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Preface 
I was born on the 14th of July 1937. When I was little, I associated my birthday 

with the first strawberries picked in the garden and the cream skimmed off the 

top of milk bottles, it was the treat that my parents offered me and my friends. 

Later, when I was sent to boarding school, it was no longer the same, as my 

birthday occurred during the holidays and my friends were elsewhere. I had to 

move to Paris for my birthday to become a party again, with the firemen's ball 

starting on the evening of the 13th to finish with fireworks and dancing in the 

streets on the 14th of July. And when I lived on the Seine, my young son and 

daughter, who didn't know that there was an official parade on the Champs-

Elysees, thought that the planes flying in formation over our houseboat, were in 

honour of my birthday. However, with time my birthday lost importance, until 

the celebrations that Mimi organized for my 60th, followed by 70th and finally 

80th birthday. Fortunately at 80, I was still in good health, I was able to 

remember the names of my friends, walk and even dance without any difficulty. 

It was very different from the 80th birthday of my maternal grandfather, which 

was celebrated when I was twenty years old. My grandparents' house was filled 

with guests for the birthday party. In addition to the family and some friends, 

there was the presence of the deputy mayor of Manchester, the local Member of 

Parliament, the president of the lawyers union, a rabbi or two and the grand 

master of the local freemasons lodge. It should be noted that to be 80 years old 

in Manchester in the 1950's was the equivalent of being 100 years old today. I 

had always thought of my grandfather as someone very old, but at 80, he was 

the oldest person I had ever seen. My grandmother was in better shape, but she 

did not have the strength to look after her husband, as he was no longer able to 

walk by himself. So a nurse lived in the house and it was she who pushed my 

grandfather on a wheelchair through the crowd of guests. His birthday was at the 

end of August, and he told the guests standing around him that he had just 

returned from a holiday by the sea. My grandparents and the nurse had in fact 

rented an apartment with a balcony overlooking the sea in Llandudno on the 

North coast of Wales. All the visitors congratulated him on his appearance of 

good health, and so my grandfather told the nurse to show everyone his tanned 

legs as proof of the good weather and the healthy holiday. After some hesitation, 

she started rolling one leg of his trousers to the knee, where there were 

suspenders that held his sock in place, she undid the clips and rolled down the 

sock, and there we could see the leg of his underpants that went down to the 

shoe. Everyone watched this striptease in silence, and when the nurse rolled up 

the bottom of the underpants to show a few inches of tanned leg, there was 

enthusiastic applause. 

I told this story on my birthday, and afterwards I regretted making people laugh 

at my grandfather when he was very old, as I know so little about his active life: 

his studies, the success of his law firm, how he met my grandmother and their 

travels together. Also, all I know concerning my grandmother is that she was 

born in Leeds, and had spent a year in a girls' school in Paris in the beginning of 
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the 20th century. I know even less about my paternal grandparents, as my 

father's father died shortly after my birth, and I never saw my father's mother as 

she left Manchester after her husband died to join her youngest son Marcel in Los 

Angeles, just before the war. However, I must have missed an exciting story 

concerning the departure of my grandfather from Izmir in 1904, accompanied by 

his pregnant wife, in order to start a business in Manchester. My father was born 

a few months after their arrival. 

     
My maternal grandfather                My paternal grandfather 

As I knew so little about the life of my grandparents, I decided to write these 

memoirs. My life has covered more events than my grandchildren could possibly 

imagine, and maybe they will be interested to follow the events that led up to 

their future existence. The title of the story, translates a problem that I used to 

have concerning the definition of my social status for the public authorities: 

draftsman, designer, engineer… until I realized that I could be registered as an 

"artist", and thus benefit from social security and retirement benefits at a 

reasonable cost. Of course, there were certain conditions that had to be met as 

proof of an artistic activity, but that wasn't a problem, as I have participated in 

several exhibitions and even sold some art work, although to be honest, the 

money that I earned never covered the expense. However, I remember reading 

that "even the spittle of an artist is a work of art", and so I have always 

considered that all my work has been "artwork" in the declaration of my income. 

I am still officially considered to be one of the 23,000 artists registered in France, 

of which there are only a few hundred who are "known" as artists. For the 

majority, the diversity of their interests and the variety of their work makes their 

life unique. The numerous activities of these "unknown" artists mingle with their 

private life and their surroundings. In this way my life story is unique, and 
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comparable to the story of thousands of the other unique lives of "unknown" 

artists. 

   
My parents engagement photo 1928               Me and my sister Ruth in 1938 

The life that I remember begins when I was three years old. Before my first 

memories: my grandfather wanted my mother to become a lawyer and take over 

his law practice; but she wanted to become an actress. I think that she met my 

father in an amateur theatre group in Manchester or at least they performed 

together in a play, and when she was twenty years old they got engaged. They 

went on holiday, driving "on the continent" with my uncle Eddy, as chaperone. 

They were married the following year in 1929.  

On rereading the text that follows, I decided to add some notes. In fact, certain 

events that I have experienced seem to be so foreign to the present situation that 

they need to be explained in the light of my present knowledge. These notes are 

shown in italics.  
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1. The war  
I remember my first day of nursery school, when I was three years old. The 

teacher gave me a sheet of squared paper and coloured pencils to draw a 

picture. I didn't draw a picture, but I filled in each square methodically with a 

different colour, probably because I had never seen squared paper before: and 

when my mother came to pick me up a few hours later, I was still colouring the 

squares. The teacher congratulated my mother for having a son so good at 

colouring and I was very pleased. Without any specific recollection, I had 

certainly made many drawings at home, but I knew that with each scribble, my 

mother would say that it was very pretty, without looking. I had already 

understood that my mother's appreciation was precious, but had little value. 

With the mistress, it was different, she passed by my side, watching the progress 

of the drawing and with each passage, she gave me a few words of 

encouragement. 

I lived with my parents, my sister Ruth who was six years older than me and my 

little sister Silvia who had just been born. Our house was one of a series of 

identical brick houses in a suburb of Manchester, and my school was at the end 

of the street in which I lived. It was the beginning of the year 1941, in time of 

war. The city of Manchester, with its factories and inland harbour, was being 

bombed nearly every night. Even at three, I realized that the situation was 

uncertain. All the windows had black curtains so that the lights of the house 

couldn't be seen from outside and the air-raid siren would sometimes wake me 

up.  One day, I walked with my mother who was pushing the landau with my 

baby sister to see a house destroyed by a bomb that had missed its industrial 

target the night before. A group of neighbours were looking at the pile of rubble 

in desolation. During the winter my father dug up the lawn behind our house and 

I helped him plant potatoes. Shortly afterwards, without leaving time for the 

potatoes to grow, several men came to dig a big hole. They then buried a large 

concrete cylinder horizontally, with a staircase going down to the entrance of our 

air-raid shelter. The outside of the cylinder was covered with earth, and the 

interior was equipped with two bunks on each side. A few days later, we started 

sleeping there, in order to be protected from the bombs. Another novelty was the 

acquisition of six laying hens with their metal cages stacked up along a side wall 

of our house; every morning, I went looking for eggs for breakfast. I liked going 

to school, but after a few months, I was forced to leave home and live with my 

maternal grandparents. I learned the real reason for this hasty departure much 

later: my little sister had died lying on her bunk in the bomb shelter, during the 

night. 

My grandfather was a lawyer, but owing to his age and the war, his practice was 

no longer flourishing and he rarely went to his office. He lived with my 

grandmother in a house near to the centre of Manchester; the house appeared to 

be very large, with its three floors and long, cold corridors. There was also a 

cellar, and several outbuildings that were partly abandoned, as they had been 
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built for horses and a carriage. We lived in the kitchen and an adjoining room 

called the "breakfast room" because the dining room and the living room were 

only used for rare family reunions. The breakfast room had a table where we ate 

all of our meals, a radio, and several comfortable armchairs placed around the 

coal fire that was always burning. At the side of the fireplace there was a large 

pottery owl, with the inscription "A wise old owl sat in an oak, the more he heard 

the less he spoke, the less he spoke the more he heard, so why not copy this 

wise old bird". It was possible to go into the garden from the breakfast room, by 

passing through the glazed conservatory in which there were many potted 

plants, with tulips and geraniums. When it was sunny, one could sit or play there 

in relative warmth even in winter. My grandmother did the cooking and my 

grandfather spent a lot of time in the garden where there was a big greenhouse. 

He was proud of two things: to have a rose for his buttonhole every day of the 

year, and to cultivate a hundred tomato plants from the seeds of a single tomato 

selected from the previous crop. I should mention that there were several pear 

trees in the garden that provided delicious pears and a grape vine in the 

greenhouse that produced a few bunches of grapes. There was also a gardener 

who came to help my grandfather. 

 
1a. My father, my mother, Ruth, my maternal grandmother and me.  

Photo taken in the garden of my grandparents' house in Manchester in 1941 
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The city of Manchester operated on coal for both the needs of industry and 

residential heating; soot covered all exterior surfaces and the level of air pollution is 

hardly imaginable in Europe today. There was also the smell of coal in the air and in 

our clothes (a few years ago, I recognised the smell of coal, after my clothes had 

been washed at my hotel in Ankara, where coal is used for all heating and cooking 

needs). Every week, my grandmother washed the leaves of the aspidistras using 

soapy water; the two plants in their ornamental pots were placed on each side of 

the entrance to the house. My mother came almost every day; and when she was 

expected, my grandmother wouldn't let me play in the garden, so as to avoid all 

contact with the soot covering the grass on the lawn. I rarely saw my father, no 

one talked about my baby sister, and my older sister had been sent to a boarding 

school for girls somewhere in the country. However, this relative tranquillity didn't 

last, because my father's office and warehouse in the centre of Manchester were 

bombed during the night, and the whole family went to see the damage. There 

were no casualties, but the large multi-story commercial building built in brick was 

demolished and burned. My father and a few people working with him searched for 

salvageable items, including the metal safe containing some official papers, and a 

miraculously intact teapot. 

The decision to leave Manchester was made very soon afterwards, as my father had 

decided to become a farmer! So my parents took me in their car in search of a 

farm. I loved the journey, the countryside and also, being alone with my parents. 

We stayed in several country inns, until we got to the isolated village of "Newcastle 

on Clun", in the County of Shropshire, on the Welsh border. It was there that we 

stopped searching, and eventually went to live in a house without electricity and 

without running water, called "Court Farm". I found the farm magnificent; there 

was our house and several barns built around a large horse-chestnut tree that grew 

in the middle of the courtyard. The floor of my bedroom was sloping and I 

remember that my marbles rolled from one side of the room to the other, all by 

themselves. The house was empty when we arrived, but there was a flock of 400 

sheep, and several men and women were still working on the farm. We were made 

welcome by those who lived in the village, as the compulsory conscription had 

drained the farms of all the young farmers. 

After the summer of 1941, my mother took me to see the mistress of the village 

school. We learned that there was only one class for the 30 children in the village 

who were of school age: from 6 to 14 years old. The fact that I was only 4 years old 

was not a problem because there were two other boys under six. So, I started my 

life as a schoolboy. Walking from our house across the fields to the school took 

about fifteen minutes, and after a few days I could go by myself. Most of the time, 

the mistress and her assistant told us stories, and between the stories we had to do 

work according to our capabilities. There were three subjects: reading, writing, and 

arithmetic, and for each subject, a series of exercise cards in folders were nailed to 

the wall. The first card in "writing", for example, showed the letters of the alphabet 

that we were expected to copy with a piece of chalk on our slate. When the teacher 

was satisfied that the pupil had mastered the first card, he or she could move on to 
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the second exercise card. The goal was to finish all the cards by the age of 14, and 

leave school knowing how to read, to write and to count. 

Our family was the only one in the village coming from a city and a priori with no 

knowledge of a farm. My father had certainly read some books in order to 

understand a minimum about agriculture; however, when he arrived, he made two 

innovations that astonished the villagers: he bought a tractor, and had a bathroom 

installed in the house, with an Aga coal stove for cooking and providing hot water. 

Everyone came to see the first tractor in the village; my father made a tour of the 

courtyard, saying that he intended to plough some of the sloping fields, where the 

horses were not able to work, in order to plant wheat. He explained that in time of 

war, the country could no longer import the cereals needed to feed everyone. Little 

by little, the men and women living in the village came to visit the bathroom and to 

touch the hot water coming directly from the tap, as large cast iron kitchen stoves, 

which could run day and night, like our Aga, were little known in England at the 

time. One day, all the school children came to the house with the teacher, and I 

was proud to explain, like my father, the advantages of the new acquisitions. 

The young children in the village spent a lot of time together, because they did not 

have specific jobs to do on the farms: so I made friends very quickly. And in order 

to be like the others, I needed a pocket knife, to make our playthings: a bow with 

arrows, whistles or flutes, and also to decorate our sticks by engraving the bark. 

There were rabbits everywhere, in all the fields and vegetable gardens, but 

cartridges for shotguns were no longer to be found. So we were encouraged to 

make snares and learn how to lay them invisibly on the rabbit tracks close to their 

burrows. Whenever we caught a rabbit, we had to kill it, use our knife to 

disembowel it in a thicket, and take it home to be cooked, or sell it at the village 

store for some sweets. I set my snares on the way to school and checked the 

possible catch each time I passed by. I certainly wouldn't be able to disembowel a 

rabbit now, but at five years old, it wasn't a problem. 

  
1b. The sheep market at Knighton                             1c. Me and my sister Ruth in 1942 

Life at school followed the seasons, with holidays directly related to the crops. The 

long summer holidays covered the harvest, and during the rest of the year, there 
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were short vacations to participate in the shearing of sheep in the spring, followed 

by the harvest of potatoes and beets, and in autumn we picked apples, walnuts and 

hazel nuts. Besides eating a lot of apples, we also wrapped them individually in 

newspaper to store them in the attic for the winter. There were also crab apple 

trees to provide the fruit for making cider; the crab-apples were gathered from all 

the trees throughout the village and carried to a special place on another farm 

where there were vats for the fermentation. All the farmers involved were very 

excited because making cider was a good excuse for drinking a lot of the cider from 

previous years, and even the children were encouraged to drink a little, making 

everyone laugh if they didn't walk straight. I remember that a dead mouse was 

thrown into the vat, as it apparently improved the quality of the cider. All the 

children took part in the work on the farm when necessary, with work in keeping 

with their age. Another important activity was the preparation for the sheep 

market, because everything and everybody had to be ready to leave at dawn, with 

the sheep dogs leading the flock to Knighton, the market town that was about 

fifteen kilometres from the farm. I loved to travel on the back of our cart horse and 

on arriving, to follow the transactions of the farmers. There was always a 

competition to guess the weight of a sheep tied up in a small enclosure. All the 

farmers touched the animal, to feel beneath the wool and be able to make a fair 

estimate of its weight, and possibly win it, at the public weigh-in at the end of the 

day. Another entertainment was the strong man, who could bend an iron bar. First 

of all the iron bar was passed around for everyone to see that it couldn't be bent by 

the farmers. Then the strong man placed the bar on top of the cap on his head, and 

pulled down with his hands on each end. All the muscles in his neck and shoulders 

stood out and the bar bent. He then knelt with one knee on the ground and 

straightened the bar against his leg, in preparation for the next performance. 

Everyone applauded while the strong man took off his cap and passed it around to 

collect a few pennies.  At school, we also learned to participate in village festivals 

with songs and dances. I particularly remember the "maypole" dance. The maypole 

is a long pole standing upright that is painted and decorated with flowers, around 

which up to twelve people dance on the first of May. Each dancer holds a long 

ribbon tied to the top of the pole. Following the movement of the dancers, the 

ribbons weave a geometric pattern on the pole and when the ribbons become too 

short to continue, the dancers change direction in order to undo the weaving, in 

trying not to make a mistake. 

