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From the President

Garry Warne

Thank you for the honour of electing me as your
President for the next two years. It is a great privilege.
My predecessor, Jim Wilkinson, did an excellent job

in the role, maintaining the traditions of the Alumni,
leading the Executive with good humour and efficiency,
hosting meetings at his home, ensuring that members
were provided with an interesting programme of events,
and representing us at various meetings with hospital
executives and other organisations. On your behalf, |
congratulate and thank Jim. | also thank Helen, his wife,
for her hospitality on many occasions.

All members of the 2023 Executive except for Christine
Unsworth are continuing for another year. Christine has
been a valuable member of the group. We thank her

for her service and wish her well. Christine Rodda is a
new member of the Executive and as well, our Honorary
Secretary. She is looking forward to learning and
developing the role.

As you know, | served as Secretary of the Alumni for
seven years before | was elected Vice President and now
President. In these roles, | was able to fully appreciate
what a rich, talented, and diverse community we are. In
2014, changes to our membership criteria enabled us to
include all former professional and scientific staff who
have worked at the RCH campus, including staff of the
Murdoch Children's Research Institute, VCGS and the
University Department of Paediatrics.

Through the Alumni we can continue socialising with
former team members across all disciplines as we did
when we were working at the hospital. Our policy is to be
inclusive, not exclusive.

Fifty-nine members and guests attended a successful
Gala Lunch at Kew Golf Club on November 16th. It was
a pleasure to welcome the Chair of the RCH Board,

Dr Rowena Coutts and Peter Bunworth, former Board
Secretary and new member of the Alumni. Our guest
speaker, Professor Catherine Crock AM spoke about her
advocacy of child and family-centred care and about
what she called The Gathering of Kindness, which helps
hospital staff resolve differences and reduce work-related
stress. This brought to my mind a wonderful thing about
the Alumni - that we are kind to each other. We are truly
a Gathering of Kindness.

2024 Office Bearers - George Werther (Treasurer), Garry Warne (President),
Caroline Clarke (Vice President) and Christine Rodda (Secretary)




On our last day of paid employment, we all left behind
the relationships and pressures that may have been
irritants when we were part of a hierarchical structure.
Kindness towards our old friends and former colleagues
is what makes being a member of the Alumni such a
joy. Being kind to one another means that we respect
and appreciate the talents that each member brings.
We come to events organised by the Alumni to enjoy
fellowship, be informed, entertained, and contribute to
activities.

We have a new Executive, and we will do our very

best to meet the needs and interests of our members

in the coming year. We welcome ideas and requests

for activities, guest speakers and social events. Please
send them to Christine Rodda (rch.alumni@rch.org.au).
Perhaps you would like two Gala lunches or dinners each
year? Would you be interested in excursions?

At the AGM, Frank Oberklaid astutely observed
that all four office-bearers are endocrinologists. He

The Alumni Executive

suggested that the collective noun might be a ‘cartel of
endocrinologists’ which seems less apt than examples
found in Google: a scale of dermatologists, a hum

of audiologists, an odour of podiatrists, a slumber

of anaesthetists, a lump of general surgeons, a clot

of cardiologists, an orbit of ophthalmologists and a

joint of orthopaedic surgeons. A ‘feedback loop’ of
endocrinologists, perhaps? I'm confident that someone
out there will come up with the right collective noun. We
invite your suggestions.

You are reading this in our newsletter, Aluminations.
This is the place where you can share your writing
talents, artistic prowess, and photographic expertise.
We encourage members to also make use of the Alumni
website https://www.rch.org.au/alumni/ and read the
personal profiles that have been posted there.

Let's make 2024 the best year ever for the Alumni!

In the meantime, happy holidays and a joyous New Year!

Back row L-R: Ruth Wraith, Kevin Collins, Christine Unsworth (Retiring), Bronwyn Hewitt, Gigi Williams and

Christine Rodda (Secretary).

Front row L-R: George Werther (Treasurer), Garry Warne (President), Jim Wilkinson (Outgoing President) and

Caroline Clarke (Vice President).
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Outgoing
President’'s Report

to the Annual General Meeting
held November 16th 2023

Jim Wilkinson

The Annual General Meeting of the RCH Alumni brought
a slightly new “flavour” to our routine activities. We had
chosen to shift the time of the meeting from an evening
event to a lunchtime gathering. Hence what had been
our “Gala Dinner”, following the AGM, morphed into a
“Gala Lunch”. It was expected that this might well be
popular with some members who have found the ordeal
of driving to and from the function during the evening
and in the dark, at least for the homeward trip, less than
comfortable. Whether this will be popular and will be
repeated in future years remains to be seen.

