Sojourn in Amboise
A Front Porch Travelogue
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Introduction
For those not familiar with the Front Porch
Travelers, let me take a moment to introduce
you. They are six senior citizens who have
become very real over the past many years
that they’ve been presenting the travelogue for
Activity Connection. Couples Nell and Truman
McGiver and Bert and Ethel Davis join sisters
Mabel and Maude Gunderson in their virtual
adventures around the world. Click here to learn
more about the Front Porch Travelers.
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For many, the epitome of the term Renaissance
man would be Leonardo da Vinci. His curiosity
and intellect led him to excel as a painter,
sculptor, musician, inventor, architect, engineer,
and more. Was there anything he couldn’t do and
do well? We think not! As part of their retirement
community’s book club, the Front Porch Travelers
just finished reading Leonardo by Martin Kemp.
Based on their enthusiasm for the story, they
decided this month’s travel destination would be
Amboise, France, where Da Vinci spent the last
three years of his life and is buried.
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Truman’s History Lesson
As fascinating as the life of Leonardo da
Vinci is, the town of Amboise is also quite
interesting in its own right. More than just
a place to visit Da Vinci’s grave, it holds a
significant place in the history of France
because many of its kings lived and died
there. It is less than a three-hour drive
from Paris and is located in the beautiful
Loire Valley on the banks of the Loire River
between the towns of Orléans and Tours.
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The first-known mention of the
town was in 504 when it was
known as Ambatia. Its Château
d’Amboise was a residence favored
by French monarchs from the
mid-15th to 17th centuries. Of
special note was Charles VIII,
who was born and died in the
impressive castle. While fighting
in Italy, he discovered his love of
Italian art and the Renaissance.
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Upon his return to Amboise in 1496,
he brought with him many samples of
furniture, art, and fabrics. He also brought
painters, sculptors, architects, and tailors.
Alas, his enjoyment of all of these treasures
was of short duration. In 1498, at age 27,
he reportedly suffered a head injury while
playing a game of jeu de paume, an indoor
precursor to today’s tennis. He hit his head
on a door frame, subsequently lapsed into
a coma, and died.
Page 6

Fortunately, his successor, King
Louis XII, continued the work he
had started. He added a second wing
to the chateau (what we call a castle)
in the Renaissance style parallel to
the one built by Charles VIII. Upon
Louis’ death, Francis I, known as the
Father of the French Renaissance,
was next to be king. He continued
expansions to the chateau and
invited Leonardo da Vinci to come
live nearby in the Clos Lucé manor.
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When walking the tranquil streets of Amboise,
it’s hard to imagine there was once a time of
chaos and violence there. However, in 1560
during the period known as the Amboise
Conspiracy, it was a very dangerous place to
be. A group of protestant Huguenots plotted to
kidnap the young King Francis II and remove
him from the influence of the powerful
House of Guise, who were militant Catholic
supporters. John Calvin and other noble
members of the protestant faith condemned
this act of violence.
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The conspiracy was discovered, and the
king retreated from Blois to Amboise,
which was felt to be more easily defended.
A group of Huguenots numbering
between 1,200 and 1,500 marched to
Amboise, where they were arrested and
executed. After four years, a peace treaty
was signed, but the stage was set for future
religious wars that divided France from
1562 to 1598.
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Today, the economy of
Amboise is largely based
on the manufacture of
pharmaceuticals, precision
instruments, and vehicle
components. It is the center
of the local winemaking
industry and a popular
tourist destination.
Page 10

Discussion Starters
• Do you think you would make a good king or queen? Why?
• If you could have invented one thing, what would it be and why

would you have wanted to be the one to invent it?

• So many wars seem to be based on religious differences. Why do

you think that is so?
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Nell’s Trivial Pursuit
Amboise and the Loire (luh WAHR) Valley are popular tourist
destinations for good reason. Here are some interesting facts I learned:
• The Loire Valley is known as

the Garden of France due to its
abundant vineyards, fruit orchards,
gorgeous gardens, and rolling green
hills. It is one of the most beautiful
places we’ve ever visited.
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There are more than a
thousand chateaux in the
Loire Valley, many of which
are open to the public for
tours. If you’ve ever dreamt
of living in a castle, this
would be the place to do it.
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Artists, poets, and dreamers
have been drawn to the Loire
Valley. The lighting is perfect, the
scenery breathtaking, and the
setting inspirational. We found
ourselves wishing we could bottle
its ambience and take it home
with us.
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In ancient times, salt was
the most valuable resource
transported on the Loire River.
Used for both preserving
and seasoning food, it was
essentially worth its weight in
gold. During Roman times,
soldiers were reportedly paid
in salt periodically, hence the
origin of the word salary.
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Even the cheese of the Loire Valley has an
interesting story. One of its most popular
goat cheeses is known as Valençay. It has
the unique shape of a pyramid with its top
cut off. The story is that after Napoleon
Bonaparte’s defeat in Egypt, he was passing
through the Loire Valley. Some well-meaning
soul presented him with the pyramid-shaped
cheese. It reminded him of Egypt and his
defeat, and in a rage, he drew his sword
and sliced off the top of the cheese. It has
remained the same shape ever since.
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• Today, Amboise is

characterized as a small market
town, and its population
hovers around 13,000.