In 1942, the age of military conscription went up to 51 years old, and my father 

was forced to leave his family for the army, leaving my mother who was 

pregnant, to run the farm. After this, my mother and I made several trips by 

train to visit my father, first during his initial training and then in a hospital 

because of an infected wound that he got while training. The train trip took all 

day because we had to change trains and wait for the connection. I don't 

remember the name of the station from which we left nor our destination, but I 

remember the station at Crewe where we had to change trains and wait for 

hours before continuing the journey. The waiting room was always crowded with 

soldiers, women and children. There were piles of suitcases and bags 
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everywhere. My mother spent the time teaching me to read and I tried to 

decipher the messages on the posters that warned the travellers against spies, 

with captions like "The walls have ears" with the image of a sailor drowning in 

front of his burning ship. Obviously, I tried to draw pictures of walls with ears. I 

also liked to watch the steam engines with their drivers black with soot, and 

during the journey I counted the noises made by the wheels passing over the 

joints between the rails, so as to calculate the speed of the train. 

My father was assigned to the intelligence corps because he knew how to speak 

French and Spanish. It was considered that he would be able to learn Italian 

quickly and he was sent away to follow an accelerated training course, in 

preparation for landing in Sicily in September 1943. He then spent the rest of the 

war in Italy. The war seemed far away from where we lived on the farm, but it 

was a constant preoccupation and we were encouraged to prepare for a possible 

invasion. Our house was the only one in the village with hot running water, and it 

was decided to turn a cellar under the house into a country hospital. The cellar 

was filled with old farm equipment, some of which had been piled up there for at 

least a hundred years, and at the beginning of the removal a cloud of bats flew 

out, making everyone who had come to help run and laugh. Eventually, the 

empty cellar was cleaned, painted with lime and equipped with rows of metal 

beds with mattresses, which were fortunately never used. 

With my father absent, my mother was very busy looking after my new baby 

sister Wendy and the organization of the farm. As a result, I was left totally free 

except for school time and meals. I knew everyone and went everywhere, eating 

seasonal fruit, or tasty herbs, one of which, with a lemony taste, sprouted 

everywhere in the fields. As the memory runs through all the senses, I recalled 

the taste thirty years later on eating sorrel in France; in England, it wasn't 

considered to be edible. There was a stream called "Folly Brook" near the farm 

that could be crossed on foot, jumping from one rock to another; however, it was 

decided to build a bridge, so that the tractor could be used to pull a cart over the 

stream. I followed the work in progress every day, becoming friends with the 

builders; I brought them biscuits, and bottles of tea from our house, and they 

told me stories. When the bridge was finished, everyone came to watch the 

tractor cross over, and I decided to become a bridge builder, or more formally a 

"civil engineer" when I was older. Unfortunately, my carefree life in the country 

didn't last. My mother wasn't able to take care of her baby, me and the farm. 

She decided with my father by mail, to send me to boarding school, and to sell 

the farm. 

In 1978, I visited the Centre for Alternative Technology with Mimi. The Centre 

located at Machynlleth on the West coast of Wales was only 80 km. from where I 

lived on the farm 35 years previously. We decided to try to find the farm and after 

driving around the country roads, we eventually found the village of Newcastle on 

Clun and finally "Court Farm". I immediately recognised the courtyard with the 

huge horse-chestnut tree in the centre, surrounded by barns. It was obviously still 

exploited as a sheep farm and I knocked on the door to introduce myself. We were 
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invited into the kitchen, which was still the principal room and the Aga cooker that 

my father had installed, was still being used. I told the present owners about living 

on the farm during the war and they showed us around. The house looked much 

smaller than I had remembered but very little seemed to have changed. We walked 

on the land surrounding the farm buildings, and saw the tiny bridge over Folly 

Brook. I was surprised that the surrounding hills had been planted with Pine trees 

by the National Forestry Agency in order to provide a supplementary source of 

income for those living in this very isolated part of England. We also went to see 

the school, which had recently been rebuilt to replace the building that I had 

known. 

 
1d. Louis at Combret in 2012         1e. Court Farm in 2017 according to "Google street view" 

The photo (1d.) of Louis, who is the son of friends, was taken where he lives in the 

Aveyron region of France. It is how I imagine that I used to be at his age, hiding in 

the long grass mixed with wild flowers. The Aveyron region is also similar to parts 

of Shropshire where sheep farming is predominant.  However in France, the sheep 

are raised to supply milk for the production of Roquefort cheese, whereas in 

England, the sheep were raised for their wool and ultimately for food. However 

sheep farming in England must be very difficult economically right now, and 

although I haven't returned recently, the image taken from "Google street view" 

shows a very different farm house from that which I remember. There is no longer 

a horse-chestnut tree in the centre of the courtyard, the tractors and farm 

equipment have disappeared, and there are no animals to be seen. When I lived 

there, the building on the left was a stable for three cart horses and a couple of 

cows, and the building on the far side of the court yard was mainly used for storing 

hay that was unloaded from a wagon in the open passage through the middle of the 

barn. Generally, the sheep lived outdoors throughout the year, but there was space 

for the sheep below the hay storage when they were being sheared, and there was 

also a pigsty. Now there are rows of windows in all the farm buildings, and they 

seem to have been converted into living space probably for people from the towns 

looking for a country holiday. Only the principle farmhouse seems to be unchanged, 

at least from outside. 

The following years were much less interesting. I have very few memories of the 

boarding school where I had been sent, except that it was in the country, and 

that there were horses. I played soccer in the winter, cricket in the summer, and 

rode a horse when I could. Another memory concerns the cinema sessions on 

Saturday; the headmaster of the school had a projector and loud speakers that 
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had to be installed in the largest classroom. As I was particularly interested, the 

headmaster granted me the role of assistant projectionist and I was associated 

with the choice of films in the distributor's catalogue. Most of the films that were 

finally chosen by the headmaster recorded the classics of English literature, such 

as David Copperfield: however, there were some adventure films that I enjoyed, 

including the Youth of Abraham Lincoln. Several years later, I had the pleasure of 

hearing the director John Ford describe it as his favourite film amongst the many 

he had made. Personally, I especially enjoyed adventures at sea like "Mutiny on 

the Bounty" or "Captain Kidd", after all my favourite books were the adventures 

of Captain Hornblower by C. S. Forester. I have few memories of the lessons 

except the weekly drawing class, which I would have considered surreal if I had 

known the word. The regular school teachers slept at the school, but the drawing 

teachers came from outside and brought their teaching materials to our 

classroom. One of the teachers arrived with a suitcase filled with pieces of the 

human body cast in plaster: hand, foot, ear, elbow, etc. He unpacked his 

suitcase and we were expected to draw the body parts. Another teacher came 

with a portfolio filled with drawings of historical monuments such as ruined 

castles that we were expected to copy using a ruler. When our copy of the 

drawing was finished, we had to draw a shaky line over the straight lines that 

had been drawn using the ruler, in order to give an old effect to the building. And 

finally we had to paint the drawing with watercolours. My best friend was colour-

blind and he always asked me what colour to paint the trees or the sky and I 

indicated blue for the trees or red for the sky. The result pleased me and made 

everyone laugh. Brian was another friend, not too bright in class, with whom I 

had fun. I listened to the radio with him at night in the dormitory. The radio was 

a gift from my father's brother, uncle Marcel, who had a radio store in Los 

Angeles. It was called a "portable" radio because it worked with batteries. 

However, it had a series of electronic tubes needed for audio amplifiers and 

diodes, as transistors didn't exist at that time. Also, it required several large 

batteries, with the result that the radio was cumbersome and heavy, in addition 

it became hot, especially hidden under the bedcovers. Radios were forbidden in 

school and we had to listen in secret, so we limited our listening to the "Top 20" 

of popular songs, on Sunday evenings. Once we did a show together, he sang 

while I mimed the meaning of the songs that we listened to on the radio, like 

"You are my sunshine - my only sunshine, you make me happy when skys are 

grey ... ". I never had the opportunity of seeing any of these wartime boarding 

school friends again, although many years later I recognized the "Beatles" 

discoverer and manager, as my friend Brian. 

I had little contact with my sister even during the school holidays, as six years 

difference in age made our preoccupations totally different. Many years later she 

wrote a short novel based on her experience at her boarding school and in 

Manchester during the war. The book called "The Tangled web" by Ruth Jacobson 

(her married name) was published by The Pentland Press in 1999. 
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My mother sold the farm and went to live in a small rented house called "Pear 

tree cottage", in a village not far from Manchester. However, while my older 

sister and I were in our boarding schools and my father was at the war in Italy, 

my two-year-old sister Wendy died of polio. I was asked to go to the 

headmaster's study where he told me the news, as my mother wasn't able to 

come to see me right away. I don't think that I said anything. I was dazed and 

just left the room. My school friends asked me why the headmaster had wanted 

to see me, but I never mentioned the death of my sister to anyone. My mother 

arrived about a week later and I spent the day with her in a hotel nearby. She 

seemed particularly upset about my father as they had exchanged "urgent" 

letters. He considered that two of his daughters had been killed by the war, and 

just wanted to return to his home; but he had been refused leave, as travelling 

from Italy to the UK wasn't permitted. My mother didn't even know where my 

father was stationed, as it was forbidden to mention place names in letters 

during the war, and all correspondence was censored. At that time, my father's 

work in the army was to manage and interrogate the thousands of prisoners, as 

the Italian army had already been defeated. While spending the day with my 

mother, she told me about the death of my sister Sylvia for the first time. I 

hadn't thought about her absence very much as she was a two month old baby 

when she disappeared from my life, and I was only three years old. Obviously, it 

wasn't the same with my sister Wendy who was over two years old when she 

died and I had carried her and played with her whenever we had been together. 

In May 1945, shortly after these events, the armistice was signed. I celebrated 

the Victory in Europe Day with My mother and Ruth, but my father had to wait 

nearly a year before being released from the army. 
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2. Manchester 
After the war, my parents decided to return to Manchester. My father resumed 

his business of selling printed cotton: he imported raw woven cotton mainly from 

Turkey, and had it printed in Manchester. The printed fabric was then sold 

throughout the British Empire, especially in the West Indies and in the African 

colonies. My father's business was more or less the same as that of his father, 

who had been sent to Manchester by his family in Turkey. My father's two 

brothers had left England before the war, Marcel had gone to Los Angeles with 

his mother, and Benji immigrated to Rhodesia; so my father had no other family 

in England except his wife and children. Now that the world was at peace and 

had regained some stability after the war, my father decided to renew relations 

with his family in Turkey. So my mother and I prepared to accompany him to 

Izmir, my sister could not come because she was at school in Switzerland, 

learning French. We took the Simplon-Orient Express from London to Istanbul, 

via Milan and Belgrade. On arriving in Istanbul, we were greeted by a member of 

the family with who my father talked business, while my mother and I went 

sightseeing. Then we took the boat to Izmir, crossing the Marmara Sea and the 

Dardanelles. A crowd was waiting for us at the port of Izmir. It must be 

remembered that foreign travellers were extremely rare in 1948, so soon after 

the war, and the whole extended family came to see our arrival. After hugging 

and cheek-pinching, we went to the family house where several couples lived 

with their children. I did not understand anything and didn't leave my mother for 

an instant; she was starting to panic too, because my father spent all the time 

with the men. My father spoke Ladino (Judeo-Spanish), which was the language 

of the important Jewish Community in Izmir; he had learned the language by 

talking with his parents in Manchester. Most of the men and some of the women 

could speak French too; during the meals everyone spoke French so that my 

mother could participate in the conversation. Some men spoke a little English, 

but in general I could not speak with anyone. The many women were not 

troubled by the language problem, they liked to touch me and feed me. I loved 

all that they gave me to eat and that made them happy. During the day, my 

father stayed with the men in their shops or offices to talk business, while the 

women and young children spent the day in the vast kitchen at home. A few 

women prepared the meal at a table in the middle of the kitchen, and the others 

sat on benches with cushions against the walls; they all talked while drinking tea 

or coffee, and eating sweets. Of course, I had to taste everything. On the second 

day, we walked around the neighbourhood in order to be introduced to the 

neighbours, but in general the women and children stayed at home, which meant 

in the kitchen. In England, I had always eaten sufficiently, but throughout the 

war, butter, sugar, meat and bread had been rationed, and the amount of all 

food was strictly limited. So our arrival in this family home after the war, was the 

occasion for constant eating; with the result that I became sick. I was put to 

bed; a doctor examined me and gave me some pills for a stomach ache. The day 

after, I wasn't any better and all the women came to inquire about my condition, 

they brought their chairs in to my bedroom so that I wouldn't be alone, and soon 



15 
 

 

all the inactive women from the kitchen were lined up to gossip around my bed. 

My sickness got worse; a specialist visited me and thought that I had food 

poisoning, and that I should be taken to the hospital for further examinations. 

My parents began to panic, and after another medical opinion, they decided to fly 

back to England. Finally, I was hospitalized in Manchester for almost a month. 

My only positive memory of the time spent in hospital was that someone came 

with a heap of American comics in colour. At that time, the only English paper for 

children was "Beano" that was limited to four pages every week. A little later, my 

mother's sister Aileen who lived in the United States sent me a subscription to 

the magazine "Popular Mechanics"; it was like receiving an exciting new book of 

200 pages every month. Half of the magazine was advertising, mainly for all 

kinds of firearms: air guns, revolvers and shotguns, but I read everything with 

great pleasure. 

During the holidays from boarding school, I joined my parents in the house they 

had bought about fifteen kilometres from the centre of Manchester, in a village 

called Wilmslow in Cheshire. As I did not know anyone of my age living nearby, I 

often accompanied my father to his office in the centre of Manchester. It was a 

very busy city in spite of the many bombed buildings, the transport of goods 

between the factories and the textile warehouses was carried out by means of 

horse-drawn wagons, and I enjoyed watching the excitement of the carters in 

the traffic jams. There was also the tram that ran on rails in the middle of the 

road and went by ringing a bell. When I was tired of hanging about in the 

streets, I spent time in my father's shipping office, where I helped the man 

responsible for making sample books of the different cotton prints in stock. His 

name was Arthur; he had a hunchback and extremely muscular arms. Besides 

carrying bales of cotton all day, he had to move wagons of cloth from one floor 

to another using a manual elevator. I liked talking to him, because among other 

things, he had a passion for knots and he taught me to splice ropes and to make 

fishing nets. Back at school, my mother wrote to me that Arthur had won the 

jackpot in the "pools"; it was the name for betting on the results of football 

matches that was very popular in England. The jackpot represented a fortune. 

Unfortunately, the story was tragic. On the day of the bet, Arthur was not at 

home, however his brother came in his absence, and while listening to the 

results of the football matches on the radio, he added them on to the betting slip 

that was on the table. When Arthur returned later, he checked the results and 

thought that he had picked the right answers. He learned the truth a few days 

later, and died of a heart attack. 

In general my father took me to lunch in a restaurant and introduced me to his 

business friends and acquaintances. Also, he explained his work to me: first, he 

bought designs for printing the cotton fabric; he then put together a collection of 

different prints and sold the finished fabric to wholesale merchants abroad. That 

was why he had to make samples of the fabric designs in stock, and send them 

to his customers so that they could choose the prints adapted to their market. 

My father explained that if he went to see the customer personally with the 
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samples, he sold a lot more than when the samples were sent by post. So he 

travelled a lot, while my sister and I were in our boarding schools. My mother 

organized the trips by making transport and hotel reservations, and she usually 

accompanied him. They stayed at the best hotels and invited their clients to the 

best restaurants, as part of a plan for sales promotion. 

   
2a. and 2b. My father and mother, Edward and Raie Roditi in Cape Town, February 1952 

2c. Trade mark on the back of a pack of cards, used as a commercial gift. 