The past year allowed a return to the pattern of events
that were the norm before the arrival of Covid 19 in
2020, which led to a series of “Lockdowns" in Victoria
and limited our meetings. Our previous president, Ruth
Wraith had to contend with the restrictions imposed by
events beyond our control and managed the affairs of the
Alumni with energy and grace.

In 2023 we enjoyed lunchtime meetings in the Children's
Hospital Foundation with a talk in March by Michael
Johnson, the director of orthopedics, who told us about
the origins of the department which was established

by Mr John Colquhoun nearly a century ago. Under his
dynamic leadership the RCH Country Hospital at Mount
Eliza was established and built - opening in 1930. Many
of the patients who were looked after there had chronic
diseases such as TB osteomyelitis and required long
periods of hospitalisation. One of the main forms of
therapy was “Heliotherapy” involving exposure to sun
and fresh air, which was believed to improve immune
function and help to eliminate bacteria. Patients often
stayed in hospital for many months or years, with very
limited opportunity for families to visit.

The next talk was given by Paediatrician Anne Smith on
June 13th, whose presentation was entitled “Peer review
in Forensic Paediatric Medicine: Quality or Quackery?".
This produced a thought provoking and entertaining talk
which was followed by some good discussion.

A visit to the Justin Art House Museum on August

29th, which was attended by 15 members and guests in
Prahran, was a great success. The museum, housed in
the private residence of Charles and Leah Justin, who are
passionate collectors of contemporary art, is available for
tours and the art pieces on display change at intervals,
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being displayed with a commentary by Leah and Charles
whose knowledge of the different pieces and their history
is extensive.

A third lunchtime meeting on September 12th brought
Prof Richard Broome, President of the Royal Historical
society of Victoria and retired professor of history

at Latrobe University, with a talk on “The Making of
Melbourne”. All three talks, along with the discussion
which followed, were recorded and the recordings were
accessible on the Alumni website.

The Vernon Collins Oration took place on October 4th in
the Ella Latham Auditorium with a presentation by Ms
Liana Buchanan, Victoria's Commissioner for Children
and Young People speaking on “Children’s Rights in 2023:
Progress and Challenges”. This was another thought-
provoking presentation highlighting the problems faced
by children “in care” for many reasons - many from
Indigenous families.

Early in the year we contacted Jocelyn Bell, who had
worked as an artist / illustrator with the Educational
Resource Centre in the past, and commissioned her to
design two greeting cards for Alumni members. One of
these was to be a birthday greeting card for members
who were celebrating Big Birthdays (80; 90, etc) while
the other was for speakers at meetings and for sending
congratulations to those members who had received
an honour in the Australia Day / Queen'’s (or King's)
birthday list, or for another notable achievement. She
produced attractive versions of both cards which arrived
in June. One showed a woman with a birthday cake and



saying “We're gonna need a lot more candles”. The other
was more generic showing men and women of a certain
age doing all sorts of interesting things. She created a
design showing several of them, half on the front of the
card and half on the back. The inside pages of both cards
were blank. The generic card has been given to speakers
at meetings and for Dr David Hill to recognise his award
of an "AM" in the King's birthday honours list. Birthday
cards were sent to six members who had celebrated 80th
birthdays, one who had reached 85 and one who was
passing their 90th birthday.

This meeting brings my period as president of the Alumni
to an end with the election of a new President and other
officers of our organisation, Vice President, Secretary

and Treasurer. | want to acknowledge the pleasure that
being your president has brought me over the last two
years and to thank Caroline Clarkson especially for her
hard work and regular assistance as Secretary. | am

also very appreciative of the work and support of our
Treasurer, George Werther, and of our Vice President

and former Secretary of the Alumni, Dr Garry Warne. |
also want to express my thanks to other members of the
executive, especially Gigi Williams, the former manager
of the Education Resource Centre (now called “Creative
Studio”) who looks after our website, two past presidents
Ruth Wraith and Kevin Collins whose advice and support
has been invaluable, Bronwyn Hewitt, formerly the
hospital's Archivist, and Christine Unsworth who, for
many years, organised The Good Friday Appeal.

