the 
wheel, the conversation 
managed to go from films we 
loved as kids to Stu having an 
Umpa-lumpa tied up in his boot  
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Driving in France 
 

(By Carl Turner) 
 
Well it's not that bad at all. That’s it, cheers! No only joking. To be honest I was really dreading it.                                        
I thought it was going to be quite scary driving on the wrong side of the road because I had never                                  
done it before, except for overtaking. I think it was made easier having someone to follow that had sat nav. Anyway, I've 
got a few pointers for anyone that is thinking about going on the next one! 
  
(1) Do not take any notice of the French when using their indicators! For some reason they leave them on for at least a 
year after changing lanes (bit of an exaggeration)! And they don’t always go the way they indicate any way! 
  
(2) Take sat nav! Even though people do try to hang back sometimes the traffic is just too bad and you do get left behind -
nothing worse than being lost in a foreign country and having no sat nav! Trust me, I know! 
  
(3) When reversing take extra care, use your passenger as a guide as driving into ditches isn't fun, especially when you're 
driving your future father in-law's car and he’s watching everything! 
  
(4) Take plenty of money for the tolls! Oh and remember when a toll gives you a ticket, it has to be used on the next toll. 
Do not try to feed it your credit card without the ticket going in first because it will eat it!! I learnt this the hard way! 
  
(5) Take a leak whenever you get the chance! It’s not fun dying for a wee, driving in the middle of nowhere over bumpy 
roads!! You could always take an extra bottle for emergencies. I did think about it, yes! 
  
(6) Find a partner that drives!! Don’t go to the extreme of dumping your wife or girlfriend or boyfriend, but it is nice to 
share the driving from time to time. Especially when you’re feeling a bit worse for wear (too much wine!!). 
  
Overall it was a fab experience and I would recommend it to anyone, especially those that have never driven in a foreign 
country and are a bit worried about doing so. The roads in France were fab to drive on. There was hardly any traffic, could 
see for miles which made it easier and more fun to overtake, well I thought it was. Amalulu had a different perspective as 
she was screaming through most of it! This is the best way to get the practice as it has given me great confidence to now 
hire a car when abroad and to go exploring! Thanks to everyone that hung back to help us out and stopped us from getting 
stranded - much appreciated! All in all a great experience and would do it all again! Oh and it has also meant that I got 

sat nav bought for me for my birthday! ! 

 

(a long story and I’m getting 
tight on my word count here!). 
 

Jane blamed our frivolity on 

Andy plying her with wine during 
the meal (a mental note to 
oneself not to sit next to Andy if 
one wishes to remain reasonably 
sober). 
 
Saturday morning 
 

With an early 

start and the sun 
out, we set up our 
camera to catch 
the cars leaving, 
and then made our 
way to house of Da 
Vinci.  Whilst this 
was an interesting 
building with 
beautiful gardens, 
the best shots of 
the day came when 
the Weekenders 
came out to play.  

 
By now the group were 
forgetting about the camera, and 
letting their guard down, which 
was joyous for us.  
 
Onto to Château Chenonceau 
and Chambord.   
 

Arriving early, Chris took the 

opportunity to set the camera up 
to film the other cars 
arriving.  Just as the 
first car pulled up, he 
ran out of disk space.  
Paul managed to grab 
the shot for posterity. 
 

The group assembled, 

we made our way to 
the Château, but not 
before stopping off for 
a quick comfort break.  
As I came out of the 
toilets, I was met with 
the sight of Kevin 
standing in front of 

Ady, holding his jacket open, and 
Ady, camera poised at what 
appeared to Kevin’s nether 
regions.  Fumbling for my 
camera, I unfortunately missed 
the shot and probably the shot of 
the Weekend.  Damn it! 
 

Lunch followed by a quick 

sample of the Chateaus’ wine 
and then onto Castle Chambord. 
 

The weather took a turn for the 

worse, but luckily enough it 
wasn’t too bad when Chris 
jumped out, to push Carl out of 
ditch he’d just reversed into.   
 
NO, let me get the shot first!   
 

Chris and Ady were too quick 

and in a quandary as to whether 
to take the picture or a video, I 
missed it. (Continued on page 19) 

 



French Weekender 2007 

18 www.beastmaster.co.uk   

Our next stop was at the Palace of The 
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French Weekenders visit 
Leonardo’s Apartment at 

Close Luce, Amboise 
(By Chris Keighley) 

 

After a quick continental 
breakfast and a short drive into 
Amboise, the French Weekenders 
made their way to Saturday’s 
first visit Clos Luce. 
 

In 1516, Leonardo accepted a 
royal invitation to live in France. 
He packed up his notes a few of 
his favorite paintings including 
the Mona Lisa and headed for the 
court of Francis I at Amboise. In 
the process he brought the 
enlightened ideas of the Italian 
Renaissance to Medieval France. 