My father's business was registered under his name, but he also used the Trade 

Mark "LANYORK Twinrose" with reference to the red and the white roses that 

were used as emblems for the two counties of Lancashire and Yorkshire where he 

worked. The 1950's were probably the most affluent years for my father's 

business; he distributed corporate gifts to his clients, such as packs of playing 

cards with the trademark on the back, and he advertised regularly on the front 

page of the Manchester Guardian. The daily newspaper that was called the 

Manchester Guardian (before becoming the Guardian) was the equivalent of the 

Times for the industrial North of England. The two newspapers had the same 

format and their front page was devoted to public and private announcements. 

One had to open the newspaper in order to read the news. My father was 

pleased to point out that his advertisements were always visible because he paid 

for a space on the front page that was much too big for the very few words that 

were printed. So everyone noticed the white spot on the page that was covered 

with small print elsewhere.  

During the holidays, I always spent a few days with my grandparents. Once 

when I was alone with my grandfather, he asked me if I could keep a secret. Of 

course, I said yes. He took me to his bedroom and in the wardrobe under the 

hanging clothes, there was a flat leather suitcase decorated with golden 

arabesques. He took out the suitcase and put it on the bed, and he told me that 

it contained the costume of a Grand Master of a secret society, and that only the 

initiated members could see it, but he was going to make an exception for me. 

He opened the suitcase and showed me an embroidered jacket with a belt and 
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several medals covered with symbolic diagrams. I had always thought that my 

grandfather was strange; but after seeing his "Grand Master" outfit, I thought 

that he dressed up like a pirate to play with other old people like him. On 

another occasion, he took me in a taxi to visit his lawyer's office where he had to 

sign some papers. There were still two clerks working in the office; they were 

surrounded by heaps of paper and I saw a countless number of brown paper 

parcels tied up with string; they were stacked on shelves that lined all the walls, 

going up to the ceiling. Everything was covered with a layer of sooty dust. I 

never returned. Occasionally, my grandfather took me to the synagogue, and 

these rare visits ended after my Bar mitzvah, for which I had to memorise a text 

from the bible in Hebrew and recite it, while pretending to read the words on the 

scroll of the Torah, written in Hebrew from right to left. This took place when I 

was thirteen years old, during the holidays before I went to my new school in 

Shrewsbury. It was the occasion for members of the family and friends of my 

grandparents to give me money, and a bank account was opened in my name. 

The money became very useful some ten years later, when I was living in Paris. 

My sister, who was about to be married, certainly knew what kind of present I 

would appreciate the most; she gave me a toolbox full of tools. I still have the 

wooden toolbox and two of the original tools; one is a chisel with a beautiful 

perfectly conserved ash wood handle and the other is a very large screwdriver. 

All the other tools have disappeared over the years, but I have kept the box for 

workshop removals. My sister had spent a year in an art school to learn 

photography, and my parents had equipped a small room in our house as a dark-

room. I used to help her during the holidays and so I became familiar with 

developing and printing black and white photos. When my sister got married this 

room became my workshop. I don't remember making anything special, but I do 

remember being literally thrown across the room by an electric shock, which 

made me very wary of electricity in the future. 

   
2d. Portrait of me, taken by my sister in 1950    

2e. View from the garden of our house in Wilmslow  

I have always enjoyed tools, from my first pocket knife to hi-tech battery powered 

hand tools. When I started travelling, I generally visited the local hardware stores 

in order to see what the local tools looked like, as many basic tools such as 
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hammers and handsaws were designed differently in each country. For example, 

the head of a standard French hammer was square, and that of a British hammer 

was round. These differences have now largely disappeared due to the globalization 

of world commerce; however in the 1960's each country had its tool industry and 

traditional styles. I once started to collect plumb-lines, as I was fascinated by the 

fact that such a simple need as "visualizing the vertical" could offer such a range of 

different forms for a weight hanging on a string. However, I have never been a real 

collector, and I quickly lost interest after acquiring four or five examples. At 

different times, I discovered special tools, like the original Swiss Lesto jigsaw that I 

used for tens of years, or the heat-gun for soldering PVC without which we couldn't 

have built our first playground in Royan, or the remarkable American nail-puller 

that I bought at Agways in Accord at least forty years ago and still use when 

needed. Also, when building architectural models, I acquired a set of precision tools 

for drilling, cutting and polishing miniature pieces of wood and plastic. 

At about the same time, I visited the Manchester Art Gallery. It was the first time 

that I had entered a museum and I remember the building with its imposing 

colonnade on Mosley Street. I went by myself while looking for something to do 

in town and I think that it must have taken some courage to climb the steps 

leading to the entrance and discover that I could visit the collection of paintings 

free of charge. What interested me most were the finely dressed portraits as I 

couldn't understand how the artist could paint silk to look like silk, or velvet to 

look like velvet with the folds catching the light in different ways. I also 

remember standing in the entrance to another room of paintings and looking 

around to see if the pictures hanging on the walls appeared to be interesting 

before going any further. One of the many paintings seemed to stand out, 

making all the others look dull. It was a portrait of an old man and I noted that 

the name of the artist was Rembrandt.  

While thinking about writing this anecdote, I checked out the Manchester Art 

Gallery on Internet and found that there were no paintings by Rembrandt in the 

collection. I realise that although some of my childhood memories are very clear, it 

is possible that I have muddled up times and places, without it having any real 

importance concerning the story that I have to tell. 

The formal living room in my grandparents' house was never used, although 

there were several armchairs and small tables. I remember that this room was 

extremely cold throughout the year and smelled of naphthalene. It was like a 

private museum; with glass fronted cupboards filled with china vases and 

strange decorative objects that my grandparents had bought while travelling on 

the continent. The only piece that I remember clearly was a statue of Napoleon 

about thirty centimetres high. It was made of silver, with Napoleon's face and 

one of his hands carved in ivory; the other hand was hidden inside his tunic. My 

grandfather cleaned this statue himself with silver polish and a toothbrush. I was 

very impressed by the perfect details of the braiding, the buttons and the 

epaulettes that my grandfather managed to clean without touching Napoleon's 

ivory face. There was also a clock with all the mechanical parts visible through 

the glass cover. It had to be wound up once every year, and there were three 
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brass balls that turned one way and then the other to replace a swinging 

pendulum. There were also framed etchings hanging on the walls, and two oil 

paintings of young women dressed in 19th century peasant costume that my 

grandmother had painted during her year at school in Paris. She also showed me 

a small Chinese figure carved in jade that her father had given her. She told me 

that it came from his collection of many similar jade figures. When my great 

grandfather died this collection had been bequeathed to the town of Leeds. 

Several years later, I had the occasion to visit Leeds, and so I went to the town 

hall to inquire about the collection. After talking to several people, I was told that 

the collection was on show in the cinema, and I eventually found a dusty 

showcase in a dark corner where the jade figures had been placed.  

My great grandfather, Victor Lightman (1860-1928), was born in Vilnius when 

Lithuania was still part of Russia. He went to live in Leeds as a young man and 

worked as a cabinet maker. He eventually opened his own workshop and factory 

to make furniture in the beginning of the 20th century, he was known for having 

introduced mass production techniques into furniture manufacture in Britain. His 

enterprise was very successful, as can be understood from the account of the 

marriage of his daughter Hilda (my grandmother) in the local paper in 1907. 

"The bride wore a white satin dress, trimmed with orange blossoms and Brussels 

lace; … her five sisters were bridesmaids. Later on about 150 friends were 

entertained to dinner, and in the evening a ball was held, at which 300 guests 

were present …In honour of the wedding, the employees and staff (with their 

wives), numbering about 200 were entertained to dinner". At the outbreak of the 

First World War, he converted his factory to manufacture aircraft propellers. 

According to my grandmother, after the war he was offered a knighthood for his 

patriotic work; however he refused to accept the honour, as he said that during 

the war, no one wanted to buy furniture and that he had made plenty of money 

manufacturing propellers. The very solid Victorian style furniture, from my great 

grandfather's factory, was used in the dining room of my grandparents' house for 

family reunions. There was an oval table in mahogany for at least twenty people 

and an immense dresser along one of the walls on which the food was placed 

before being served, the china dishes were stored in the cupboards below. There 

were also four bronze statues, one in each corner of the dining room, depicting 

scenes from Greek mythology; the only one that I remember, showed Laocoon 

and his sons being attacked by serpents, which was a real puzzle of writhing 

figures. 

My grandmother had two brothers and five sisters who had many children and 

grandchildren. However, none of them lived in Manchester and amongst those 

present at family gatherings, there weren't any children of my age. So I found 

the family reunions very boring, and spent my time listened to the radio with my 

ear stuck to the speaker, so as not to disturb the others. Another occupation was 

reading parts of the encyclopaedia Britannica, which I think was the 1910 edition 

with 28 volumes. I would skim through the pages of one of the volumes until 

finding an illustration that I thought was interesting and I then read part of the 
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text. Most of the illustrations were engravings and I enjoyed the detailed 

technical drawings that showed how different machines worked. I also enjoyed 

looking at the portraits of men and women from "primitive" tribes, showing their 

elaborate costumes, jewellery and tattoos.  

One of my grandmother's brothers suffered from "shell shock", which describes 

the mental and physical disorders affecting some soldiers who survived the 

trench warfare during the First World War. He was not deaf, but he could not 

distinguish the words, when people spoke to him, as all sounds made an 

unbearable noise in his head. My grandmother wept whenever she saw him, and 

during the occasions that he was present, I talked with him in another room by 

exchanging written messages. I particularly remember one of my uncles, who 

was an inventor. In the 1930s, he designed and equipped his car with a 

mechanism to change the headlights to a low beam. He showed his invention to 

the principal car-light manufacturer in England, but the director said that he 

wasn't interested. However, a few months later, this same manufacturer 

patented and put on the market a similar mechanism. Subsequently, my uncle 

spent a lot of money on patents without ever finding a valuable invention again. 

Another uncle, after an unhappy divorce, signed a contract with a shoe 

manufacturer, to make the first trip on foot around the coast of Australia, as part 

of an advertising campaign for the brand. He gave up after walking 5000 km 

(about a third of the total distance). I had only one cousin of my age, Mervyn 

who lived in London. I saw him occasionally when he went to medical school, he 

eventually became a paediatrician and we stayed in touch until his death in 

Canada. 

   
2f. 6 Oak Road (Google Street View)     2g. Jonathan and Arno at Old Trafford in 2001  

After my grandfather died, I returned to Manchester for the first time, forty years 

later. In 2001, I went on holiday driving to Scotland with Mimi, Jonathan, and our 

friend Anne with her son Arno; however, it was impossible for Jonathan and Arno to 

drive through England without visiting Manchester United's legendary stadium "Old 

Trafford". So we spent a night in the centre of Manchester, where I didn't recognise 

anything that I had known. We then went on the guided tour of the Stadium, the 

changing rooms, the club museum and the shop for fans.  
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After that, we set out to find my grandparent's house in Oak Road. The entrance 

was as I remembered, with half a dozen steps leading up to an imposing porch, 

with the supports for my grandmother's aspidistras on each side. The house had 

been divided into six apartments and there was a row of doorbells. One of the 

tenants lets us come into the entrance hall where I had no difficulty in imagining 

how the large rooms on each side had been transformed into apartments. I could 

also see that part of the garden had been converted into parking space. 

The picture from Google Street View in 2019 doesn't show much, as the direct 

entrance from the road to the front door has been closed off, with a thick hedge 

that now hides the front of the house from the road, and I imagine that the present 

inhabitants arrive by car and park in what used to be part of the garden. 
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3. Shrewsbury (September 1950 - June 1955) 
When I was 13 years old, I looked forward to changing schools. I had been 

signed up for Shrewsbury Public School ever since I lived in Shropshire during 

the war, as it was usual to register well in advance for well-known schools in 

England. Public schools in England are in fact private schools that were founded 

in the 16th century; the word "public" meant they were open to the public, and 

not limited to a selection of children chosen by the church for religious 

instruction.  

3a. Shrewsbury School on the banks of the River Severn  

For a visitor, the buildings and sports grounds running along the side of the River 

Severn are very impressive. However, Charles Dickens' accounts of 19th century 

boarding school conditions were closer to the reality. There was nothing romantic 

about stone walls dripping with humidity, and mandatory sports in all weather. 

Every winter, I had chilblains because of the cold; they deformed the fingers on 

both hands and feet, and could be very painful. Every day began with a brief 

religious service in the school's chapel, and every Sunday there was a long 

service with an endless sermon. The education system was designed to humiliate 

students who did not conform to the established rules, the youngest were bullied 

by the older ones, and the masters were all powerful. When we arrived, we were 

placed in a "house" that required all our loyalty for the five years of our 

schooling. There were ten different "houses" with about sixty pupils in each of 

them. The classes for teaching were then composed of a mixture of the pupils 

from the different "houses". The master of my "house" was known to have 

played in the English national cricket team and he had been recruited as a coach 

for the school team, without taking his intellectual accomplishments into 

consideration. He lived with his wife in a private part of the "house" and his wife 

was responsible for managing the kitchen and our meals. The quality of the food 

was atrocious; for example, we were served porridge with lumps as big as eggs 

for breakfast, there were also scrambled eggs made from egg powder and bread 

buttered by means of a brush dipped in liquid margarine. The older students, in 

their final year decided to bring our criticism to the attention of the master and 

his wife, by means of a delegation made up of a representative from each school 

year. Unfortunately, I was chosen to represent the first year students. At the 
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meeting with the master and his wife, the leader of the delegation began to 

present our complaints, and immediately, the master's wife burst into tears. The 

master jumped in the air shouting "how dare you make my wife cry", and he 

threw us out of the room. The quality of the meals didn't change, but the 

members of the delegation suffered negative discrimination for the remainder of 

their stay at school, in my case it was for five years. It is to be hoped that the 

school management has changed for the better since I was there. 

However, everything wasn't negative at school: I was a relatively good student 

and I liked several of the teachers. I had some good friends and after the first 

couple of years we were free to go into the town of Shrewsbury at certain times. 

The town was about 15 minutes' walk from the school, crossing a footbridge over 

the River Severn. It was also possible to cycle to the neighbouring villages and 

farms, where we could order substantial "high teas". There were also visitor days 

for the parents, who could take us to restaurants in town. And from time to time, 

there were exceptional visits that required special permission to be taken out. I 

had one of those visits from my uncle Marcel, my father's brother who lived in 

Los Angeles. Since his beginnings with a Radio store, he had added 

gramophones, and invested in the "new" Long Playing vinyl records. Also, he 

created the first record "club" in which the members received a record chosen 

from a catalogue, every month. This "club" became very profitable and in the 

family, he was thought to be an "eccentric millionaire" who had recently decided 

to leave Los Angeles in order to go to law school in England. As far as I was 

concerned, he visited me unexpectedly, and parked his car in front of my 

"house". It should be noted that cars were normally prohibited within the school 

grounds, there was a road outside that connected all the buildings and except for 

a few service vehicles, the interior paths were reserved for walking or cycling. A 

car parked on the campus was already worthy of interest, but my uncle's car was 

a white Jaguar XK120 convertible with red leather seats. It was sensational, and 

within an hour, half of the school had come to see it. 

In 1952, we had a special holiday for the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. It was 

important to me because my parents bought their first television set for the 

occasion; and a few months later, I saw the queen in real life when she came to 

my school to celebrate the four hundredth anniversary of its founding in 1552. 

She was welcomed by the headmaster, who stayed at her side during the whole 

visit. I thought of him like Sir Philip Sidney, whose life size statue was placed at 

the main entrance to the school. He was the most cherished alumni and historical 

figure, who was well known for having removed his embroidered cape to throw 

over a puddle so that the first Queen Elizabeth could walk over it without getting 

her feet wet, and also for introducing tobacco into England. The headmaster was 

a certain John Peterson, who we saw very rarely. He was known as a great 

scholar specialized in ancient Greek and Latin literature but he didn't teach any 

classes, except mine during one year. I was in the senior mathematics class 

when it was announced that the headmaster was going to give us a weekly 

lesson in English literature. He wanted the young mathematicians to be 
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immersed in English literature for at least one hour during the week. He told us 

that we were going to read the work of Thomas Hardy together throughout the 

year, and that's what we did. We read aloud certain passages in class and were 

expected to read the rest out of class. As the work of Thomas Hardy is highly 

melodramatic certain of our classes became extremely emotional. I remember 

when we got to the confession of the Mayor in the "Mayor of Casterbridge"; the 

headmaster said that we could not read that chapter aloud in class, as it always 

made him cry. I think that we all appreciated this hour of literature every week 

and I still occasionally re-read the work of Thomas Hardy. 