The RCH Alumni has grown in numbers. Currently there
are 227.
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New members:

Andrew Watkins - Neonatologist (Mercy Hospital)
Jane Miller - Social Worker

Stanley Korman - Paediatrician in Israel

Maurice Hennessy - Nurse educator (Diabetes)
Peter Goss - Paediatrician

Anton Harding - Paediatrician

Julian Mercer - Research scientist

Vu Chi Dung - Paediatric endocrinologist, Vietnam
Jane Sullivan - Social Worker

Bernadette O'Connor - Speech Pathologist; Director
Allied Health, RCH

Peter Bunworth - Board secretary, RCH

There have been two deaths:

Janice Gillies (Kesterton) - Anaesthetist
Elizabeth Lewis AM - Neurosurgeon

| shall now finish this brief review of this year's events and
extend a warm welcome to all who are joining us for our
“Gala lunch”, notably to our oldest member, Mr Durham
Smith who celebrated his 100th birthday last year. The
incoming President, Dr Garry Warne, will be the host for
the event and will introduce our speaker, Dr Catherine
Crock AM, who will deliver the "Alum-Oration”, with
some musical accompaniment, between the main course
and dessert.

Left: Gigi Williams and Jim Wilkinson.
Below: Alan Woodward and Frank Oberklaid



Top left: Catherine Crock, Garry Warne and
Caroline Clarke.

Bottom left: Christine Rodda, George Werther
and Catherine Crock

Top right: John Rogers, Henry Ekert and Geoff
Dreher

Middle right: Durham Smith and Mary Dwyer
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Rob Grant awarded
2023 Chair's Medal

Gigi Williams

| am so delighted and proud that Rob Grant (Video
Producer) is the 2023 Chair's medal winner. | first

met Rob over 30 years ago and interviewed him for his
position. | had to ring him about the interview and knew
immediately he was the right man for RCH because

his answer phone message was extremely clever and
creative. For decades now Rob has been dedicated

and creative in his work at the RCH and has won many

international awards for his productions. The nomination
below really says it all.

Congratulations Rob on a wonderful career in which

you have immeasurably enhanced not just the lives of
children and families, but also your health professional
colleagues. This most recent award - the Chair's Medal -
will probably be the one you treasure most.
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Rob Grant's Nomination read by Michael Cheung
co-nominator along with Simon Pase

When Rob Grant was on the RCH Compact advisory
committee, Mike O'Brien once remarked of Rob's
contribution: “The thing about Rob is that he doesn't say
much, but he thinks A LOT."

It speaks to the unassuming but deep impact that Rob’s
work as a video producer has had on the children, the
families and the workforce of The Royal Children's
Hospital.

He is curious, courageous, inclusive and especially kind.

From behind the camera Rob's eyes and ears have seen
and heard the full spectrum of experiences in a children'’s
hospital. It has shaped a profound empathy, which Rob
expresses as only he knows how: the language of the
screen.

From Rob's exquisite screen craft come explanatory
guides which build confidence in families dealing with
life-changing illness. Intricate surgical procedures are



documented and shared to benefit medicine globally. The
simple act of workplace safety is elevated through his
polished skills as if to send a message that the health of
his colleagues, his RCH family, matters nearly as much as
a childhood cancer.

It was Rob's ingenuity and spirit of adventure which
helped launch RCH TV in partnership with Child Life
Therapy. It was no small feat to begin a live TV show, as
humble as the original episodes may seem now. But it laid
the foundations and the ethos for an initiative which now
attracts millions of views annually on YouTube, helping to
better prepare children for their hospital experience.

Rob has never shied from the difficult experiences of

a children'’s hospital, but sought to understand them

as much as possible, and communicate them with
sensitivity, authenticity and a sincere kindness to the
humans at the centre of these experiences. It's the reason
he is the go-to guy for producing educational videos

Rob's Acceptance
Speech

Thanks Rowena.

Just like at the Academy Awards a few years ago, | keep
expecting someone to tap me on the shoulder and say,
“Umm, sorry. There's been a mix-up with the envelopes.
And it's actually the best supporting Oscar that you
should have got.”

People who know me well, know that | hate acronyms.
But when | got Bernadette’s email about this award a few
weeks ago, | was like, O-M-G! ... And then, W-T-F. ... |
don't know what they mean. I've just seen them on social
media, and it seemed appropriate.

This is such an unexpected and overwhelming honour,
and | feel so undeserving in such over-achieving
company. As a matter of fact, | was once given a fake
Oscar by Judith Glazner from the Respiratory Medicine
Team, as a thank you for making fundraising support
videos for the annual cystic fibrosis charity balls. But |
have to say - this acknowledgment tonight is better than
even a real Academy Award.

I'd like to thank Rowena and the Board, Bernadette and
members of the RCH Executive and the selection team.
And I'd especially like to thank the people who nominated
me, two of the wisest and most kind people | know:
Simon Pase and Michael Cheung. I'd also like to thank my
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and podcasts for the Victorian Paediatric Palliative Care
Program among many others.