 

The Clos Luce, a 15th century 
manor house was the residence 
of Leonardo da Vinci during the 
last three years of his life 
working primarily on inventions 
and engineering projects. 
 

The group first entered the 
museum to be greeted with 
beautifully restored rooms that 
were filled with period furnishing 
and tapestries to recreate its 
Renaissance atmosphere. 
  

Most of the atmosphere was due 
to the wood smoke that was 
emanating from the open hearth 
in the lower kitchen. I did 
wonder at the time what would 
happen if a major fire broke out 
seeing as the smoke detectors 
didn’t seem to work or maybe 
weren’t fitted at all! 

 

Then it was 
on to the 
cellar where 
the most 

interesting 
exhibits where 

to be found. On display were 
replications of his inventions, 
produced from his drawings by 
IBM engineers. 
 

Large scale models included an 
amoured tank, a portable 
suspension bridge, and three 
speed gear, as well as several 
flying machines.  
 

The French Weekender’s then 
made there way outside to the 
courtyard and gardens 
surrounding the house.  
 

Was it the beauty of the 
landscaped borders and 
manicured lawns that held their 
interest? No, it was the chance 
to be big kids and play with the 
full size replicas of some of de 
Vinci’s machines. Then there was 
the lure of the kid’s playground 
and several of the party couldn’t 
resist the lure of the swings, 
slides and see-saw. I’m sure that 
the visiting parties of French 
school children were less noisy 
and better behaved! 

 

After the professional 
photographers (you know who 
you are!) had got their arty shots 
within the grounds, it was a 
quick dash back to the cars to 
regroup ready for the drive to 
the next location on the day’s 
itinery. 
 

Reporter: Chris Keighley 

(Continued from page 17) 

 
Dinner at Le Lion d'Or 
 

After making a detour to a local 

wine cave and via Andy’s room 
where we sampled our 
purchases, we took a taxi to our 
restaurant for the night.  
Suitably oiled up the Weekenders 
provided some fabulous material 
for the Video. Undoubtedly the 
shots of the evening were Paul “l 
don’t want to be in the Video” 
Minisoopercooper, singing a 
whole chorus of Take That’s 
“Never Forget”, and Ady’s 
“Shameless Monologue” at the 
end of the evening! 
 

Sunday  
 

First stop was the local farmers 

market at Amboise where the 
group purchased a selection of 
cheeses. Then onto Azay-le-
Rideau for a brief photo shoot 
and then lunch at the troglodyte 
caves at Rou Marson.   
 

By this time the film crew were 

shattered and whilst the main 
group made their way to De 
Rigny Usse, we made our way 
back to the Hotel.  
 

The evening was spent in Andy’s 

room for a Cheese and Wine 
evening, and where Carl 
displayed his teddy balloon 
model (a new found skill). 
 
Monday - the journey home 
 

At this stage we were short on 

shots of the cars on the road.  
With a long journey home and a 
few pit stops on the way, it was 
an opportunity to get some film 
of the cars on the long straights 
and swooping bends. (Continued on 

page 21)  
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Our next stop was at the Palace of 
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(Continued from page 19) 

Arriving at Calais, we took our chance to grab some more cheese and several bottles of Champagne, before getting 

onto the Eurotunnel.   By now the sun had begun to set and we grabbed a couple of shots of the cars getting on and 
off the train. 
 

Cutting the Video 
 

When we set out on this venture our hope was to produce a different kind of MINI film.  We hoped to create a 

record of the fun that is the French Weekender.  So after, 14 hours, several bottles of wine (from the cave) and a lot 
laughter, the French Weekender was complete.  
 

Jackie Keighley 
 

Assistant Director; Assistant Producer; Assistant Tea Maker and finally… Film Editor! 

 

 Amalulu’s Joys on a 

French Weekender   
(By Amelia Gates) 
 

Can I just start by saying what an 

amazing weekend! I had no 

preconceived ideas having met the 

gang of people just once before at a 

dinner party. Never something I 

would've or could've 

organised for myself. 

Enough culture to last me a 

few years anyway. I think 

that's the advantage of 

having someone else plan a 

weekend away for you. 
 

The overnight ferry crossing 

was very easy but didn't provide the 

best night!s sleep for an active 

weekend. Breakfast at Monet!s 

garden was also a bit of flop as the 

tourist season hadn't yet started, but 

fret not we soon drove off to find a 

bizarre spot in a village pub instead. 

But nothing could dampen our spirits, 

not even the slightly drizzly rain at the 

very overly impressive Palace of 

Versailles, which incidentally is highly 

decorated inside and is a perfect 

place to photograph. More grand 

inside than out definitely. I don't think 

I'm painting the best picture of the 

weekend yet am I? The best is yet to 

come... 
 