The spirit of "builder of the British Empire" under the influence of royalty and the 

Anglican Church was omnipresent in the school's teaching. Since the 

independence of India, schools like mine had a mission to train leaders as a 

bulwark against the total dissolution of the empire. We were encouraged to be 

the best in all disciplines and especially in team sports, but at the same time we 

had to be charitable to others that were less talented (and less rich) than us. My 

school with its values was cut off from the real world, with a few exceptions. One 

of these exceptions concerned the school "mission" in Liverpool, to which we 

were strongly encouraged to donate some of our pocket money. Occasionally, 

during the weekend, four student volunteers could visit the mission and I went 

once, mainly because it was an adventure to take the train and spend a night 

away from school. We had precise instructions on everything that we were 

expected to do, including full directions for the 15-minute walk from the 

Liverpool train station to the Mission building. The road passed through a 

particularly dilapidated neighbourhood and at one point a woman approached me 

and asked me to tell her the time. Without hesitating, I looked at my watch and 

told her the time. As soon as the woman had moved away, my colleagues started 

laughing at me, because I had spoken to a prostitute. I don't know if I knew 

what the word meant, but I realized that I was in unknown territory, and looking 

around, the people in the streets appeared to be very dangerous. The mission 

was in a part of the Liverpool slums composed of rows of small identical attached 

houses, the only particularity of the mission building was the name "Mission of 

the Anglican Church for Boys" painted on the front door. All the teenage boys in 

the area could go, and they could get a cup of tea and a biscuit for free every 

afternoon. But the most important attraction of the mission was the courtyard 

behind the house, where the boys could play football. Their only obligation was 

to attend the religious service on Sunday morning. We arrived on a Saturday 

afternoon, drank tea and played football with the local boys, but I felt that the 

acceptance of our presence was part of their obligations, like the religious 

service. During the service on the following morning, there were whispers and 

noise from the back of the chapel where the local teen-agers played poker-dice. 

Sport was always a topic at school. In my school prior to Shrewsbury, I had 

learned by heart, all the batting averages of cricket players and the top clubs in 

the football leagues. I also enjoyed playing in the school cricket team. But on 

arriving at Shrewsbury, I found that sports were no longer a lot of fun, but rather 
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a fierce competition to be the best. For the first two years, participation in some 

kind of sporting activity was obligatory every day. During the winter, if there 

wasn't a football match to be played against another "house" team, we had to 

change into football clothes every afternoon for training. We were obliged to go 

outside in the rain and the mud to kick a football around, until the required time 

had elapsed. Only then, could we go back to our "house" for a shower that was 

often cold. In summer, we could choose between the cricket club and the boat 

club. I played cricket as I had played in the team at my previous school. During 

my first summer at Shrewsbury, I was selected to play in the second "House" 

team as wicket keeper, and my house won the school championship, which was 

highly prized. The wicket keeper is the player on the fielding side who stands 

behind the wicket and has to be watchful of the batsman and be ready to take 

a catch, or stump the batsman out if the occasion arose. I soon found out that 

playing cricket had been turned into a time of anxiety, in which one had to avoid 

making a stupid mistake. After playing in the team that won the championship 

during my first school year, I lost all interest and never tried to play in a team 

again. I used to think that the animosity on the part of my "House" master was 

due to my presence in the delegation that had complained about the quality of 

the food that we were served; however, it was probably also due to my lack of 

interest in the cricket team.  

 
3b. Riggs Hall 2nd Team - winners of the school championship 1950 

I'm standing on the left, with the wicket keeper's gloves and leg guards 

As soon as it was possible, I stopped playing all sports, except for "Fives". The 

British are well known, for having invented most of the sports that are played in 

the world. But there are certain games that are so strange, that they never 

spread further than a very small group of players. Fives is an example. In fact it 

is a simple ball game, in which the players tap a ball against a wall using their 

gloved hand; there are numerous versions of such a game, in many countries. 

However the game of Fives played at Shrewsbury was invented by Eton school 

boys using the back of their school chapel as the model for the court. A simple 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fielding_(cricket)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wicket
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Batsman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caught
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stumped
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court, enclosed on three sides and open at the back, is made more complicated 

by adding "hazards". A small step splits the court into upper and lower levels, 

and sloping ledges run horizontally across the walls, and there is a large 

obstruction on one side of the court, known as a "buttress", with a box shaped 

hole at the bottom. Playing in such a court, makes the game skilful and amusing, 

and a winning shot puts the ball into the box at the bottom of the buttress, from 

where it cannot bounce out. There was a row of about ten identical courts like 

this at Shrewsbury, each one reproducing the gothic style buttress, exactly like 

the original outside the Eton school chapel. Shrewsbury and Eton played an 

annual championship, alternatively in one school or the other. There were also 

"public school" championships for all the other sports, however Cricket and 

Rowing, had the most prestige, and Fives was considered to be a minor sport. As 

far as I was concerned, the only activity that I associated with freedom was 

cycling. On certain Sunday afternoons, I left with a friend or two, on rides of up 

to fifty miles away from the school. It was a pity that cycling was never qualified 

as a sport; although if it had been, there would have been races and training 

exercises, and I probably wouldn't even have enjoyed riding a bike.  

The priorities at school started with excellence in any sport, and then the 

students with certain intellectual abilities were encouraged to study the classics 

(Latin and ancient Greek). Mathematics and science were reserved for the 

others, who didn't really fit in. It is interesting to note that I had already left 

school when I learned that Charles Darwin had been a student at Shrewsbury. I 

don't think that any of the teachers could have been considered as "creationists"; 

however when learning in my physics class that the density of water increased as 

the temperature dropped until reaching 4°C and then decreased before freezing, 

I remember that this phenomena was described by our teacher as a proof of the 

existence of God. Otherwise, all the water in a pond would freeze from the 

bottom up to the top, killing all the fish! 

 
3c. Parents day in a local restaurant: me, my grandmother, my mother, my grandfather and Tony 

3d. Me amongst others at Geoffrey's 21st birthday party in Blackpool 

I had two good friends, with whom I spent part of the holidays. Tony lived in the 

small town of Boston on the East coast of Lincolnshire. His father was a doctor 
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and ornithologist; at the back of his house there was a lake on which large 

numbers of migrating birds settled for the night and he spent much of his spare 

time ringing birds with a numbered tag on the leg to enable individual 

identification. This helps in keeping track of the movements of the birds and their 

life history. I helped the family ringing birds and working in their large vegetable 

garden. The town of Boston had a collective ice house, where the inhabitants 

could rent a space for freezing the surplus fruit and vegetables from their 

gardens. This was something new to me, as individual freezers were unknown at 

that time, and for the first time, I ate out of season garden vegetables that had 

been frozen. After leaving school I drove there occasionally for the weekend, as 

Boston was fairly close to where I was stationed during my military service. The 

other friend was Geoffrey who lived in Blackpool, which was a very popular 

holiday resort for the workers in Northern England. The attractions were the 

sandy beach and the three piers that went far out over the sea at high tide. 

There was also the Blackpool tower, inspired by the Eiffel tower but only half as 

high, and the very famous amusement park. This amusement park with the 

world's longest rollercoaster was owned by my friend's father, and so we could 

go on all the rides free of charge. I think that we met for the last time at his 

twenty first birthday party, but I heard that he followed his father in directing the 

amusement park, until he was replaced by his daughter.  

I had another friend Peter who was particularly gifted in mathematics; however, 

he wasn't top of our class as he generally lost interest while doing the exercises 

and didn't bother to finish the test. He spent his spare time reading scientific 

journals and developed a passion for designing the ultimate speed-boat. At the 

time there was a lot of interest in designing the fastest cars, airplanes and boats 

in order to beat world speed records. Peter thought that racing cars and 

airplanes depended primarily on the power of the motor, but a speed boat had to 

move over water that reacted like a rigid surface at high speed and was 

therefore much more complex and interesting to design. The speed record on 

water was held by Stanley Sayers from Seattle who piloted a propeller driven 

boat at 287 km/h in 1950. Peter wasn't impressed, as he considered that there 

was too much drag on a propeller driven boat and that the boat had to become a 

hydroplane in order to move really fast. That is to say the boat would have to 

use a jet motor and rely on lift rather than buoyancy; and that was exactly what 

he planned to build. He drew the plans and sculpted the model from a piece of 

wood about 40cms long. I helped sanding it down as it had to be perfectly 

balanced, before painting the smooth surface. The propulsion was to be ensured 

by a solid fuel motor called Jetex that burned a pellet of guanidine nitrate to 

produce a copious volume of gas for a few seconds. We went on our bicycles to a 

lake near the school, where we could test the boat. First of all, by tying it to a 

string which we wound up as fast as possible to see if the boat was sea worthy. 

When the first prototype was pulled quickly through the water, it just turned 

over; but that was just the beginning of the adventure. In the meanwhile the 

Englishman John Cobb had decided to beat the world speed record with a jet 

propelled boat. He tried out his boat on Loch Ness in Scotland, where he died 



28 
 

 

when the boat exploded at an estimated speed of 340 km/h. Peter was certain 

that a boat had to move on the surface of the water in order to resist the 

pressure and buffeting on the hull at high speeds and he decided to build the 

next prototype at his house during the holidays and he brought the finished 

model to school for trials on the nearby lake. I must mention that it was very 

difficult to make anything at school, because there was no place where one could 

leave work in progress. I also had this problem, because I enjoyed making model 

airplanes out of balsa wood and tissue paper; but I could only do that during the 

holidays. I used to fly these planes until they crashed, by turning the propeller 

backwards in order to wind up elastic bands, before launching the plane in the 

air. It took Peter about two years and four prototypes to do what he wanted. The 

final prototype was beautifully made and had two running boards, covered with 

strips of copper that were fixed beneath the hull of the wooden boat. Using the 

Jetex motor, the boat rose up onto the running boards and skimmed across the 

surface of the water as planned. We were really excited and with the help of 

several other friends we managed to organise an official test run, by timing the 

passage between two rowing boats. We estimated the speed to be nearly 100 

km/h, which I think was exceptional for such a small model boat. Peter left 

school a year early, to go directly to Oxford University, which was very unusual 

as we generally had to complete five years in school and do our military service 

before being admitted to University. After that, I had no further news about him. 

At that time, one had to pass certain examinations prior to a University 

application. One of these was in Latin, it was the only subject in which I had a 

problem, and I had to try three times before succeeding. Finally, I had passed all 

of the exams required before my 17th birthday. So, I didn't have specific 

obligations for my last year at school. I had followed a scientific cursus for my 

chosen career to become a Civil Engineer; but finally, I decided to change to 

Architecture, although I had never met an architect, nor followed any artistic 

training. There was a school of architecture at the University of Cambridge, so I 

made an application for Trinity College (like Isaac Newton). In order to have an 

application accepted, one had to have letters of recommendation from those in 

charge of your education, and then go to Cambridge for a personal interview with 

a tutor of your chosen College. I had letters from my principal teachers and was 

also obliged to have a letter from the master of my "house" and he showed it to 

me before closing the envelope. He wrote that despite passing my exams with 

success, I had never held a position of athletic, associative or social responsibility 

at school, and he finished with the phrase "I do not call my ducks, swans". After 

the interview with the tutor at Trinity College, I was accepted. 

For my last school year, I decided to stop my scientific studies and take history 

classes. Also, I was allowed to spend time with an artist who had his studio near 

the school. He painted portraits and landscapes and as I knew nothing about art 

or architecture he showed me reproductions of paintings that he admired. He 

taught me how to make oil paintings, and with special permission I was allowed 

to go with him to a weekly drawing class with a nude model, in the town. 
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During the school class time, we had military training for an hour each week. The 

goal was to prepare us to become officers during the two years of military service 

that awaited us when we left school. We learned how to march, handle weapons 

and even shoot with rifles used in the First World War. There was a military 

instructor to inform us about the different armed forces, such as the artillery, the 

navy or the air force, and I heard that the air force was offering flying lessons to 

young people before their military service. One had to have parental permission 

and a medical certificate to make an application. My application was accepted and I 

was sent to a training centre to test my reactions and my ability to fly. There were 

several "games" to test our reactions, with flashing lights that had to be turned on 

and off at the right time. I was considered apt to become a pilot and earned the 

right to spend three weeks in a flying club with all fees paid in order to pass my 

pilot's license. I chose the 1954 Easter holidays for my training, and I stayed at an 

inn next to the Coventry Flying Club. The flying club was rudimentary, with a metal 

hangar for 3 small planes and there was a prefabricated wooden office standing on 

breeze blocks at the side of an open field. There was neither a runway nor a control 

tower. The club manager and instructor was an ex-war time pilot, and he owned 

the Tiger Moth used for training, it had been in service since 1925. The wings and 

part of the fuselage were made of a wooden structure covered with painted canvas, 

which had been repaired many times, by sticking on canvas patches.  The wooden 

propeller had to be spun by hand in order to start the engine. 

 
3e. The Tiger Moth training plane 

I flew at least two hours a day and the instructor gave me a few navigation and 

weather courses, as one had to make a flight plan before taking off. The speed 

and direction of the wind had much importance on such a small plane, and since 

there was no radio, one could easily get lost. The final exercise required to 

qualify for a pilot's license was a triangular flight, in which one had to land and 

take-off from two airfields different from the departure point. In my case, one of 

these airports was in Cambridge and I was delighted to be able to fly over the 

University before arriving on foot. 

When I left school, I had two months of vacation before starting my military 

service. My mother wanted me to visit my sister who lived in Rhodesia with her 

husband and two children (the other two came later). My sister had married a 
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man who had spent nearly all of his adult life in the war. At the time, the British 

government encouraged young war veterans like him to immigrate to the 

colonies by offering financial assistance to start a project. So my sister went with 

her husband to grow tobacco on a farm in Rhodesia (currently Zimbabwe).  