• The Amboise Sunday Market

is a favorite of both locals and
tourists alike. Here, in addition
to food and produce, you can
purchase clothing, furniture,
and trinkets.
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The climate of Amboise is one
of warm summers and very cold
winters. Weatherwise, the best
time to visit Amboise is between
June and mid-September.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you visited France? If so, did you visit the Loire Valley?

What were your experiences?

• Does Amboise seem like a place you might want to visit or

maybe even live?

• Do you enjoy going to outdoor markets in the summer to buy

produce and other goods?
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Bert’s Da Vinci Scoop
Though Da Vinci was born in 1452,
his name and accomplishments are
familiar to many of us. He has been
studied by scholars, books have been
written about him, movies have
been made, and a number of his
inventions and artistic renderings are
still enjoyed today.
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Part of the reason we know so much
about him is through the extensive
journals he kept. After his death, he
left more than 6,000 journal pages
that he had filled with his calendar
and musings about his day, drawings
of nature’s splendor, sketches of future
inventions, notes about his studies,
and even mundane things like grocery
lists and bawdy jokes. Here are a few
facts about his life you may not know:
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Born out of wedlock, he lived
with his mother until the age
of five, when he went to stay on
the estate of his wealthy father
and ultimately 12 younger
half-siblings. He had a distant
relationship with his mother
and deeply mourned the death
of his father.
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Leonardo did not have an
actual last name, which
was common during the
time. Da Vinci literally
translates to “of Vinci,” the
name of the place where
he was born.
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Leonardo learned the basics of
reading, writing, and arithmetic
but did not have much formal
education. Most of what he
learned was self-taught. When
he was in his 30s, he discovered
his love for mathematics and
devoted himself to the subject.
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At the age of 15, Da Vinci
apprenticed with Andrea
del Verrocchio, a renowned
Florentine painter. Reportedly,
after the teenager painted one
of the angels on one of his
mentor’s works, Verrocchio was
so in awe of his talent he vowed
never to paint again.
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Though he was considered
one of the greatest artists of
all time, he was not a prolific
painter. There are only about
17 paintings that have been
definitively attributed to
him. Much of his life was
consumed with his scientific
studies and inventions.
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At age 60, Da Vinci left Milan because of
political unrest there. He went to Rome,
where he hoped to find work. Instead, he
was merely given a stipend and left to his
own devices. In contrast, artists such as
Raphael and Michelangelo were kept busy
with commissions for the Pope. He was
beyond frustrated, and five years later happily
accepted an offer from the king of France to
come work for him. He took with him three
of his paintings, one of which was Mona Lisa.
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We know that Da Vinci was
brilliant, and his IQ proves it. By
different measures, it is estimated to
be between 180 to 220. “Normal” or
average is generally considered to
be between 90 and 109.
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Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates
purchased Da Vinci’s notebook
that he wrote in between the
years 1506 and 1510. Gates paid
$30.8 million for 72 pages of
observations on everything from
how fossils originated to why the
sky is blue.
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Discussion Starters
• If you could meet Leonardo da Vinci, do you have any questions you

would like to ask him?