Most of the workforce, and the public, know Rob best
through his videos to support fundraising, including The
Good Friday Appeal. The iconic Butterflies of 2003,
made to support cardiac services at the RCH, introduced
a new form of expression on screen - speaking to us

as the child, but speaking of our collective vulnerability
and resilience. It perfectly captured why we do what we
do. Countless personal stories and carefully scripted
montages have revealed time and time again the ordeal,
the tenacity and the compassion that defines this special
world that is a children’s hospital.

Through Rob's lens we have seen and learned more about
ourselves, and others.

Though he has no formal medical expertise, Rob has
injected into our hospital some of the best medicines of
all: trust and hope.

beautiful wife, Janine, and our two amazing children, Ben
and Caitlin. My life is so much richer with you in it.

34 years ago, | saw an ad in the newspaper for a video
producer position at The Royal Children's Hospital. | told
a friend about it, and | said | knew it was a job | could

do. But | wasn't sure if | wanted to do it. You see, in the
previousdecade, I'd had some freelance work in the film
and TV industry, and that was where | saw my future. But
it was sporadic work, and between contracts there were
times when | was unemployed.

My friend said, “Well, you have a mortgage, don't you?
You need a regular job.” | thought, she's right, and it won't
hurt to apply. And | was lucky enough to land the job,
thinking that if | lasted as long as my predecessor, 5 years,
I'd be doing well.

So, imagine my disappointment when | thought |

was going to be sacked only 3 months into the job. It
happened shortly after | filmed a rare heart surgery
operation on a newborn baby. The baby had an ectopic
heart, which means its heart had formed outside its
chest. It was diagnosed in utero with ultrasound, so the
doctors kind of knew what to expect.

The baby was delivered by Caesarian section in one
cardiac theatre, and rushed next door to the adjacent
cardiac theatre, to be operated on by Roger Mee and his
team. So | captured all this on tape. Meanwhile, there
were reporters gathering at the hospital to get the story
at a media conference that was held that evening. | don't
think we showed any video at this conference, but the
journalists knew we had some.



And after the press conference, a Channel 9 reporter
cornered me and asked for a copy of the footage. | said,
“Sure”, and | made the tape for him. But what | didn't
know, was that the late Don Kinsey, our public relations
manager at the time, had promised Channel 7 exclusive
access to the footage. | was asked to report to the CEQO's
office to explain myself. All | could do was apologise. And
| went home that night very despondent. Thankfully, | was
redeemed the next morning. Because the story had made
international front-page news, along with images from
the video. Don came blustering into the department with
the Herald-Sun, saying “Where's Rob? Rob! Your blood's
worth bottling!”

So | got to stay.

Sadly, 11 days later, the baby passed away. The hospital
held another press conference to announce this, but also
to let the baby's father speak. And even though the family
was very upset, the father praised the hospital and the
medical teams, because he knew they'd done everything
possible to save his son. | realised then that, even when
things don't go how the treating teams would like them
to, and children sometimes die, families could still be
grateful for the help they'd received, knowing that they
were getting a level of care that was equal to, or perhaps
even better than, anywhere else in the world. And |
started to appreciate why this hospital is held in such
high regard by the community.

So, my five-year milestone came and went. And | found
that | had no desire to leave. | used to joke to my boss,
Gigi Williams, “If you'd told me before | started, how
rewarding the work is, and how much funiit s, | would
have been more enthusiastic at the job interview!”

If I'd been more philosophical, | might have said that |
never would have credited how much this place can get
into your blood. How much it can teach you about life.
And how much it can change you... if you let it.

34 years later, I'm still learning. But the work is also still
fun and rewarding. And part of the reason is that I'm
privileged to work with a dedicated team that includes
communication specialists, medical photographers,
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graphic designers, website experts, and of course, my
wonderful colleagues, Simon and Grace in video.

We don't perform brain surgery, or repair hearts, or
rebuild heads, limbs, or self-esteem. We don't enable a
child to walk, speak, see, or hear. But we gladly help the
people who do.

And | think it's that ethos of helping, by everyone here,
that has touched me the most.

To finish, I'd like to share with you a quote from a movie
that sums up how | feel about working for the RCH. The
movie's called As Good as it Gets. Made in 1997, starring
Jack Nicholson and Helen Hunt. They both won real
Oscars for their roles, by the way. There's a scene halfway
through the film, where the two lead characters are at a
restaurant together for a very un-romantic dinner. The
Jack Nicholson character says to Helen Hunt, “I'd like to
pay you a compliment”.

And she looks surprised, because he's a grumpy old
bastard who never has a kind word for anyone. But

he tells her that their encounters have changed him.

He says that the previous day he found himself taking
medications prescribed by his doctor that, up till then,
he'd refused. And she looks confused. She says, “How is
that a compliment?” He looks at her, and after a pause he
says, “You make me wanna be a better man”.