I liked the idea of traveling to Africa, and my father thought I could represent 

him commercially. So, I left with a large suitcase filled with samples of printed 

cotton fabric, for the first stop in Nairobi, Kenya. My father's agent and clients 

were notified of my arrival and I had a few days to meet the different merchants 

and businessmen. I discovered that almost all the clothing trade in Africa was in 

the hands of Indians, so I spent most of my time in the Indian communities, 

where I was very well received. Little by little I filled my order book and kept my 

father informed by telegram. The next stop was Dares Salaam in Tanganyika 

(now Tanzania), and then to Salisbury (now Harare) where my sister and her 

husband greeted me at the airport to take me to their home in the North of the 

country. I spent a week on their farm, learning colonial life and how they grew 

tobacco. My brother-in-law was proud of the homes he had built for his farm 

workers. About fifty square huts made of mud bricks had been built in rows, with 

a bathroom at the end of each row. I thought that the general plan was a bit too 

military and sad compared to the traditional "non-linear" villages where chickens, 

animals and children ran around freely. Also, we visited the rich farmland south 

of the Zambezi River and Lake Kariba. My trip continued to the Victoria Falls and 

the town of Bulawayo, where my father's brother Benji worked as a doctor. The 

final stage was South Africa with stops in Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town 

where I was received by Indian traders as usual. On the way back home, I 

realised that I hadn't taken part in a normal conversation with one black-skinned 

person during the trip. My father said that the profits from sales had largely 

covered the cost of the trip, but I wasn't tempted to give up my studies. 
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4. National service (Sept 1955 - Sept 1957) 
It is generally accepted that military service is painful and at best a waste of 

time. But in my case, I needed a clean break from school. I was probably very 

lucky that the two years of national service went well, giving me time to read 

and live without the pressure of exams, and moreover, I discovered many things 

that I had previously ignored. Even the first months that were considered to be 

the hardest part, did not bother me particularly. I was with a group of young 

men totally different from anyone that I had known previously. The tiresome 

training and the succession of stupid chores, created a form of solidarity; even if 

the incomprehensible accents of some of my colleagues made discussions 

difficult. Anyway, everyone waited for Saturday night and permission to go to the 

dance hall to let off steam. If there was one thing of which I was totally ignorant, 

it was girls. I had not hadn't known a girl as a friend since my childhood in the 

country, there were no girls at the boarding school, nor during the holidays, I 

had no female cousins, and my sister's friends had been too old to be interested 

in me. So, I also looked forward to Saturday night. Our training centre was in the 

industrial North of England where there were ballrooms in the parks of all the 

towns. During the week, these ballrooms served as cafeterias and shelters from 

the rain; but every Saturday night there was a live orchestra playing music to 

dance the foxtrot and the waltz. The girls sat on the chairs lining the walls and 

the boys stood in the centre of the dancefloor. At the beginning of a new dance, 

the boys chose a girl, and at the end of the dance, the girl returned to a chair, or 

if there was some common interest, he invited her to have a drink and eventually 

he could invite her to take a walk outside for a kiss or two. As it was raining 

almost all the time, the couples sheltered under the trees, and by the end of the 

evening all the trees in the park were "occupied". It was hard not to be a peeping 

Tom whilst looking for an unoccupied tree and I quickly understood the notation 

drawn up by my colleagues in order to qualify the success of their Saturday 

night: 1 to 10 from a kiss onwards. Much later in France, I heard that the English 

"position" was "standing up". Indeed, it was too wet to lie on the ground. Also, I 

found in reading "Germinal" that the mores of young people around the mine 

described by Emile Zola in the 19th century, were still relevant in Northern 

England. Our instructors knew all about our Saturday night activities; so we were 

obliged to watch totally explicit films concerning the symptoms and 

consequences of the various venereal diseases, and the films were followed up 

by medical inspections.  On Saturday morning, before being authorised to leave 

the training centre for the evening, we lined up to be paid. The pay was just 

enough to buy a ticket for the bus, the entrance to the dance hall and a few 

glasses of beer; however we also received a roll of toilet paper and a couple of 

packets of cigarettes. Nearly everyone smoked, I had started a couple of years 

earlier; on leaving school for the holidays, we used to buy a packet of cigarettes 

in the station and smoke on the platform and in the train on the way home. 

Thanks to my schooling, I was selected to move on to the officers' training 

course. It was like going back to school where everyone spoke with an accent 
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that I could understand and all of us were equally ignorant of the life led by the 

majority of the population. We were taught to have an immediate answer to any 

problem and never admit that we were wrong. One of the dreaded exercises was 

a survival course on the Yorkshire Moors. The area is well known in England for 

its desolation and the horror of being caught in a gale of icy wind with nowhere 

to shelter as there are no trees. The moors are the setting for such classics of 

English literature as "The hound of the Baskervilles" by Conan Doyle, and 

"Wuthering Heights" by Emily Bronte. Our survival course was in mid-winter and 

I was expecting the worst; however I volunteered to build the latrines for our 

temporary camp site and discovered the pleasure of building dry stone walls. 

When our instructors came back with the recruits at the end of the days march, 

they were all pleased to find the stone walls that had been built to protect their 

intimacy from the harsh wind. The only other memory of this officers' training 

course was learning to drink. We were taught about the essential morality of an 

officer's life; one could be addicted to all the vices but the consequences should 

never be visible. It was considered sociable to drink, but a crime to be seen 

drunk. On two occasions our group of about twenty recruits were obliged to 

spend the evening with our principal instructor who had reserved a private room 

in a local pub. We arrived when the pub opened at six and had to stay till closing 

time at ten o'clock. I remember arriving in the icy cold room and standing in 

front of a pint of beer. We were expected to tell jokes, and laugh at the jokes of 

the others. A second pint arrived before my first was half finished and I found no 

pleasure in drinking large quantities of the insipid liquid. Before being released 

by the legal closing time, we had drunk seven or eight pints of beer. Eventually 

the room warmed up, or at least we became oblivious to the cold and the damp. 

Personally, I had no problem about becoming drunk or physically ill like certain of 

my colleagues, who had to go outside to be sick and hold on to the walls to avoid 

falling down on the ground. 

I was eventually commissioned as an officer, and sent off to be trained to 

become a pilot. It was the logical continuation of the civil flying permit that I had 

obtained the previous year. The Royal Air Force Flying School used Percival 

Provost aircraft that could fly at an altitude of 7000 meters, with a speed of 300 

km/h, which was much more powerful than the Tiger-Moth that I had known. 

Also, I had to get used to an oxygen mask, communications by radio and 

carrying a parachute, but I had no problem following the early stages of a 

training course that was intended to last a year. However, while practicing 

acrobatics that were necessary to ensure a total control of the aircraft, I 

experienced a very annoying nausea. I spoke with the other trainees, but I was 

the only one with this problem, and the instructor thought that my concerns 

were ridiculous and that the symptoms of nausea were simply psychological. 

Nevertheless, I obtained some plasticized paper bags, which were provided for 

sick passengers on all the airlines at that time. I had never used one of these 

bags during a flight, but having a bag in my pocket in the case of nausea 

reassured me. One day, I was flying with my instructor to practice flying blind, 

which means relying entirely on the instruments. There was a kind of curtain to 
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prevent looking through the cockpit, making it necessary to rely on the 

instruments in order to know if the aircraft changed altitude or direction. During 

a flight, there are two forces acting on the body: the force of gravity and the 

centrifugal force. For example when diving, the body feels lighter and when 

turning to the right, we feel that the blood is attracted to the left of the body; 

however, after a few seconds the body adapts and it feels like the aircraft is 

flying straight ahead. That is to say, one cannot recognize the movement of an 

aircraft through bodily sensations, and if one cannot see the horizon outside one 

has to rely entirely on the instruments, which is sometimes difficult when one 

has to react against one's instinct. After the usual exercises, my instructor, 

sitting next to me, took control and told me that we could also perform blind 

acrobatics by observing the instruments and he launched into a series of loops 

and spins faster and faster. It was too much for me and as my instructor did not 

want to stop, I removed my oxygen mask and looked for the paper bag in my 

pocket. But I should have guessed that my instructor had taken the bag from my 

pocket and I had to throw up in my gloved hands and all over the cockpit. It was 

disgusting, and that's how my training as a pilot in the Royal Air Force came to 

an end. 

My next assignment was as a flight controller and I was rather pleased to do 

something less stressful. The air force base was on the east coast of England, 

near Norwich. My job was to monitor the North Sea on a radar screen in order to 

defend the country from an air invasion. If an unknown aircraft appeared on the 

screen, we were expected to instruct a fighter pilot to take off, intercept the 

unknown aircraft by means of the radar signal and possibly shoot down the 

invader. Fortunately, we were not at war and our only occupation was to do 

exercises in cooperation with the pilots. There were three or four of us doing our 

military service, the rest were professionals, most of whom had been active 

during the war. We worked in an air-conditioned bunker some ten meters 

underground, and I learned how to use the radar and the control protocols quite 

quickly on the site. I enjoyed the exercises, where we had to give directions to 

the pilot of a fighter plane, so that he could appear exactly behind the tail of the 

"enemy" aircraft. Unfortunately, flying hours were very expensive and with 

financial restrictions, there were few exercises. I always had a book with me and 

for the next year I read a large part of English literature. I lived in the officers' 

mess, which was very comfortable; there was an orderly to make my bed, brush 

my shoes and take care of the laundry. We had an aperitif in the bar before 

dinner and afterwards we played billiards or cards. Money was forbidden in the 

mess, so our drinks were noted by the bartender and deducted from our pay 

each week. There was the same procedure for our debts or our winnings in card 

games or billiards, which had to be declared every evening. I learned to play 

Bridge with moderate bets, and after a few months, I played with a partner to 

win and thus secure a little extra income. I bought an old convertible car 

(Hillman Minx Tourer 1938) and with the help of a mechanic on the base, I 

managed to turn it into an inexpensive sports car. Finally, I was free to roam the 
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countryside and go to the races in Newmarket where I met the owner of a stud 

farm who let me ride one of his old stallions when I had free time. 

I cannot say that I followed international news closely, and it was at the bar of 

the Officers' Mess that I heard about the Suez Crisis. Israel had invaded the East 

side of the Suez Canal on October 29th 1956, with the blessings of England and 

France. England was not at war, but we were put on alert with a ban on leaving 

the base. The fighter pilots were in a state of extreme excitement, as there was 

a question of sending them to Cyprus to get into action again. Of course, I didn't 

see a possible warlike intervention in the same way, because it was clearly a 

case of colonial bullying by England and France, and I didn't want to have any 

part of it. Two days later, the French and the British air forces began bombing 

Egypt without any international warrant. Some of the military staff were against 

this highly political intervention and we learned that one of the pilots of a British 

bomber in Cyprus had sabotaged his plane before take-off, by lifting the landing 

gear on the runway. He did not want to bomb a country that was not at war with 

his. This information, kept secret by the press, was considered in the mess as a 

case of high treason and most of the elder officers thought that the pilot should 

be hanged without trial. Fortunately, the invaders were forced to retreat under 

pressure from the United States and the Soviet Union. 

As a result of this event I spent less time in the officers' mess and I began to 

spend weekends in London where my cousin Mervyn was studying medicine. I 

met an Australian nurse who became my first "girlfriend". She lived in a big 

house in Kensington with about ten roommates from the antipodes. Each 

inhabitant had his or her room, and shared a common kitchen. Every Saturday 

night, there was a party in the house with the doors of the rooms open to all, so 

you could move from music to music or from bed to bed, throughout the night. 

The breakfast on Sunday morning was usually memorable. I took advantage of 

my free time in London to visit some of the museums and historical monuments 

because my level of cultural knowledge was still very limited and I wanted to be 

a little less ignorant before starting at the school of architecture. 
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5. Cambridge 1 - October 1957 
The University covers a large part of the city of Cambridge. First there are the 

"colleges" where the students live, then there are the faculty buildings, libraries, 

laboratories, large amphitheatres and sports fields, scattered throughout the 

town. As it was quite difficult to assimilate the operating mode of the whole, 

some former students of schools like mine proposed to help those who had just 

arrived. So I was introduced to a student who had already spent two years at the 

University. He explained that the most important thing at Cambridge was to have 

an intense social life and the best way was to have a girlfriend, and then you 

were invited everywhere. It must be remembered that at the time, there were 

thirty male students for a single female at the University. The solution, according 

to my adviser, was to become a member of the "Conservative" political party 

because the young Conservatives organized a tea dance every Sunday afternoon, 

and that was where all the female students went. He took me directly to the 

headquarters of the local Conservative party, where I was registered 

immediately as a member. Subsequently, I saw no more of my advisor, I never 

attended a tea dance, and I was never part of a political party. Fortunately, I was 

able to manage on my own; and that same evening, I had diner in the spacious 

Trinity College dining hall where I met a student who I had seen at the School of 

Architecture during the registration of newcomers. I told him about my 

adventures and we quickly became friends. The special interest of Ewan was the 

theatre; he told me that there was a meeting at the university theatre right after 

dinner, and proposed that we go together. The university had its own theatre 

building, managed by the students, and at the beginning of each academic year 

it was necessary to recruit new actors and technicians to ensure the continuity of 

the work on stage. I liked the people that I met and although I knew absolutely 

nothing about the theatre, I offered my services to help behind the scenes. There 

were a series of castings for the actors and also for the realization of the sets 

and the costumes. Soon, the theatre became my main activity out of school. 

Before the end of my first year, I designed the set and costumes for Jean-Paul 

Sartre's play "Les Mouches". 

It took about ten minutes on a bicycle to go from my rooms in Trinity College to 

the school of architecture. For each school year, there were thirty students and 

each student had his own drawing board in a common studio. Everything was 

new to me, I had tried to learn a few things about art and architecture before 

coming, but I had missed out on what was "modern"; names like the Bauhaus, 

Le Corbusier or Frank Lloyd Wright were totally unknown to me. Our reference 

book at the school was Siegfried Gideon's "Space, Time and Architecture" and we 

had to assimilate the contents very quickly. Most of the time was spent at our 

drawing board where we worked on imposed projects. Teachers went from table 

to table giving advice; there were also informal technical courses as needed, so 

we were expected to be present most of the day. The history of art and 

architecture was another aspect of our studies, for which we had to follow a 

series of lectures with students from other faculties.  
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I was not particularly interested in politics, but since my military service and the 

experience of the Suez war, I was suspicious of the armed forces and the 

weapons that went with them. At Easter in 1957 (I was still doing my National 

Service), I participated in the first march on Aldermaston, in fact I was only 

present during the last day when the few thousand demonstrators walked the 

last ten kilometres in order to assemble peacefully in front of the nuclear 

research centre. This was my first militant activity; at Cambridge, I met several 

students who were active in humanitarian causes throughout the world. Some of 

them organized "Oxfam" lunches. That is to say, they prepared a very simple 

meal of rice with a little sauce and invited their friends to eat with them, and pay 

the price of a normal meal in order to raise some money for a good cause. There 

were a few black students at the university; most of them came from African 

countries where missionaries had taken charge of their education. There was 

always at least one present at Oxfam meals, and their thanks for the good deeds 

of their colonial masters made me feel very uncomfortable. 

I learned a lot during my first year at Cambridge and wanted to see the cities 

and buildings in the United States in order to understand a little more of what I 

thought was modernity. I heard that some students were renting a plane to New 

York, for a round trip covering the 3 months of the summer vacation. The price 

was one third of the normal airline flight, but the 40 passengers had to pay in 

advance, and I decided to join the group. I did not have an immediate problem 

of money because my parents' allowance was largely sufficient for my relatively 

modest needs. However, the financial situation of my parents had changed 

dramatically. My father suffered a huge financial loss because of floods in 

Australia, where he had delivered a large order of fabric. The transport of goods 

is normally insured against unforeseen risks, which was the case with my father's 

order. Except when arriving in Sydney, the goods were temporarily stored in a 

warehouse, while waiting for the customer to take possession, unfortunately 

during the day of the flood, the goods were no longer insured, and despite a 

legal battle, my father could not recover the value of the damaged goods. He 

was very much affected by the loss, because he no longer had enough capital to 

buy the stock of unprinted fabric needed to continue his business correctly. So he 

decided to liquidate the business, sell his house and leave Manchester. He went 

with my mother to live in an apartment in London, where he was able to use his 

international address book to help other companies export. Unfortunately, this 

intermediary activity was much less profitable than his previous trade. So I did 

not want to ask for additional money from my father, and I intended to be 

autonomous during the summer, hitchhiking around the United States and 

working when it was necessary to cover my expenses. So, I left with a backpack, 

on a Lockheed Constellation from Heathrow. The plane stopped at Shannon in 

Ireland, and Gander in Newfoundland before arriving at Idlewild Airport in New 

York, where we were greeted by the press and photographers as it was Pan-Am's 

first "charter" flight.  
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The 10,000-kilometer trip hitchhiking around the United States was bound to be 

a landmark experience. During the first days in New York I was like any tourist 

looking up at skyscrapers and visiting museums. However, I did have an 

introduction to an architect working in the company of Skidmore, Owings and 

Merrill, which was probably the world's largest architect's office at the time. 

Besides having a quick look at the place where my acquaintance worked amongst 

a couple of hundred other architects, I was shown the partners private art 

gallery, with a collection of work by artists who had worked at the Bauhaus, such 

as Kandinsky, Josef Albers, Moholy-Nagy, Paul Klee and Johannes Itten, …. In 

spite of the excitement of New York, I wanted to go to Chicago and as soon as I 

left the city I began to feel the immensity of the US. It was not very difficult to 

hitchhike, as it was still rare at the time, and the people who stopped to give me 

a ride were usually intrigued, and particularly interested in learning that I came 

from England. In general, they invited me to eat with them and several times I 

was invited home to spend the night and meet their family. 

