
France  Tuesday 30
th

 August 2016   Getting there... 

 

Late decision to use public transport for the this-side-of-the-water bit.Usual 

trains to Newcastle then York and then diesel multiple unit to Hull, enlivened 

by an unexpected view of Wressle Castle. A bit of time to kill in Hull's rail-and 

bus station, then the 1700 service bus to the ferry, where our elderly-traveller 

cards saved us £4.00 for a supposed 13 minute journey (actually double that 

with the tea time traffic). We were the only folk getting off at the Zeebrugge 

ferry, and had a strange solitary boarding, just us in the check-in and the great 

empty halls that followed; scuttled along the covered gangway to find everyone 

else was already aboard, although we only pulled out at 1830. 

 

Clear skies and bright 

sun. The slow shuffling  

out through the lock and 

the Humber shoreline 

landscapes slipping past 

are familiar now, but still 

very attractive in such 

conditions. Hedon tower 

and Patrington spire 

(respectively King and 

Queen of Holderness) on 

the north and by contrast 

the Boschian industrial 

silhouettes of Immingham 

and the spectacular shot 

tower at Grimsby on the south. The sun went to bed quite fast, and by 20 00 

when we departed below to feed it was all but dark, Spurn Head dimly 

discernible from the restaurant window. Afterwards sat in the bar and listened to 

a guy doing tinkly tonk versions of 60s and 70s hits, nice vocals and a dab hand 

on the piano but did he really need  the pre-recorded backings?. The music 

fitted the clientele, testimony to the purchasing power of the grey pound EL 

opined. Youthful and vibrant, we felt out of place. 

 

Cabin just on the edge of claustrophobic, as they usually are. Surfaced 0730 

expecting early morning grey but it was bright sunshine and already warm, and 

the sea millpondian. Great ranks of wind turbines going by, but no visible sign 

of Belgium yet. This is a shallow sea over what was once Doggerland, the land 

bridge between Britain and Europe where the Mesolithic hunter gatherers 

hunted and gathered until their world was ended by the great tsunami caused by 

some submarine cataclysm off the coast of Norway, a bit of geomorphological 

action one trusts does not repeat too often. 



 

Scheduled docking 1010, an hour or so later than usual, the timing of the tides 

to blame. 

 

Wednesday 31August The Largest Cistercian Chapter House in Europe. 

 

Ferry eventually docked, hire car (Peugeot 208) waiting for us. EL forgot 

licence so PF will have to do all the wrong-way-round driving. Gingerly 

ventured forth on busy roads which confirm previous experience that Belgium 

is indeed a place best avoided. Into France, followed Mme Satnav (fitted in the 

car, did not need to use our own) and still busy but faster roads around Lille, 

then SE to Abbaye de Vaucelles, a major Cistercian house -so major it has the 

largest Cistercian chapter house (and apparently had the largest Cistercian 

church) in all Europe.  

Vaucelles; site of church marked out in bushes (and short columns for nave) 

 

All that survives is the east range of a north cloister. For this is a site that has 

been subject to the tides of time, rolling across the landscape, indeed veritable 

tsunamis of time - the Revolution, followed by two World Wars. It also had the 

greatest monastic library, 40,000 volumes which the Revolutionaries moved to 

Cambrai and the World Wars destroyed, not a book remains. Poor France! It is 

indeed remarkable here is that so much has gone; of 7km of precinct wall one 

corner turret, standing lonely by a country lane 2km east of the Abbey. Of the 

Abbey itself the splendid mid-12th century vaulted ground floor of the east 

range is the solitary survival ; the upper parts, with the great gabled pantile roof, 

are all 20th century reconstructIon. The plan of the church is marked out by 

shrubs and modern column stubs. All else is gone. 

 

 



Vaucelles ï the Chapter House 

Then a rather wearying drive for another hundred kilometres or so to Reims, 

largely a modern city clustered around two great medieval churches a kilometre 

or so apart, the Cathedral and the Basilica of St Remi. As Old Sol sloped t'ward 

his westward bower we had a pleasant hour's stroll, finding the remains of the 

Franciscan friary (les Cordeliers) a little to the east of the Cathedral. What 

appeared to be the remains of an aisled church seemed to be set north -south, so 

a little confused.. 

 

Very pleasant meal with gallettes and lots of red wine for PF. ; bowl of cidre  

doux for EL. (but am still typing this afterwards so it cannot be doing me any 

harm)..Can I be steered back to my bed?..... 

  



Vaucelles. Horror in the garden  



 

Thursday 1 September  Reims sans Jackdaw 

 

Reims should apparently be pronounced "Hranz". In English minds (ie PFRs) it 

is associated with jackdaws, because of the poem 'The Jackdaw of Reims' which 

turns out to be a Victorian medieval spoof from the 'Ingoldsby Legends', in 

which said jackdaw pinches a ring from an ecclesiastical dignitary, gets cursed, 

repents and becomes so virtuous it ends up being canonised. Highly unlikely; 

having had a member of the said species as a household member a few years 

ago I can report that they are neither given to repentance nor piety. 

 

This is a noisy place. Hotel room ajar to cool down, but the traffic goes on all 

night, 0300 nuts with incredibly loud music systems, and whatever species of 

insane insomniac adolescent revs his 25cc moped to a level at which he hopes to 

achieve exit velocity from the earth's gravitational pull (but sadly fails) . 

Continental breakfast with boil-your-own eggs. EL did not realise this and 

broke a raw egg over her plate. Then out into the city. Posh modern tram to the 

Porte de Mars, the Roman north gate, which turned out to be totally concealed 

by sheeting, adorned with a cheery message that said "I am being restored for 

heritage and my town! Are you?" No, heritage and my town have abandoned me 

to become a crumbling ruin. To the Cathedral, where the west front was 

similarly shrouded, but the interior was very impressive, all of one build, early 

13th century, the fourth church on the site where St Remi baptised Clovis in 496 

or 498 (beginning the French royal line). Interesting stained glass, both ancient 

and modern, some of the latter (by Marc Chagall) paralleling the Tree of Jesse 

with a tree of the French royal line, sort of creating a threefold scripture of Old, 

New and French Testaments, a bit like the Mormons later did in the USA, 

salvation ain't salvation unless our country has got in on the act... 

 

Then down to St Remi, where the basilica was open but the museum in the 

conventuals buildings proved to be only open at 1400. The basilica is however 

very fine, as impressive as the Cathedral in a different way.  St Remi, who lived 

to 96 was buried in an out-of-town cemetery, in the usual Roman manner, and 

his tomb became a shrine and in due course a monastery, and later on the city 

grew to take it in. Much of the church is mid-11th century, with the west front 

and apsidal choir being added a little over a century later. The cloister is on the 

north, the buildings largely recast in the last centuries of monastic life, but it's 

some medieval parts including a ruined structure (infirmary?) in the park to the 

east, just within some remnants of a defensive precinct wall said to be 9th 

century work constructed when Vikings were raiding. A little south-east of the 

basilica is another ruined church, its apsidal east end intact. 

 



Reims Cathedral ; the dead rise from their graves (N transept tympanum) 

Interior looking east.         Smiling angel by W portal 

  



Basilica of St Remy. West Front in late evening sunlight  



 

 

St Remy, interior 

looking south-east 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Franciscan Friary ï this looks 

like the church but seems to be 

set north-south 

 

 

 

?Cat Crossing Place 

(saw several of these in Reims)  