I'd like to pay a similar compliment to you. If | have
wanted to be a better person, and as a result, done work
for the RCH that's made an impact, it's all because of you.
It's because you set such high standards for yourselves.
It's because you've valued our team'’s help, and made us
feel like part of your teams. And it's because we've seen
the difference you make to the lives of countless children
and families. Given all that, we couldn’t do any less than
OUR BEST, to reveal YOUR BEST to the world.

I'm proud to be working alongside you. Proud to call you
my friends and colleagues. And I'm inspired by the work
you do in caring for patients and families - and each other
- every day.

Thank you all.



Retirement: the start
of a whole new life.

Jane Williamson

Advice to colleagues preparing for retirement and
what worked for you:

Plan, plan and plan some more. Think about what you
are going to do with the 40-50++ discretionary hours
you will have in your week. If it's picking up golf or the
cello, dust off the old equipment that's been in the back
of the cupboard and have some lessons before leaving
work. If it's having more travel, book that trip before you
walk out of the RCH. If it's getting on a Board, get this
plan into action. Make sure you have someone you trust
to step into your shoes at the RCH so you know your
achievements will not be lost. | truly believe this is really
important when trying to leave your paid career behind.
You need to look forward and not back. Take time to
consider your new identity and your new narrative. So
much of our life has been dedicated to “The Royal”,

and it is consequently very much a part of our identity.
You need a new one, so take time to be able to fill in the
blank... “hello, pleased to meet you, what do you do?".
Take the time you need to heal from the cumulative
tiredness, 3-6 months. Be kind to yourself.

\What new interests do you have?

| found my golf clubs and dusted them off, decided that
if | was really going to play, | would need lessons and a
new set. | love them and trust them! | sailed as a child/
teenager and hadn't sailed since my 20's. | found a yacht
club and a boat to sail on (Mercedes lll, a classic out of
RYCV) which | crewed on until February this year when
with 3 others | bought a 43ft classic called Mercedes

IV. She's a beautiful boat with a good pedigree and has
completed plenty of ocean races including 15 Sydney-
Hobarts. After we did plenty of sanding, painting and
woodwork, we started racing in June of this year. A whole
new start!

| also went back to study, and enrolled for a Bachelor of
Criminology and Criminal Justice degree. It would be
three years full time but I'm doing it part time and | have
just finished second year. As professionals giving to
others, it's sometimes hard to stop giving. | have started
volunteering as a community visitor with the Office of the
Public Advocate. This is a role where we visit community
residential homes for people with intellectual challenges.
The purpose of the visits is to check and assess if the
residents are getting the best out of life and that they

are safe, well, and cared for. | fit all of this in on top of my
normal roles as carer for my mother, two kids at home, etc!
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We've managed plenty of local and overseas travel since
the end of the COVID pandemic. And, | almost forgot, |
am able to take a cup of tea back to bed in the morning
and read the paper. Perfect!

This is the first part of the retirement picture. I'm not sure
what will come next, but it's pretty good at the moment.

Jane Williamson was formerly Manager of Orthotics
and Prosthetics, Manager of Radiology and Program
Manager of the Paediatric Integrated Cancer Service.



Velleron Vignettes
2023

Bev Touzel

Bonjour a tous!

Arriving in Velleron and looking forward to the arrival

of our family, | mull over ideas and plans for our time
together. Two of our families live in Hong Kong and two
in Melbourne. Our time together is precious and limited.
Aside from their parents, accommodating the needs of
nine grandchildren aged between three and nineteen
years is a challenge. We would like them to enjoy and
participate in life in a French village.

| often think about just what makes a village? Is it the
town hall? This is where most important decisions are
debated about the functions and rules of a community

to enable it to run smoothly with the minimum of

unrest whilst empowering residents to make these
decisions? Is it about responding to the broader needs of
a community? Is it the interaction between the town and
regional residents, which may have competing needs?
Putting aside politics, where is the budget best spent?

The community is never static and ever evolving as
technology and science advance. People today are more
educated, travelled and informed with the advances in
communication. In Velleron tractors and harvesters,
perhaps with air conditioning and the latest technology,
roll between wheat and corn crops, while goat herds
calmy pass by. Should the village expand and encourage
developers with modern buildings, wider roads and
adequate parking? Many older residents do not drive and
rarely travel far from the village. The young and the old.

A community has to move with the times and progress.
Without this response to changing times a village may
stagnate. Change often creates unrest. Some want
things to stay the way they are. Many families have lived
in this village for generations. Should they have more
power? Should their needs be more accommodated?