I had planned to make the first real stopover in Chicago, first of all to see some of 

Frank Lloyd Wright's homes and other examples of architecture in the city, but also 

to find work. I saw an advertisement for Colliers encyclopaedia salesmen. It wasn't 

complicated; everyone could try, because the pay was only on sales commission. 

We worked in residential neighbourhoods in the suburbs of the city, between 6 and 

10 pm, because we had to see the husband and his wife together, so that they 

could both sign the possible sales contract. We were a team of six with a leader 

who drove us to the chosen locality. During the first evening, I accompanied the 

leader to learn the sales technique; and I learned that the 20 volumes of the 

encyclopaedia were "given" as a gift to families with children (all the families had 

children in the selected neighbourhoods), in exchange for a letter of 

recommendation. However, in order to show that the family was really interested in 

this gift, they had to subscribe to a service in which their children could send 

questions by mail to specialists who would then reply with the answers. Obviously, 

the overall cost of the monthly payments for this service covered the value of the 

encyclopaedias and our commission. The inhabitants of the homes that we visited 

were mostly immigrants from Europe who worked hard so that their children could 

benefit from a good education and aspire to a better life. My English accent helped 

me a lot, and sometimes I was very embarrassed to add a monthly payment to 

families that were already over-indebted, who welcomed me in their homes with a 

glass of beer and some cake. During three weeks I visited museums and sites of 

architectural interest during the day, and in the evening I worked door-to-door 

trying to sell encyclopaedias. At the end of each week, there was a meeting to 

discuss the sales and to applaud the best salesmen, who could aspire to be 

amongst the best of the year, and then be invited to a Caribbean cruise on the 

company's yacht. I was far from being a good salesman, but the commissions 

earned in three weeks covered my expenses comfortably. This door-to-door activity 

in Chicago was illegal but tolerated, and from time to time the police arrested a 

sales group that had to pay a fine. On July 13, 1958, our group was arrested and 

locked in a cell for the night, before appearing in court and paying the fine, the 
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following day. I mention the date, because at midnight I was 21 years old. When 

the police learned about this, they bought a few bottles of beer to celebrate my 

birthday. I had become old enough to drink alcohol in the state of Illinois. 

The next stop was Youngstown, Ohio, where my mother's sister Aileen lived with 

her husband and four children. My uncle was a neurosurgeon and apart from any 

other qualities, he had a very large yellow convertible car, with which we visited the 

surroundings and the land of the local Amish community. After a few days of 

comfort and before leaving for San Francisco, my uncle suggested that I could visit 

his friends Henry Miller and Emile White at Big Sur. I had heard of the writer Henry 

Miller, although I believe that his books were banned in England at the time. Since 

he could not make a living writing, he painted watercolours that he sent to his 

wealthier friends and acquaintances, hoping they would send him some money in 

exchange. My uncle had several of these watercolours in his home. On learning that 

Big Sur was a little paradise overlooking the Pacific, between San Francisco and Los 

Angeles, I decided to stop there. 

On the road not far from Youngstown, I was very lucky to meet two students who 

wanted to go straight to San Francisco as quickly as possible and they wanted me 

to share the driving. I still remember driving their Studebaker through the Rockies 

in full moon light, and heading down to San Francisco as dawn was breaking. My 

new friends wanted to go directly to the Trieste Cafe in the North Beach area to see 

if Jack Kerouac was there, as he apparently went there every morning to drink a 

cup of coffee. After a while, the writer and hero of the "beat generation" came in, 

and my friends were very happy to be able to watch him drink his coffee while 

reading a book. I squatted a few days with friends of my friends, and I realized that 

my money was disappearing fast; so I would have to work again before continuing 

my trip. I was told that I could find work picking fruit in Stockton. The town of 

Stockton was a fruit and vegetable production centre, about 100 kilometres from 

San Francisco. When I arrived, I learned that you had to go to the corner of a 

street at five in the morning and wait until you were chosen by a foreman who 

would take you in his pick-up truck to the picking ground. The foreman chose the 

most alert looking men, which wasn't difficult for me as most of the people waiting 

for the job were sad to see. The first day, I picked tomatoes that grew on the 

ground in the open fields. We were paid at the end of the day according to the 

weight of the fruit we picked. I was dead tired for very little money. The second 

day, I tried picking peaches, but I didn't like the combination of the heat with the 

insecticides in the air. Fortunately, I heard that a factory was hiring the next day 

and I was picked to work in a canning factory. I had to join the union first, but the 

hourly pay was correct. My job was to pick up the peaches that fell off a moving 

conveyor belt, on each side of which, the workers sorted the fruit. The entire fruit 

processing chain was bathed in water to prevent discolouration of the fruit, and my 

job was to ensure that the drains in the floor didn't get clogged up by the peaches 

falling off the conveyor belt. I wore only underwear and a waterproof coat, because 

I was constantly under water, but I had the advantage of being cool. The peaches 

that I picked up on the ground were thrown in a bin and then transformed into 
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puree for babies, the label on the jar specified that the mashed peaches had been 

prepared from specially selected fruit. The working days were long because it was 

the peak harvest season, and after three weeks I had no more worries concerning 

money for the rest of my stay in the United States. I lived in the YMCA during my 

stay in Stockton, it was a clean and quiet place; but outside at night, it looked as if 

the whole town was a skid row. Most of the men in the streets or in the bars were 

drunk, and the women were prostitutes. When picking tomatoes, I had noticed that 

the men counted the boxes of the fruit that they picked, saying that the first ones 

covered the food, the following ones the hotel, and finally the woman for the night. 

I hitchhiked through the California fruit farms on the road to Big Sur; so the 250-

kilometer journey along country roads took a long time. When I got close to Big Sur 

it was already one o'clock in the morning. So I planned to spend the night camping 

outside; because I could not go to see people that I did not know so late at night. 

The person who had given me the ride, proposed that I have a drink with him 

before leaving, and he took me to a bar in Big Sur, called "Nepenthe". It was a 

beautiful place overlooking the Pacific, where a few people were chatting while 

listening to music. Of course, they all knew Henry Miller and Emile White: they told 

me that Henry was not there, but I could go to Emile's house. I said it was a bit late 

to visit him, but they said he went to bed late and they could see that there was a 

light shining in his house. So around two in the morning I knocked on the door of 

the house a few hundred meters from the bar. A young woman greeted me without 

any surprise and she told me that Emile was at the neighbours' house, but would 

be back soon. Obviously, there was no problem about spending the night in their 

house, and she offered me a coffee. We were in a big room filled with furniture and 

piles of books. The kitchen was aligned on one side, and there were several prints 

of black and white photos of a naked woman, hanging on the wall, although the 

face was not the subject of the photos, the model was certainly the woman who 

was making me coffee. I admired the photos and asked if Emile was the 

photographer, she was pleased to tell me that he was the photographer and that 

she was his model. I liked the natural way she looked at the pictures and spoke of 

herself. When I was still in school, I had taken drawing classes, and was surprised 

that the model was not embarrassed by everyone staring at her; this lack of 

embarrassment put the artists at ease. I remember that during the break, the 

model smoked a cigarette and talked with us, without bothering to cover herself; 

which was incomprehensible to my colleagues at school. Emile was delighted to 

meet me and hear from my uncle. He told me about life in this wonderful place 

where his only problem was to earn a few dollars. At that time, he was working as a 

freelance journalist and had an appointment the next day in San Simeon to write an 

article about the estate of the press mogul William Randolph Hearst. Nowadays, 

Hearst is best known as the model for Citizen Kane, played and staged by Orson 

Welles. Emile suggested that I make the visit with him before continuing on the 

road to Los Angeles. 

Los Angeles was my second "family" stop. The family ties were not very clear but I 

was warmly welcomed. The son of the family, Don, was my age and was studying 
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graphic art at the University of California. His parents had a furniture store in 

Hollywood. The store was for the stars, and I had never seen a place like that 

before, the visitors could choose their style of furniture by moving from one room 

to another. There was "Italian Renaissance", "English Tudor", "Louis XV", "Empire" 

and even "Modern", each room was entirely decorated and furnished according to 

the historic period. It was common in the movie world to change the style of 

furniture according to the fashion of the moment, or to give a movie launch party 

with the matching decor. Their own home was grandiose too, with a built-in kitchen 

unknown in Europe at that time. We had our breakfast of orange juice, cereals and 

milk, standing up in the kitchen, and we had lunch and dinner in restaurants. Don 

had a Ford Thunderbird convertible, it was his graduation present on leaving High 

School and he showed me the sites: the Hollywood Studios, Malibu Beach and the 

newly built Disneyland. His parents asked me what I would like for my last evening 

and I replied that I would like to stay at home to see how the kitchen worked, but 

they simply contacted a caterer, who came with the plates and cutlery in addition 

to the cooked food. 

When I left Los Angeles, I had just 15 days to get back to New York. I was used to 

hitchhiking, and in general the waiting time was not long. However, my worst 

experience was in leaving Los Angeles, where two young men on their way to Las 

Vegas picked me up. They were clearly delinquents and probably in a stolen car, 

after a few kilometres, they told me that I had to pay for the gas and as I didn't 

agree, they stopped the car to throw me out on the road running through the 

desert in the midday sun. The road was perfectly straight and the rare cars passed 

at full speed. Eventually, someone stopped so that I could take shelter in the car 

and drink some water. While crossing Texas, most road signs were pierced with 

holes. Two different drivers showed me their skill by taking their pistol out of the 

glove compartment, and shooting through the passenger window in front of my 

nose. The black population was probably in the majority throughout the southern 

states and the segregation was obvious. I was not surprised that no black skinned 

person had picked me up, as I think that the police would have stopped the car for 

a control at first sight. However, I was particularly surprised by the segregation in 

the cafes and restaurants, where in the case that there were both white and black 

people, they kept their distance and never spoke to each other. I had time to spent 

two days in Washington as a tourist and finally returned to New York where I went 

to see the Broadway hit "West Side Story", before flying home. 
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6. Cambridge 2 
I started my second year at the school of architecture by making a slide show of 

my photos. I was quite proud to have visited several of the iconic buildings of 

Mies Van der Rohe, Saarinen and Frank Lloyd Wright. I had also taken pictures of 

the neon lights in Times Square, the Hollywood studios, some elaborate 

motorway flyovers and the "diners" that I had discovered on the road.  

Added to our general studies, there were numerous conferences given by artists, 

architects or philosophers, and I didn't have enough time to attend all I that I 

thought would be interesting. For me the most memorable was the conference 

given by Buckminster Fuller. He spoke for two hours, projecting a thousand 

images that didn't have an apparent link to the text. After that, I read all his 

books, and sixty years later, he still remains an inspiration. Another event was 

the visit of Le Corbusier. It should be mentioned that we were well prepared, 

because one of our teachers had just completed an extension for our school 

following the precepts of the Master: built in brick with visible concrete lintels, 

and with all the dimensions following the "Modulor" convention. The ground floor 

was designed for the administration of the school, and upstairs there was a 

single space planned for exhibitions and lectures, with adjustable sky-lighting. Le 

Corbusier, accompanied by the sculptor Henry Moore, inaugurated the building 

by drawing the history of the world on a roll of paper that was hung over the four 

walls of the exhibition area. 

Each student had a director of studies who followed the work in progress and 

recommended useful reading. It was difficult to find the time needed to do all 

that I wanted to you, and also be able to hand in the projects on time. Some 

students were taking amphetamines to make up for a lack of sleep, and once, 

when I had a text to prepare for the next day, I acquired some miracle pills to 

stay awake and complete the work overnight. I was pleased to see that I was 

able to write my text directly and with ease, despite the lack of preparation. The 

next day, my supervisor forced me to read my text aloud; it was clear that the 

pills couldn't make up for lack of work, and subsequently I was no longer 

attracted to chemical assistance. Apart from studying and working in the theatre, 

I started to have a fairly intense social life. The issue concerning the lack of 

female students was a false problem because the city of Cambridge was known 

in Europe for its language schools, so there were thousands of young 

Scandinavian and German women, who spent a year perfecting their knowledge 

of the English language, and their most cherished desire was to meet a student 

at the University in order to participate in the parties and other university 

activities. 

We were housed inside the colleges, some students had large apartments and 

gave parties in the evening where we could drink and dance with Elvis and rock 

'n roll. However, there were strict rules that had to be followed. After 8 pm, all 

the students had to wear a black gown while walking outside the college, so that 

they could be easily recognized by the university vigils. At 10 pm, the college 
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doors were locked, all women were expected to have left and it was forbidden for 

students to be seen outside. Obviously, there were ways to overcome these 

constraints.  

6a. Trinity street view (Google maps), showing the main entrance to the college 

The rent of rooms in the colleges was more or less expensive depending on their 

size and location; generally the freshmen had no choice. My rooms were located 

on the second floor of an annex building outside the college walls. The window in 

front of my work table faced the main gateway to Trinity, so I could see 

everything, and my friends could call me from the street below. My rooms 

consisted of an entrance with a marble water basin in an alcove, my bedroom 

was located on one side of the entrance and on the other side, and I had a living 

room big enough for a dozen friends to drink a glass of sherry standing up. As 

there was no running water, the housekeeper came with a pitcher of hot water, 

which she left beside the marble basin around 8 am every morning, so that I 

could wash and shave; and I left her a note if I needed to be woken. There were 

bathrooms in the basement, although it was complicated and even dangerous to 

take a bath. The boiler and the bathtubs had been installed in the 19th century, 

and on opening the copper hot water tap, there was first a jet of steam, followed 

by a trickle of boiling water. So the preparation of a comfortable bath required 

some know-how and the time needed to fill the bathtub. The particular 

advantage, known and appreciated by the tenants, was that the bathroom had a 

window at street level behind the building, and one of the iron bars in front of 

the window was removable. So, with a little exercise you could climb in or out, 

during the night without being seen. The rent for my rooms was relatively 

inexpensive, because this annex building was not part of the historical and 

prestigious college buildings; so I stayed there for my three years at Trinity.  

Our teachers were architects generally without a private practice, but their skills 

were used to design extensions to the university buildings and to plan technical 

renovation work. Most furnished lodgings at the University, and also throughout 
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England, had an electric or gas heating system that had to be paid for in advance 

by putting coins in a meter. No coins, no heating: it was simple and there were 

no surprising bills at the end of the month. Our technology teacher explained 

that in order to save money, it was more interesting to buy a bottle of wine and 

invite two friends to drink it at home than to feed the electricity meter with coins. 

On drinking a glass of wine, the metabolic rate of the body increases and the 

body begins to radiate like a mini boiler. I enjoyed this kind of practical scientific 

reasoning, which I still believe to be sound. 

I made two study trips to Italy: Florence, Venice, Ravenna, Pisa, Milan,... As 

soon as I got on the ferry to Calais, I felt liberated from the weight of English 

conventions. I visited the artistic and architectural attractions and made many 

quick sketches in ink on the spot. 

 
6b. and 6c. Sketches in Venice (Piazza del Populo and Campo Sts. Giovanni e Paolo) 

For my second long summer vacation, I decided to stay with my parents in 

London, and explore the city. My parents lived in a flat that they rented in a large 

apartment building in Kensington; it was in walking distance from Hyde Park in 

the North, the Victoria and Albert museum in the South, Harrods department 

store to the East and the Science museum to the West. I also had my bicycle to 

move around easily, with Pevsner's architectural guide to London in my pocket. 

In the evening I visited friends and many of the theatres. It was the time when 

John Osborne's play "Look back in Anger" was playing at the Royal Court theatre. 