Our hotel was beautiful - imagine an 

upmarket Holiday Inn set in a large 

restored Victorian house - and gave 

me plenty of ideas for my own home. 

After a quick refresh it was onto our 

pre-ordered dinner, which gave us a 

real chance to start practising our 

French. The French really go all out 

when they cook, it's phenomenal 5* 

quality and easily something you'd 

pay a lot of money for. Portions are 

smaller though, more room for 

another course, or more wine. 

 

The next day was a personal favourite 

for me. Da Vinci's house and garden 

is one of the most beautiful and 

inspiring places, it's so quaint and 

really homely. I had no idea he even 

invented so many things, and it's 

really no wonder if he did it all in this 

location. I could have happily spent all 

day here with my 

sketchbook and a 

camera. Similarly, 

Chenonceau was 

stunning, but in a 

much different 

way. Grandeur 

strikes you here 

before you realise 

it's actually quite 

a cosy little chateau and yet a lot 

bigger than it looks. It's surrounded by 

very natural feeling woodland, 

adorned with spring flowers and the 

occasional 'tap-tap-tap' of a 

woodpecker. Chambord however, 

didn't have the same feel. It was so 

vast you couldn't even tell where the 

front of it was! It is however amazing 

to see how different chateaux have a 

different vibe about them, worth 

poking about here just for contrast. 
 

Dinner that evening was arranged 

solely by our receptionist and ended 

up being the most iconic time of the 

whole weekend. Everyone really let 

their hair down and got into a 

competition judged by the waitress for 

the best representation of Da Vinci!s 

flying machine, made out of 

balloons!?! You can imagine what sort 

of creations a group of almost 

drunken adults make out of a load of 

balloons. Next up a quiz with a trophy 

for a prize and a donkey for the loser. 

Seriously, a night of full on adult 

entertainment! Again 5* food and 

wine on service (amazing what a 

couple of glasses of wine does to 

improve your 

French 

speaking 

skills) all 

for a 

bargain, 

about 35 euros per head 

for 3 courses and a bottle of wine 

each. French cuisine is astonishing 

and great value for money. 
 

Breakfast time was a tender affair by 

all, followed by the best market I've 

ever been too. Loads of fresh produce 

(except for the cheese and some 

dodgy looking sausages) and just 

how you expect it to be. The 

challenge was to buy something to 

eat for the 'picnic' in one of our 

bedrooms later. 
 

Lunch in a cave was a spectacular 

experience. Literally a cave, with lit 

candles in every crevice and alcove, 

wonderfully romantic and the simplest 

and tastiest food washed down with 

local apple juice. The perfect 

hangover cure. We now had our 

chance to go our separate ways and 

meet up later with our picnic. 
 

The journey home was still packed to 

the full with lunch in Rouen and a 

shopping spree in Calais to pick up 

your last minute must haves. 
 

I went with an open mind, not really 

knowing what to expect but ready to 

try everything. I was surprised at just 

how much I enjoyed myself and the 

company I was with. Ragging a car 

about vast open French countryside is 

awesome. Team it with lunch breaks, 

nosing about someone's chateau and 

taking photos and evenings with 

hilarious drunken company eating and 

drinking the best food and wine 

you've had for a price that suits your 

wallet and you!ve got yourself a 

surprisingly fantastic weekend! 
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Our “Time” in 
Rouen 
(By Tony Fenner) 
 

What a beautiful sunny 
morning, typical as our Mini Adventure 
was drawing to a close! We decided to opt 
for the easy route to Rouen via the peage 
motorways. That way we should make 
good progress and not get too lost. We 
arrived around lunchtime and somehow 
found our way to the suggested 
underground car park, without arguing too 
much with the Lady on the SatNav, which 
brought us out right in the middle of the 
city. Ideal as everything was only a short 
walk away for this brief lunch stop. We 
were also lucky that we soon spotted the 
tourist information office and picked up 
the necessary maps and brochures which 
pointed us quickly in the right direction. 
 
The Notre Dame Cathedral was impressive 
with its high vaulted ceilings, strange open 
framed spire (almost looked half finished) 
and large pipe organ. It was as cold as a 
freezer inside, even though bright sunshine 
was beaming through the high stained glass 
windows, some which date back to the13th 
century. Around the cathedral where 
numerous well preserved half timbered 
houses that date from the middle ages. The 
oldest buildings are recognisable since their 
top parts advance more over the street than 
the base making the streets appear even 
narrower. Rouen boasts around one 
thousand of these houses. 
A number of these houses were shops 
selling earthenware and porcelain but 
luckily it was lunchtime so all we could do 
was window-shopping only. (Shame! No 
retail therapy.) 
 