How do they feel about limited hours at the post office
and bank closures? The small pharmacy relocated to
the town periphery as a larger space was required for
the storage of mobility aids. Trying to meet the needs
of an older generation may present some difficulties.
Those requiring the service may not be able to drive to
reach it. The very small supermarket has moved from
the village centre to larger premises down the hill. The
meat is now pre-packaged but the new supermarket
has a much larger selection and adequate parking. The
village is expanding. Thankfully, the main café, or pub as
we refer to it, remains along with its outdoor setting and
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view of Mont Ventoux. It is the centre of information and
camaraderie and is one of the first places we go to on our
arrival in Velleron.

Being an agricultural village, Velleron welcomes but
does not rely on tourists. It is not a hilltop village where
only one road in and out is an access nightmare on
market days. Velleron is accessed by various routes. At
a roundabout we are greeted by the imposing figure of
a large red strawberry signifying the importance of this
fruit in the community. In fact, there is an annual Féte de
la Fraise and la Confrérie de la Fraise or Fraternity of the
Strawberry dedicated to this.

Students attend universities in large cities and overseas.
How does a village encourage them to return?
Educational facilities for children, accommodation
competing with land designated for farming only and
cafes and restaurants that often struggle financially.

The natural beauty of this area with its wooded hills and
flowing streams and rivers is a great lure. Many young
people return continuing generations and contributing to
this lively and interesting area of Provence.

From our window we look down onto the town square
where the Mayor is waiting and chatting. The tricolour
sash across his chest signifies his status. A wedding

is about to begin. The groom arrives in the side car of

a cream and black coloured motorbike. The sparkling
chrome and black body looks fine with the groom’s black
pants and maroon jacket. He adjusts his bow tie while



triple kissing his guests as is the custom in Provence.

The young bride arrives by cart led by a donkey with its
driver in traditional Provencal white shirt and black jacket
topped off with a fine black hat. Her long blonde hair falls
loosely down her back onto her ivory gown. A garland of
flowers surrounds her head. Due to the voluminous train
of the gown, the bride had some difficulty climbing down
from the cart and had to be lifted down by several male
guests.

Last weekend's groom, plus three, all wore cherry red
sneakers. The colour of love. These went well with the
cream suits and collarless white shirts. The bride's
father topped it all off with a Panama shading his
head. A sensible decision in this unrelenting heat. The
bride was in a light cream colour, backless dress and
carried a sheath of wheat, possibly indicating she was
from a farming family. Maybe she just thought wheat
was preferable to wilting petals.

| often contemplate when referring to the colour cream
and its close friend ivory. Various shades and tones of
white are now renamed alabaster, biscuit, vanilla, or a
more distant clotted cream. Perhaps oatmeal was the
dress colour and it was oats not wheat the bride had

in her hand. There was not a veil in sight in this town
square. Not ivory, vanilla or even plain white.

In spring, we are greeted by fields of red poppies which
seem to reach out to say ‘Lest We Forget'. It is a sobering
thought when we think of all those lives lost in World
Wars. Here in the Vaucluse region there were many
Resistance fighters opposing the occupation of France
in the Second World War. This included the well-known
saboteur, Jean Garcin, who used the family’s local
printing business to communicate with other Resistance
members. After the war he held various important
positions and received many awards and decorations
including The Legion of Honour in 1957. The local
secondary college was named in his honour. He died in
the Vaucluse in 2006.
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An early morning walk in summer has its rewards.
Lavender adorns the fields and the scent fills the air. The
bees are having their last supper. Not for long, as it is
harvest time. The lavender is now seen in the markets
either loose to be scooped into bags or bought in bundles
of all sizes in pretty patterned fabric all neatly tied to be
carried home and tucked into cupboards and drawers.
What a lovely scent in the middle of a freezing winter to
pull out a woolly jumper and to be reminded of the smell
of summer.

The sunflowers are late this year. In anticipation of their
show they remind me of prima donnas who enjoy others
waiting to see their gold finery. As their heads push up
from their humble earthly abodes



| discard these thoughts. | almost hear them declare in
unison, ‘Voila, we made it!" Peering around, their green
heads are checking out the surroundings until deciding
this looks a good place to spend the summer. Only then
do they shyly declare their gold finery, always turning to
smile at the sun shining on their faces. There is another
story to this. According to a Greek myth, Apollo, the
Sun God, had two mistresses, sister water nymphs. Out
of jealousy the older sister Clydia informed their father
Ocean about the relationship. Ocean was so angry he
buried alive the younger daughter Leucothoé. Apollo
then left Clydia and turned her into a sunflower that
always rose towards the sun. Happiness abounds in
fields of gold and hopefully rising Clydias.