I also had a work assignment from the school of architecture, and a project for 

the University theatre. Before going on holiday the University theatre group had 

decided to produce Shakespeare's "A midsummer night's dream" during the 

coming year and I had been chosen to design the sets and costumes. I visited 

the nearby Science museum several times, where the well-known exhibits were 

the original steam engine built by James Watt in 1770 and Robert Stephenson's 

"Rocket" train, but there was also an excellent exhibit on optics and lighting. Part 

of this exhibit was a model theatre and stage equipped with miniature sets and 

actors, which could be lit up by the visitors. A series of buttons, corresponding to 
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the different light sources, could be pushed in order to change the effect on the 

sets and the actors on stage. The display showed the actors standing in front of a 

classical painted backdrop; however on changing the position of the light source, 

the painted backdrop could become transparent, revealing a scene outdoors with 

a clear sky. I had already seen this effect used in the theatre, but being able to 

play with the lighting in this way, made me decide to use the technique for "A 

midsummer night's dream". In this way, it became possible to switch from the 

real to the dream world by simply changing the lighting. In practice, it wasn't so 

simple, particularly with the limited resources that were available in the 

Cambridge theatre. 

The University vacation lasted three months and after a month or so in London, I 

decided to go to France and hitchhike from place to place without luggage. I 

carried a small sports bag with a toothbrush, a sweater and a change of 

underwear; I also had a list of the French youth hostels. I don't remember the 

exact route that I followed, but I went first to the Chateau de Chenonceau as I 

had heard of the "son et lumière" show, in which the life and times of the historic 

monument were described by means of sound and lighting effects. This kind of 

performance was unknown in England at that time. I then travelled to the 

Dominican monastery "La Tourette" designed by Le Corbusier, not far from Lyon. 

It wasn't possible to go inside the monastery; but the gardens were open to the 

public. The monks were expected to remain silent except for a half hour every 

day. I was walking in the gardens when the time came to break the silence, and 

the sound of unexpected chattering from a hundred people all at the same time, 

came as a surprise. My next lift going south took me to Grenoble, where I 

learned to take the Citadel seriously. I had met an American girl wandering 

around the town, and after having dinner together, we decided to take the cable 

car that went from the city centre up to the citadel overlooking the town. It was 

a lovely evening with a clear view all around, and the dying rays of the setting 

sun lit up the surrounding Alps. The last cable-car departure was announced on a 

loudspeaker, but we decided to walk down later. When it started to get cold, we 

headed down the path and found that the gate in the six meter high wall was 

locked and that we were alone. We walked all around and found that the citadel 

had been built on a hill with sheer cliffs on all sides except for one passage that 

was closed off with a locked and indestructible gate encased in high walls. As the 

restaurant building had also been locked for the night, we were obliged to spend 

the night outside. The girl, who I hardly knew, thought that I had planned it all; 

nevertheless, we were obliged to stay together in order to keep warm until the 

first cable car came in the morning.  

I eventually arrived in Nice as I had planned to spend a week or so swimming in 

the Mediterranean. Walking along the pebble beach, I was offered a job washing 

dishes in a small restaurant for the people who rented reclining chairs and 

umbrellas on a private beach. A couple managed the beach during the summer; 

the concession included a wooden shack in which the woman prepared salads 

and hamburgers, while the man served the food and drinks. As it was in August, 
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the beach and the restaurant were crowded. Besides washing dishes, I helped 

carry the mattresses that were used on the chairs, into a wooden shelter for the 

night; and in the morning, I helped to clean and to set up the beach for the day. 

As we all got on well together, I was given the key to the shelter, so that I could 

sleep on top of a pile of mattresses. I went swimming in the morning, and during 

the afternoon I went to the Casino where it was cool. After about a week, I 

returned from my morning swim to find that my sports bag with all my 

possessions had disappeared. No trousers, no shoes, and no passport. The 

people I worked for, payed me the money that I had earned. They also found 

some basic clothing that I could use to hitch-hike to the British Consulate in 

Marseille. I eventually managed to get a letter from the Consul to replace my 

passport and was also given a train ticket for London. The loss of my passport 

didn't trouble me as I applied for another: however, I was stopped by the police 

while driving along a country road in Normandy several years later. At the time, 

an identity control could take a long time as the verification had to be made with 

Paris by telephone and the connection could be difficult. Finally the police learned 

that my passport had been stolen and so they assumed that I must be the thief. 

I tried to explain that the passport in my possession had been issued after the 

date that it had been declared stolen; but it took ten hours before I was allowed 

to leave. 

During my third university year, there was a major exhibition in London 

concerning the work of young architects. I noticed that the youngest "young 

architect" was 35 years old and I was wondering if I wanted to wait almost 15 

years to become (with a little luck) a young architect. I enjoyed my work in the 

theatre more than the architectural projects, but I had visited several 

professional theatres and the activity of the technicians behind the stage didn't 

seem to be very interesting. When there was a need for a real theatrical 

creation, for an opera or a major production, the director called in a fashion 

designer or a well-known decorator, to design the sets and the costumes. Also, 

my previous experience had shown me that the designer needed to be well 

known before being respected by certain actors and stage directors.  

The school of Architecture in Cambridge only covered the first three years of 

training, normally I should have continued in another school, such as the 

Architectural Association school in London for two more years and then work on 

an internship for a further two years before becoming a qualified architect. In 

order to help in making a decision about my future, I made an application to the 

Yale School of Architecture in the United States that offered a few scholarships 

for foreign students (financially, I could not think of going there without a 

scholarship). I thought that if my application was accepted, I must be considered 

particularly talented, and if not, it was better to do something else. Yale 

University didn't offer me a scholarship, and I started to get interested in fashion 

design. I spoke several times with the wife of one of my teachers; she was very 

elegant and knowledgeable about the world of design in general, and fashion in 

particular. Also, while dining with my friend Ewan and his family, and discussing 
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my interest in fashion, his father told me that he knew an English woman who 

had been a model for twenty years and was now a sales assistant for the house 

of Dior in Paris. As I was planning to spend some time in Paris, he offered to give 

me a letter of introduction to his friend "Diana". 

I passed my exams without any particular honours, but the results were 

sufficiently good for me to enjoy the parties at the end of the academic year. 

Each college organized a "May ball", the students invited their girlfriends, and 

their sisters. Everyone dressed with a maximum of elegance, men in tuxedos and 

women in long evening dresses. I had a purple velvet jacket made for me, and 

my German girlfriend was dressed in white organdie for the Trinity Ball. There 

were canvas marquees on the lawns for the dinner and then dancing to the 

music of several orchestras. The "backs" or gardens behind the colleges 

overlooking the River Cam were lit up, and flat-bottomed boats called "punts" 

were available to be punted slowly along the river with the help of a pole. 

   
6d. Me in 1959                              6e. With my mother on Degree day 1960 

After all that, it was better to move on and after a few days spent with my 

parents in London, I took the train to Paris. On leaving England, I cut all ties with 

my family, with the exception of my parents. 
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7. Paris 1960 
I had taken French classes at school for several years, and had travelled several 

times through France, but when I arrived in Paris, I could barely make myself 

understood in French. After spending a night at a hotel, I enrolled for French 

classes at the Alliance Française, it was also a way to meet some people. Then I 

contacted Diana who invited me to her home in the early evening. She lived in a 

small apartment next to the Palais Royal and she was very friendly. We talked 

about our mutual friends, father and son, and after a few minutes, she took a 

bottle of champagne from the fridge; I had time to see that there was nothing 

else in her fridge except other bottles of champagnes and little glass jars that I 

learned later were filled with caviar. When we finished the champagne, she 

invited me to dinner and finally we talked for hours in a restaurant nearby where 

she was well known. She told me that she could introduce me to the person 

responsible for employment at Dior and that I could probably do an internship. 

But first, it was better to have an idea of what I wanted to do, and she suggested 

that I take some courses at the school of the Paris fashion union before 

embarking on a profession that had many facets. The next day, I visited the 

school near the metro Pyramides, and without hesitating, I enrolled for a month 

to learn the basics of fashion drawing, and the fabrication of canvas models, 

which is the first step in "haute couture". I rented a tiny furnished room in the 

neighbourhood, and was all set for a new life. 

My days were busy with fashion drawing and sewing classes on the right bank 

during the day and French classes on the left bank at night. Diana invited me to 

attend the Dior fashion show; I saw the interior of a fashion house for the first 

time, with its thick carpets impregnated with perfume, and its golden chairs. 

There was a show for clients, usually accompanied by their sales-assistants, 

almost every day of the year. A dozen "house" models showed the clothes 

quickly one after the other, and at the request of a sales-assistant, they stopped 

to give the client enough time to look closer or touch the fabric. The collection 

that I watched was made up of 180 sets of clothing, it was the last collection 

designed by Yves Saint Laurent for Dior. I was very impressed by the 

imagination shown in the succession of models and the astonishing perfection in 

the fabrication. One of the strong points of this collection was a black crocodile 

skin jacket, bordered with mink, inspired by Marlon Brando on the waterfront; 

however this collection was considered too controversial by the owner of the 

House of Dior who decided to get rid of his designer, by putting him at the 

disposal of the government for his military service. 

From time to time Diana sent me a "pneumatique" asking me to join her for an 

event. The "pneumatique" message service was unique to Paris and made it 

possible to receive a handwritten letter within an hour; crossing the city by 

means of a network of tubes, to arrive as close as possible to the destination, 

and finally be delivered to the destination by hand. Diana was invited to many 

exhibitions and social events; she was pleased to take me to see the Paris she 
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loved, and introduce me to her friends. She was over fifty and I think that she 

thought I was gay. This idea did not bother me because it was common in the 

fashion world and it made our relationship easier. After two months, I managed 

to express myself in French, and I was less ignorant about the way the fashion 

industry worked. The staff director at Dior offered me a six-month internship 

with a small salary. I was assigned to a "tailor" workshop where I was expected 

to help in the link between the production workshop and the design studio. In 

other words, make the connection between two totally different activities. The 

manufacturing workshop was made up of about thirty seamstresses under the 

direction of the head tailor; it was a very friendly place where the seamstresses 

worked while chatting all the time. They gave the impression of being very proud 

of their work which required from five to seven years apprenticeship before 

becoming fully qualified. They started their apprenticeship at 14, and worked all 

their life in a workshop, most of the qualified seamstresses were married and 

several had numerous grandchildren. The design studio was completely different; 

there was little idle talk and the anxiety could be felt. Marc Bohan had come to 

replace Yves Saint Laurent, and he certainly felt obliged to impress everyone 

with his first collection for Dior. At the time, there were 1,200 people working in 

the fashion house on the Avenue Montaigne. Several adjoining buildings had 

been connected with passages, so they all had the same address. One could 

follow a labyrinth of corridors to pass from the showrooms, to the workshops or 

the design studio without leaving the building. The process of making an "haute 

couture" garment begins with the designer's sketch; the head of one of the 

workshops is called to discuss the idea behind the drawing with the designer, so 

that he or she can make the "toile" as the first stage of the garment. The 

workshops were specialized either as "taileur" for tailored suits and coats, or 

"flou" for dresses; and some of the workshops were known for their ability to 

make certain types of specific clothing, in leather for example. When the "toile" 

was finished, the head of the workshop brought it back to the design studio to fit 

it on a wooden mannequin and discuss the changes to be made with the 

designer. If the model was considered valid, the fabric was chosen from a large 

collection, as all the European fabric manufacturers sent a roll of their novelties 

on deposit to the principal fashion houses. The "toile" was used to make the 

pattern used for cutting the fabric, prior to its preliminary assemblage. After 

several passages between the workshop and the design studio, the model was 

tried on a living model, and its accessories (buttons, hat, bag, scarf, shoes, etc.) 

were chosen or created to complete the outfit. It was obvious that the clothes 

were handmade, but it must be remembered that there were no sewing 

machines in the workshops and also surprisingly, there were no electric irons. 

The seamstresses held the irons, heated on a gas stove, a few inches from their 

cheeks to make sure that the temperature was ideal for the need. 

Life in the workshop was always busy with gossip, but the most exciting time 

was during the weeks leading up to Saint Catherine's Day on November 21st. 

Saint Catherine's Day was a holiday in all the fashion houses in Paris, and the 

directors offered a special lunch to the workers. Each workshop chose a 
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restaurant in the neighbourhood where a private room was reserved for the 

lunch with a long-discussed menu. Coming from England, I was amazed by the 

culinary culture of the workers in France, no elaborate dish or exotic food, was 

unknown; the compilation of the menu with many different dishes, was 

compared with meals that had been enjoyed in previous years. On Saint 

Catherine's day, the members of each workshop were dressed according to a 

theme and they paraded in front of the managers of the fashion house during the 

morning and the "Catherinettes", who were seamstresses that were 25 years old 

without being married, were entitled to a special hat and an orchid. After the 

long and sumptuous lunch, the members of the workshops would walk around 

the neighbourhood in a group to meet and chat with the groups of workers from 

other workshops or fashion houses. 

Theoretically, I had to work 8 hours a day, but in practice my working hours 

were much longer, and during the month of preparation for the new collection, 

the work only stopped to sleep for a few hours. As I had to check in on arriving 

and on leaving, the hours of work added up and my salary became almost 

reasonable. I had to stop my French classes for lack of time, but practicing 

French in the workshop was much more useful. Also, after work, I began to have 

a social life in the artistic environment around Montparnasse. So I left my 

furnished room, to share an apartment in the 15th arrondissement, with an 

English painter named Bruce Tippett. His work is now hanging in many 

museums, but when I knew him, he was looking for his way in abstract 

expressionism, throwing coloured inks onto canvas. The effect was striking but a 

little simplistic, and he could have filled a gallery of similar paintings after a day's 

work. When we lived together he wasn't painting; however, he made quick 

drawings of nude models with a felt tip pen, and also my portrait as a gift for my 

mother. Our apartment was on the ground floor looking on to a courtyard that 

led to the rue Juge, near to La Motte-Piquet metro station and the building of the 

"Caisse des Allocations Familiales". The crossroads formed by the Avenue de la 

Motte-Piquet and the Boulevard de Grenelle was an important centre of the 15th 

arrondissement, where there were many shops and a daily market. There were 

also street performers that I enjoyed watching. The most memorable was a man 

who drunk five or six litres of water before swallowing several small fish and a 

frog that he took from a goldfish tank one after another. He made the show last 

as long as possible showing the tails of the fish and the legs of the frog sticking 

out of his mouth, before they disappeared into his large belly filled with water. 

He then collected some money from the spectators before vomiting all the water 

from his stomach into a goldfish tank where everyone could see the fish and the 

frog alive and swimming again. 

There were two cafes on our street, one was very dark and on entering for the 

first and only time, a group of Algerians stared at me without speaking until I 

left; it must be remembered that it was during the war in Algeria, and Algerian 

workers did not mix with the rest of the population. The other cafe looked very 

small from the outside, but it had a large basement with music playing non-stop. 
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This cellar music bar was mostly used by the many young women who worked in 

the offices of the "Caisse des Allocations Familiales". I went several times with 

Bruce, who knew everyone and had slept with many of the young women. During 

the few months that I lived with him, he began his day by going to a café to 

telephone his friends in the "Caisse" in order to make sure of a partner for lunch 

and another for the evening. So a lot of people passed through our apartment. 

One night, two young women came to visit. They were named Lena and Sheila, 

Lena lived with a Turkish painter called Safa, and the other with beautiful red 

hair, was her half-sister Sheila who had just arrived from the United States via 

Morocco. Sheila and I got to know each other quickly. 

The following months were complicated because the staff director at Dior 

suggested that I extend my internship to help in the design studio during the 

preparation of Marc Bohan's second collection. I had little time off work, and 

Sheila went to London to meet her English family. I also went to London to spend 

the end of 1960 with my parents. Sheila's father, Jim also came to see his 

daughter and meet her boyfriend, and to mark the occasion, my mother 

organized a family lunch for Sheila and her father.  