Feeling a bit 
hungry we took 
advantage of 
the weather and 
ate alfresco – 
baguette, tart 
and a beer. It 
was good to be 
able to sit out in 
the fresh air. We 
started back to 
the car and went 
through the 
archway that contained the “Gros Horloge 
” - the big clock. It has a very impressive 
clock face probably 4 metres across and 
was very brightly painted and decorated in 
gold leaf. It is one of the three oldest 
clocks in France and dates back to the 14th 
century. This astronomical clock shows the 
position of the moon and even the days of 
the week in symbol form, as many peasants 
at the time were illiterate. There are two old 
town bells in the adjacent tower that used 

to ring for curfew to keep people off the 
streets as it was considered dangerous to be 
out after dark. 
 
Then on to the modern church of St Joan 
of Arc Church built in 1979 close to the 
spot where she was burnt at the stake on 
30th May 1431. The architecture of the 
church is very unusual the roof having a tall 
trapezoidal tower covered in dark grey 
slate. The interior is a surprise with sparse 
decoration but splendid stained glass 
windows from St Vincent’s Church that 
had been destroyed in World War II. 
Luckily the stained glass had been put into 
storage at the beginning of the War. 
  
As with all brief visits it was time to move 
on but this was just a taster of Rouen. We 
had only scratched the surface and with all 
the information from the Tourist Office on 
attractions to see on their walking tours we 

decided it needs another visit! 

 

The Last 

Day - The 

Road to 

Rouen 
 (By Janet Fenner) 
 

We woke to find a 

heavy frost on the cars, the sun was 

shining – hurray – finally the curse of 

RVW has been lifted, it had to be on our 
last day! 
 

Intermittent players arrived for breakfast, 

some quieter than others! Andy arrived 

with his new found friend Rosé (in the 
wine box).  Spirits started to lift as the 

conversation turned to talk of another 

forthcoming adventure (The Dolomites) 

very creative, explosive scenes from …!! 
(shh sworn to secrecy). 
 

Convoy at the ready we left the hotel; it 

was a beautiful, cold (2 degrees) misty, 

sunny morning. It wasn’t too long before 
the convoy inevitably split up, with the 

ever evident roundabouts, traffic lights 

etc it’s hard to keep up! 

 
We opted to take the paegé route to 

Rouen (203 miles) which gave me the 

chance to get some welcome catch up 

shut eye. I’m reliably informed that it was 
sunshine all the way to Rouen and the 

temperature reached an amazing 16 

degrees. 
 

We arrived in Rouen about lunchtime, 

which pleased Tony no end as many of 

the shops were closed.  We were lucky to 

find the tourist information office and 
were able to visit some of the most 

interesting places of interest, and 

managed a quick bite to eat and were able 
to take in the cosmopolitan atmosphere 

that was abundant. 

 

Rouen was a much bigger, busier place 
than I had expected, however a place well 

worth another visit perhaps for a long 

weekend as there was certainly lots of see 

and do all of which appeared to be in 
walking distance which is a bonus with 

parking at a premium. 
 

Our adventure nearly at an end the road 

to Calais 134 miles to go.  Again we 
chose the paegé route.  With the sun still 

shining I hear cries from Tony “the bugs 

are back” sure enough the windscreen 

was well splattered! 
 

Can’t believe how quickly time has flown 

by just leaving time for a quick wiz 

around Auchan to fill up on cheap wine n 

beer, cheese, croissants etc.  It was just 
like “supermarket sweep”. Then to our 

final rendez-vous in City Europe another 

quick dash in Tesco where we even 

managed to catch up with another player 
Paul.  We decided to have and a quick 

bite to eat moules and frittes – yum yum! 
 

We all arrived at Euro Tunnel with just 

minutes to spare before boarding our 
train.  It has certainly been a long days 

driving for our drivers, not quite so bad 

for us passengers some of whom I’m sure 

managed a quick snooze a long the way!  
I think we realised how lucky we are to 

live just 45 minutes from the tunnel we 

didn’t envy some of the players who still 

had a 450 miles plus journey ahead of 
them and who too had work tomorrow! 
 

Alas another mini mad adventure is near 

to a close, I’m sure that we’re all left with 

some amazing, crazy, unforgettable 
memories that will bring happy smiles 

and conversations for  long time to come 

whether it be “camera shy” Paul with his 

unexpected solo Shameless repertoire, the 
new found skill of Carlosvendomous 

balloon modelling to name just a few. 
 

Our thanks go to Chrissy and Ady for 

arranging the adventure and for making it 
all possible and for inviting us along. It 

was certainly worth coming back for 

more after last year’s weekend French 
adventure and we hope to be able to join 

you again some day soon on a European 

mini adventure! 
 

All that's left is to look forward to is the 
mission booklet and the DVD (all 6 

minutes 30 seconds). 
 

Till the next adventure safe and happy 

mini mad fun! 
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