When we first arrived at the brocante market, there

to greet us was a large brass watering can. The curved
copper handle was so shiny. | lifted it up and thought
when it was full of water, it would save on gym fees. |
pointed out it would not leak as all the joints were
soldered, as was the top of the handle. | openly declared
these minor restorations as my someone could not
have missed them. For some reason | was left staring at
it longingly and alone while still planning how | would
take it home. | seem to be drawn to watering cans. | am
still fretting over a beautiful one | missed out on some
time ago. Another largish zinc one that | managed to

fit into my suitcase a few years ago provides me with
some consolation. It has at least made a practical brass
contribution to our garden unlike some other elements,
some may argue.
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Finding some solace a couple of days later visiting a local
pottery, | bought two large garden pots that will take the
place of the watering can - at least for this year. Moving
along, | noticed an interesting bike propped up against
awall. | remarked that it looked even older than my old
bike. It was well cared for with a metal chain protector
with the name ‘Crescent’ on it. It was more than a bit
older as it had a gas lamp!

Ambling further through the brocante | came to a bronze
cradle stand. It was so beautifully carved with leaves

and doves. The doves' beaks meeting together forming
hearts at both ends as if keeping watch. | imagined the
infant snuggled up inside sleeping peacefully to the sound
of cooing doves. | thought about these babies and hoped
they enjoyed happy and contented lives.



After discussing the cradle with the vendor we were

led to another fine piece of work. A fine, red leather
writing desk. The leather was worn and soft with loads
of character. The open top displayed slim pockets in the
top with a bronze inkwell with cover and place for a quill
and blotting paper. It has an embossed gold calendar and
diaries with months and days of the week. It functioned
as a card table and folded to form a neat carry case. |
loved the dainty bronze clasps too. | can imagine the
card games played and conversations and secrets that
may have been shared. So beautifully designed and well
cared for. | am sure it was also well loved but why was it
here and looking so lonely? It was hard to imagine why
families had not been able or wanted to treasure it and its
history. Perhaps it had very sad memories and its tales
are locked inside, silent forever.

| had to find a cafe to discuss these issues with my ever
patient ‘houseman’, as he was once referred to. Over
coffee we discussed how do the French keep their
sneakers so white? They are striding about everywhere
so confident and pristine. My eyes are drawn to their
brightness. | was pleased | was wearing sunglasses.
Polaroid ones too. My own sneakers may have started
out white but after about one day turned to the
aforementioned oatmeal and then to dirty white. That

E CONTENTS

colour is definitely not listed in any of the colour charts.
I will think about it and try to improve. Perhaps there is
a sneaky store called Snow White. | make a promise to
myself that | will endeavour to clean up my sneakers.

Perusing the brocante | looked at a rectangular wooden
tray with a perspex top divided into four concentric
circles displaying dried corn kernels, chickpeas, wheat
sheaths and lime tree flowers. It seemed to me it may
have been made as a gift for an agricultural parent by a
family member. The thought and effort put into this tray
seems it was made for someone very special. | imagine
it was treasured very much. | also see some photographs
of family members in a horse cart with large wheels. As
was the fashion then, no-one was smiling, but then again
farm life was tough.

At the local markets the stall holders have to set up very
early as their vans need to be unpacked and displays

set up before the first customers arrive. At the end the
vendors have to gather, fold and store everything in

the vans and back out dodging wanderers and metal
umbrella stands. This looks very arduous work especially
in the heat or when the Mistral is venting its fury and
causing havoc.

A flower seller was enjoying a fortifying glass of rosé at
the back of his flower display. On a card table nearby, not
quite hidden and certainly within easy reach, was his old
brown leather picnic case. The manacle type straps were
securing the red-rimmed white plates. A half full (or half
empty) bottle with the cork carelessly discarded still with
opener attached, wax paper wrapped cheese (probably

a local goat cheese), a couple of packets of Galloises, an
end crust of baguette. A red and white patterned scarf
was thrown nonchalantly inside the case. | loved the
composition. What stories this picnic case could tell as



could as it looks as if it has been to these markets for
generations.

Returning to life in our village, the other place for
receiving and disseminating news is the Marché Agricole
or Farmers Market. Our nightly marché agricole

has a buvette which has recently been extended to
accommodate the increasing numbers of patrons. The
waiters wear either white or red tops adorned with ‘LABU
VETTE Velleron 1983'. It took me a while to work out
that the wording was artistic for la buvette.

A former mayor with foresight and initiative was the
instigator of the Marché Agricole in 1983. After the
railway line closed fifteen years earlier, there was a
general feeling of loss in the community. What will

the farmers do with their produce? There was also a
vast empty space where the railway line had been. The
residents of Velleron, along with the young mayor, came
together with their ideas and the market was born. It

is the largest in Provence and holds great standing
throughout France. It is recognised by the Conseil
National Art Culinaires and classed amongst the 100
exceptional markets in France. The colours, smells and
ambiance change with the seasons. The market exudes
a feeling of conviviality and friendship where news and
gossip is exchanged daily.