• If you could spend the day with him, what would you like to do?
• Is there anyone you know you consider to be brilliant? If so, why?
• Have you ever had your IQ tested? If so, do you remember the results?
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Mabel Begins the Tour
The Chateau d’Amboise is a popular
tourist destination in Amboise. For
some 400 years, it was an important
royal residence and one of France’s
best protected castles. What you see
today is just a part of the much larger
building it once was. Apparently, it
was practically a city, with a moat,
wild animals, its own church, courts
of law, and barracks for soldiers.
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Amboise and its chateau became
known as the center of the French
universe with its splendor and
pageantry. The lavish parties given
by Francis I were made even more
spectacular with costumes and
automations created by Leonardo
da Vinci. One such example was
a clockwork lion that walked, and
when its body was opened up, it was
filled with lilies.
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He also created a night sky complete with
planets and constellations over the stage. After
Francis died, the castle lost its popularity, and
at the beginning of the 17th century was passed
on to the brother of King Louis XIII. After his
death, it was returned to the Crown and used
as a state prison. It continued to deteriorate
during the French revolution and at the hands
of Napoleon Bonaparte.
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In the 19th century, King Louis-Philippe
declared it a historic monument and
began its restoration. His abdication in
1848, however, brought an end to the
work, and the chateau was subsequently
confiscated by the government. The
structure was damaged during WWII,
but soon after the war ended, restoration
efforts were restarted.
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In 1974, The Saint-Louis Foundation
took over administration of the
chateau, and restoration efforts
continued under its guidance. Today,
with its turrets, high walls, Gothic
and Renaissance tapestries, paintings,
furniture, stained glass windows, and
magnificently restored gardens, the
chateau is a feast for the eye.
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Adjoining the chateau is the Chapel of St. Hubert.
Completely restored in the 19th century, it is a
spectacular example of late-gothic architecture. The
chapel, with its stained-glass windows, carved doors,
and stunning sculptures, is breathtaking. Leonardo
had expressed the desire that upon his death he be
buried in the church of St. Florentin in Amboise. His
wish was granted, but the church was demolished in
the late 18th century during the French Revolution.
His alleged bones were discovered in 1863 and moved
to the chapel, where they have been ever since.
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The Chateau du Clos Lucé where Da Vinci lived
at the invitation of King Francis I was originally
built at the end of the 15th century by King
Charles VIII as a summer house for his wife,
Anne of Brittany. It is located about 546 yards
(500 meters) from the Chateau d’Amboise. The
well-preserved house and gardens serve as a
museum dedicated to Leonardo da Vinci. It
houses a number of full-size models of
Da Vinci’s engineering inventions.
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Maude Continues
We don’t usually include a hotel as a tourist
destination, but the Chateau de la Bourdasière is
a notable exception. This beautiful Renaissance
castle was once the home of Marie “la Belle
Gaudin” Babou, reportedly one of the most
beautiful women in France. Married to Philipert
Babou, the finance minister for King Francis I, she
was also mistress to Francis I and took a number
of other powerful men as lovers.
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Today it is an elegant hotel with
55 acres of beautiful gardens,
tennis courts, and a heated pool.
Despite its history and comfortable
accommodations, the prices are
quite reasonable. In addition, it
has an excellent restaurant, and
during growing season, you can
feast on some of the 700 varieties of
tomatoes grown there.
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The Patisserie Bigot is located on
a quaint and pretty street known
as Rue Nationale. The patisserie
sells the most divine cakes and
chocolate. They know what they’re
doing, as this family-owned
business has been baking up a
storm for more than 100 years.
There is a lovely tearoom where
you can sit, eat, and enjoy.
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The River Loire is the longest
river in France and is known
for being untamed. For this
reason, swimming in its waters
is discouraged if not banned.
However, people do kayak,
canoe, or fish in the river and
its tributaries.
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Take a hot-air balloon ride over
the Loire Valley for a birds-eye
view. Or sample the wines the Loire
Valley is famous for with a tour of
the vineyards. We toured the Caves
Duhard winery, which is within
walking distance of the Amboise
castle. We found it quite interesting,
and now Bert and Truman have
decided they want to own a vineyard
and grow grapes (more like they want
to enjoy the fruits of their labor!).
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Discussion Starters
• What is your idea of a “grand” hotel? What would the ideal location

or amenities be?

• Do you enjoy going to a bakery? What smells do you associate with

a bakery?

• Of the places described by Maude and Mabel, is there one in

particular you would most want to visit? Or perhaps you would
most want to take a hot-air balloon ride?
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Ethel’s French Dining
When it comes to food, French
cuisine is right up there at the
top. Amboise has a number of
fine restaurants, and we happily
ate our way through our visit.
Here are some interesting facts
about French cooking:
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• During the Renaissance
period, there were many
changes to how foods were
prepared and cooked. Before
the introduction of sugar,
many of the foods were acidic.
• There was a growing
distinction between sweet
and savory foods. Dessert was
consistently served at the end
of meals.
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• Butter became a staple of

French cooking.

• In the 17th century, French

foods became a model for
other cuisines. By the 18th
century, more people were
using forks instead of their
fingers to eat with, and the
food experience became even
more important.
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After the French Revolution,
restaurants began to pop up in
France, and the French cuisine
evolved even further. The
aristocratic food that had once
been served at court became more
available to the masses. It was food
that delighted the senses—buttery,
simmered for hours, and covered
in rich savory sauces.
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In the 19th and 20th centuries,
an assembly-line style was
developed for the preparing and
cooking of food. French food
became an increasing favorite
throughout the world. In the
19th century, Le Cordon Bleu,
the famous school of culinary
arts, started offering classes.
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In 1972, Henri Gault and
Christian Millau compiled a
guide that focused on simpler,
lighter, more creative foods with
shorter cooking times and more
nutritional value.
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Julia Child, an American cooking
teacher, author, and television
personality, is credited with
bringing French food to the
American public. With her wildly
popular cookbooks and TV shows,
she helped take the fear out of
French cooking. She was a pioneer
among women chefs and paved the
way for many others to follow her.
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Julia Child is actually one of my
heroes. I have every one of her
cookbooks and have watched and
re-watched most of her TV shows.
I have lived by her advice that “We
should enjoy food and have fun.”
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Discussion Starters
• Do you enjoy eating French cooking? Did you ever prepare French
foods?
• Have you ever owned a Julia Child cookbook? If so, do you remember

any of the recipes?

• If given your choice of type of restaurant to dine at, what kind

of cuisine would it be? Perhaps French, Italian, Indian, Chinese,
Mexican, Thai, or American?
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Thank you for joining
us in charming
Amboise. We hope
you had fun! See you
next month.
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The End
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