What a great example of the people coming together to
move with the times and supported by those who were
able to make it all happen! After the 6'o'clock whistle

is blown by a stall holder announcing that the market is
open, the customers flow through its steel gates. They
have been waiting patiently in the heat and are keen to
avoid the queues at their favourite stalls. All the products
are produced or grown by the stall holders and are set up
on tables at the rear of their vans.
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The

ancient types of tomatoes sitting face up
in their wooden crates are captivating. The reds of the
Marmande and the paler red of Noire de Crimea sit
there proudly. The red Coeur de Boeuf go well with
the striped Green Zebras. The Coeur de Boeuf also
come in yellow and like a false friend are referred to as
Ananas, the French (and German) word for pineapple.
These vegetables require nothing more than cutting and
combining with basil leaves, chopped red onion, salt and
pepper, drizzled with local olive oil and served with a
chevre or burrata. A feast in itself.

Solid, heavy melons are piled up high. Choosing one
is not just about feeling these huge, globe-like fruit nor
is it just about the smell. Knights of the Melon or Le
Syndicate des Maitres Meloniers de Cavaillon have
set standards. They state that it is

also about

the striations

which must be

exactly tenin

number to meet

the standard.

The peduncle

must be intact,

loose and ready

to come off.

Now | understand

why the queues

at the melon

stands are so long



as everyone is melon smelling, inspecting the stalks and
counting to ten!

Friday and Saturday are the busiest evenings. Additional
vendors have seafood and further products such as
charcuteries, paella and colourful little jars of black olive
and truffle spread or the red of the pimento ready for the
apéritives to accompany a glass of local rosé.

Our village has a boulangerie as well as a patisserie.

Our original yellow-painted boulangerie, which sold
bread and some pastries, had a roof leak and flooded
some years ago. We now have a new boulangerie a few
convenient metres from our house. A Maitre Patissier

is also an artist and we have one in Velleron. Our long-
established and renowned patisserie has bread as well
as delicious pastries and exquisite cakes and chocolates.
One dainty candied pear with a gold leaf stalk sits on

a nest of almond biscuit surrounded by thin ribbon-
piped caramel cream. We chose the chocolate mousse
creation. This is decorated with the Maitre's initials in
dark and light chocolate. After purchasing our treasure,
it is beautifully boxed and tied securely by the wife of
the Maitre Patissier with a pretty ribbon. Thisis not a
hurried process. A lot of friendly chatting takes place as
others are happy to wait their turn to be served. Always
welcoming, friendly to all, this couple contributes greatly
to village life.
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For some reason both establishments are closed on
Mondays. The former yellow bakery used to close on
Wednesdays and open Mondays therefore leaving

a bakery open every day. No-one is able to say why
thisis so. A bit like the lateness of the sun flowers,

it is a mystery. Our four children, spouses and nine
grandchildren were staying in a large house nearby. The
urgent ringing of our doorbell early the first Monday
reminded me as | opened the door to anxious little faces,
that | had forgotten to mention the closures. Life is full
of disappointments and to the children late sunflowers
and breakfast without a pain au chocolat is only partly
compensated by perfumed fields and the resulting
lavender honey.

Some weeks later feeling a little flat after the families
headed home, we set off on an early morning bike ride
to explore our newly completed cycle track linking
neighbouring villages. Coming around a corner | almost
collided with a cyclist from the opposite direction riding
full speed on the wrong side of the track. Trying to avoid
a collision, | moved further towards the gutter where my
wheel twisted and | fell onto the footpath via the gravel.
He, with his smart Lycra team outfit, continued straight
on without looking back. ‘The Tour de France has finished
mate’, | thought, as he disappeared from view. | was not
impressed.

Sitting in the gutter | was concerned as | inspected my
cut leg and with blood flowing down along the bone. My
concern turned to dismay as | realised the dark red blobs
had trickled down onto the outside of my freshly cleaned
and almost sparkling white sneakers. What would the
colour chart would call that, strawberries and cream?

| am lying here reflecting on our summer in Provence.
Children laughing and splashing, stories told (often
exaggerated), dinners with village friends, the sharing of
experiences and adventures that will hold us over until we
meet again.

Now as the light fades | begin to see the muted tricolour
of the French flag slowly emerging lighting the town hall
in front of me. Thoughts of this lovely village and the flow
of water trickling from the fountain are lulling me to sleep.
Bonne nuit!

Clest tout!
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