 
7a. Sheila at Santa Flavia in 1961 

When Sheila was with her many cousins in London, she heard that some friends 

of the family, living in Sicily, were looking for someone to live with them "au 

pair", and give English lessons to their children. So, she offered to work in this 

Sicilian family. When all the decisions were made, she spent a few days with me 

in Paris before continuing her train journey to Palermo. The family lived in a 

village by the sea, called Santa Flavia, about twenty kilometres from Palermo. 

She wrote to me often and seemed pleased with the work, and she also said that 

there was a room in the garden where I could stay. I decided to join her as soon 

as my internship was finished, and I thought that I could take advantage of the 

stay to make a collection of fashion drawings and to learn a little Italian in order 

to look for a job in Italy. 
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My stay at Santa Flavia was a kind of honeymoon. Sheila spent a few hours each 

day speaking English with the children, but she spent a lot more time with me in 

my room in the garden. The father of the children was a writer, but he also 

managed a farm composed mainly of orange and lemon orchards. In the large 

family house, there was also the painter Leonardo Cremonini who rented a 

studio, and his wife Giovanna who studied the Sicilian dialect. Whenever it was 

possible Sheila and I would walk to the village to drink hot chocolate and eat 

thick oily Sicilian pizza, or we could take the bus to the town of Bagheria nearby. 

We also rented a car for a few days, to make a tour of the island, visiting the 

archaeological sites like the temples of Selinunte and Syracuse, as well as the 

Roman house in Piazza Armerina that is famous for its mosaics.  
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8. Paris - New York (1962-1963) 
After six weeks in Sicily, I returned to Paris to look for work, without much 

success. I was joined by Sheila later, and we lived in a dilapidated hotel room in 

Montparnasse. The hotels were the cheapest places to live in Paris at that time, 

particularly for a couple, but they were usually in need of repair and not very 

clean. In general, there was a washbasin in the room, the shared toilet was on 

the landing, and you had to go to a public bathhouse to take a shower. I had 

never entered a public bathhouse in England and I don't even know if they 

existed; however, in Paris they were common in all the neighbourhoods. You 

could go alone or with all the family, pay a few extra centimes for the use of 

soap and a towel, or pay a little less if you shared the shower. Some people sang 

in the shower and others had to be yelled at to leave as they had been there too 

long. Also coming from England, I was surprised by the dilapidated toilets next to 

the public telephone, in the basement of most of the cafés. The toilets were 

Turkish style with a simple hole in the middle and the paper provided came from 

pages of the telephone directory torn into four parts and threaded on a loop of 

string that was hung on a nail. In London, there were few signs of the war that 

had ended fifteen years previously; but in certain parts of Paris, nothing had 

changed since the 1930's. The inexpensive hotels hadn't been repainted or 

repaired, the shop fronts and cafes remained as they had been and most of the 

buildings were black from the smoke that had accumulated over the years. It 

was part of the charm of Paris that so many visitors loved and recognised in 

certain romantic Hollywood movies. However, in the beginning of the 1960's 

André Malraux became Minister of Cultural Affairs and the project for the 

renovation of the facades throughout Paris began. At that time, I often walked 

through the "Cour Carré" in the Louvre. In spite of the dark grey and black stone 

facades, the massive buildings that enclosed the large courtyard were very 

impressive. But when the renovation began the cream coloured limestone 

appeared and the black statues between the rows of windows were revealed to 

be in white marble. 

Sheila had a beautiful voice and accompanied herself on the guitar when singing 

American folk songs. During her stay in Sicily, she sang for the family several 

times, and as Giovanna had the necessary equipment, she made a recording. 

Back in Paris, some of her friends listened to the recording, and suggested that 

she sing in the café-cabaret at La Contrescarpe, near the Pantheon. Although she 

had never thought of being a professional singer, she joined a series of artists 

who performed every evening in the many cabarets of the Latin Quarter. I 

accompanied her with pleasure, and while awaiting her performance, I played 

chess with a friend. Paris was a great place to live, especially around the 13th and 

the 14th of July in the 1960s, there were bands on every square and many people 

danced for 36 hours. We were a group of friends from several countries, with 

Lena's friends from Scandinavia, the American artist-musician Benjamin who 

performed with the Fluxus group, the couple of engravers Sergio from Chile, and 

his American wife Adrien. This period in Paris was a kind of parenthesis in our 
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lives. Sheila wanted to go back to the United States to see her family and I 

thought it would be useful to learn a few things about the American ready-to-

wear industry. Twice a year, Parisian fashion houses welcomed professional 

buyers during a fashion week. After buying one set of clothing, a ready to wear 

manufacturer would take it to pieces in order to see how it was made, and copy 

the pattern; make some small changes, choose less expensive materials, and 

finally make a dozen slightly different "Paris fashion" models. I had the list of all 

the American buyers expected in Paris for the fashion week during the summer 

of 1962, and I wrote them all a personal letter to offer my services. Only one 

answered me. After a short meeting, he promised to hire me, starting with a 

minimum wage; if I could get to New York with a legal work card. I agreed and 

applied for immigration with the necessary guarantees provided by my family in 

Ohio. A few months later, I informed my future employer that I was on my way. 

Upon arriving in New York, I took a room at the already famous Chelsea Hotel on 

23rd Street. Then I went to the company's office as planned. I saw the boss who 

did not seem particularly happy to see me, nevertheless he showed me to a 

small office without a window and asked me to look at the collection of clothes 

that the company was selling and make some suggestions for additions that 

could be made. He had not introduced me to anyone in the company, and the 

next day, I learned that he would be out of New York for ten days. After two 

days in my closet, without speaking to anyone, I decided to visit the workshops 

and the various offices so as to introduce myself to the staff, but the workers in 

the offices and in the workshops weren’t pleased to see me and didn't want to 

talk. I realized that the staff imagined that the boss had a secret project in mind, 

and that I represented a danger to their job. When the boss came back, I 

showed him the sketches that I had made, but they didn't interest him, and he 

sent me to the movies to see the latest Hollywood comedy in order to make 

sketches of the dresses worn by the stars, and eventually copy them. I found 

that the exercise was very difficult and showing my sketches to the boss, he told 

me that I would not be of any use in the business. As he was very busy he gave 

me a layoff appointment in his Rolls Royce while traveling from the office to his 

suburban home. I explained that if he fired me, he should at least pay all my 

travel expenses back and forth across the Atlantic, in addition to the time I had 

been working. He agreed, and wrote a check for the amount that I had 

requested, in the car. When he got to his home, he told the driver to drop me off 

at Scarsdale Station so that I could return to New York by train. 

I found another job the next day. At that time, it was very easy to find work in 

the clothing industry, one just had to look in the professional journal and choose 

amongst the want-ads. The company was specialized in "large size" women's 

clothing, and I was hired right away to help in making patterns for the new 

models. It was a 7th Avenue business in the heart of the garment district and I 

took the job without hesitating, knowing that I could leave the company, or be 

fired with a minimum of notice. However, unlike my previous experience, the 

management team and the workers were very friendly, and the technical work 
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interesting. The different models in their collection were made by creating a 

cardboard pattern directly, generally without any fittings. Phil, for whom I 

worked was highly competent and liked to explain the techniques that he had 

developed. He was the technical director and at the same time, responsible for 

all the new models. As the assembly of the clothes was carried out by 

independent seamstresses in their homes, the textile workers union had to agree 

on the price to be paid for the production of each model. So when the prototype 

of a new model was completed, it was taken to the textile workers union, where 

all the manufacturing tasks were counted: the length of each seam, the number 

of buttonholes, the manufacture of additional pieces, such as a collar, belt or 

pocket, etc. There was a fixed tariff for each task, and at the end of the study, 

the price to be paid to the independent seamstress for assembling the model was 

established by the union. The company could make changes to reduce the cost, 

for example by removing a pocket or replacing the buttons with a zipper. In the 

workshop where I worked, packets containing all the pieces were prepared for 

each model and size. These packets, with all the necessary accessories and tags, 

were delivered to the seamstresses by a courier who then returned with the 

previous delivery completed. So, the company where I worked with twenty 

employees could give work, when needed, to hundreds of seamstresses in their 

homes. 

Sheila and I rented an apartment on 10th street, on the "Lower East Side" of 

Manhattan. The rent was inexpensive, and in addition, the previous tenant had 

left her furniture and the essential equipment. The neighbourhood at the time 

was totally run down, and it was known for the "gangs" that took over the 

rooftops. However, it was a short walk to Washington Square and Greenwich 

Village. At the beginning of our stay in New York, Sheila sang in a rather murky 

bar, after office hours. Then she found a job that pleased her, as the unique 

editorial assistant for a literary review. We were both employed with low salaries; 

but since we had very few expenses, we could enjoy our evenings and weekends 

without having to worry about money. The family on the side of Sheila's mother 

had been very rich, and her mother Betty lived very well on the interest of her 

inherited capital. Exceptionally, she lived alone because she had divorced her 

third husband, before undertaking the fourth. I got on well with her and I 

enjoyed listening to her real or imaginary stories. Anyway, she was the only 

person I had met who had made a trip with Buckminster Fuller in his "Dymaxion" 

car. She had a home in Stone Ridge, 200 kilometres north of New York City, and 

several other members of her family had houses nearby. I thought that Sheila's 

uncle Paul was the most interesting member of the family. He lived in a big 

house near Betty's, and he was well known locally for the quality of his 

"applejack" and his complete collection of Duke Ellington records. But, he was 

also an engineer and inventor. At the beginning of the winter of 1962, he showed 

me the central heating system of his house. Firstly, the fresh air for the boiler 

passed through a "Canadian well" dug deep under the frozen ground, and after 

the combustion, all the heat from the smoke was recovered by a series of heat-

exchangers. I was very surprised to see such an elaborate system for energy 
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saving in a country where no one else seemed interested in saving anything, and 

my enthusiasm made him very pleased. He immediately wanted to show me the 

biggest scandal in the country, and went to get his car. Like every American with 

enough money, he had several cars; however "his" car was a DAF and probably 

the only one in the United States. The DAF was a very small "economy" car made 

in Holland, for a short period of time; it was also one of the first production cars 

with an automatic clutch. Paul plunged his big body into the little car and we left 

for the local super market. He parked in the snow-covered parking lot, and took 

me to the back of the building where the hot air was extracted from the store's 

cold storage rooms. The volume of hot air rejected in to the freezing parking lot 

was impressive, and Paul told me that the chain of supermarkets could save 

several million dollars a month using his heat exchangers. He had created a 

business called Thriftchanger, to market his inventions, but he never found any 

customers. Fortunately, he lived with a comfortable income and could drink his 

applejack and listen to Duke Ellington without having to worry.  

       
8a. Sheila at Sone Ridge wearing a cape that I had made for her. 

8b Part of a knitwear collection for Elle magazine 1964 

Finally, I liked my work. Transport by Subway took about fifteen minutes, and 

then I had to cross the vast lobby of the thirty-story building, and take the 

elevator to my company on the eleventh floor. The lunch break was athletic, 

because I had to take the elevator, cross the hall, queue up in the café outside, 

buy two hot dogs with sauerkraut, eat them and go back to work in less than 

thirty minutes. Life in New York was very agreeable, with occasional weekends at 

Stone Ridge. However, the situation changed radically at the beginning of the 

summer, because Sheila became pregnant. We were very pleased, but decisions 

had to be made quickly. Having a baby in New York was very expensive due to 

the medical fees, and then we would have had to find an apartment in a less 

dilapidated area of the city, which would have been much more expensive.  
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I enjoyed spending a year in New York City, but I didn't want to settle in the 

United States. I had the impression that the consumption of an unlimited number 

of products was the principal reason for living. There was the fashion of wearing 

T shirts printed with brand names; I remember wondering why anybody would 

buy a T shirt printed with the logo "Budweiser" or any other brand. The varsity 

sweatshirts were also being sold for everyone, and then little by little all the 

brand names moved from a discreetly hidden label, to become the principal 

design element. Even art glorified this endless consumption with a Pop-Art 

interchangeable with advertising on a more durable support. I liked the spirit of 

an artist like Jean Tinguely, who could create sophisticated machines that worked 

for self-destruction. Anyway we agreed to leave New York and to mark this 

departure, we decided to get married and provide an additional reason for a 

goodbye party. Betty was very happy to organize the wedding. Our American 

friends Benjamin and Adrian that we had known in Paris had come to live in New 

York and they agreed to be the witnesses for our marriage. The date was set for 

Labour Day, for which there is a long weekend in early September. 

I notified Phil that I would be leaving, and the company director offered to 

double my salary if I stayed. He also told me that Phil would be retiring soon and 

that I could eventually take over his work with a substantial salary. But it wasn't 

my choice. 

In the lobby of the building, there were always some stands, selling tickets for 

Broadway shows or holiday trips, and I saw a group of people talking about a 

march on Washington to claim civil rights for the black population. I was getting 

used to the discrimination and the general racism in the United States, but I 

found the black-white relationship very embarrassing, and I wanted to 

participate in a real action with regard to the government's segregation policy, 

before leaving the country. I had no problem getting a day off work for the 

march, and the next day I booked two seats in one of the chartered buses to 

take me and Sheila to Washington. On August 28, 1963, we met at 4 o'clock in 

the morning to take our places on the bus. Most of the passengers were very 

excited about the trip. They were listening to news reports on the radio, and the 

journalists were already talking about a large demonstration; but at the same 

time, the city of Washington had decreed that all businesses in the city should 

close for the day to avoid trouble. Around six o'clock in the morning, our bus 

stopped at a service station on the highway, and we began to realize the 

importance of the march. There were dozens of buses parked, while the 

passengers waited in long queues for the toilets and to buy provisions for the 

day, as we had been warned that we wouldn't find any food for sale in 

Washington. The bus eventually got to the city and parked in a suburb; we then 

had to walk five or six kilometres to the Lincoln Memorial. This first part of the 

march into the centre of town seemed unreal, as there were no cars on the 

streets, all the shops were closed, and everyone was happily walking in the same 

direction, in the middle of the street. The importance of this event was obvious, 

as was the historical aspect of Martin Luther King's speech among others, and 
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also that of Josephine Baker, who was the only woman to speak. It was a 

beautiful day, and the huge crowd was delighted to sing with the numerous 

artists including Bob Dylan and Joan Baez.  

We ended our stay in New York a couple of weeks later with the witnesses of our 

wedding, listening to Thelonious Monk at the Blue Note. 
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9. London - Paris 1964 
At the end of September, I left New York alone on a Norwegian freighter bound 

for Southampton. I had a trunk too heavy for accompanied baggage on a flight 

and I wanted to take advantage of the trip of ten days to realize a collection of 

drawings. Sheila was going to join me later by plane, as soon as I had found a 

place to stay. Our plan was to spend a few months in London in order to benefit 

from a free birth, and to settle in Paris as soon as possible. On arrival, I rented 

an apartment near Notting Hill Gate; and as soon as it was habitable, I crossed 

the Channel to chat with my few friends and acquaintances in Paris. I had a very 

good meeting with a journalist at Elle magazine. "Elle" was the liveliest fashion 

magazine at the time, the art director Peter Knapp had managed to change the 

way women saw themselves: the models were photographed jumping on a bus 

or carrying a shopping bag, which were unknown activities for women in the 

more traditional fashion magazines like Vogue. Each week there was a section 

that proposed patterns to help readers make original clothes at home. The 

manager of the section liked my ideas and bought several drawings asking me to 

come back when I had others. From that moment, I knew that I was able to 

work as a freelance fashion designer in Paris. 

Back in London, I found work with an established couturier who wanted me to 

add something new to the collection he was preparing. Life in London was 

changing fast; it was the beginning of the "swinging sixties": music with the 

Rolling Stones and the Beatles, fashion with Mary Quant and the miniskirt, the 

design of Terence Conran and the Austin Mini. I found that my ideas as a 

designer were sought after, it was like being in the right place at the right time, 

and I would certainly have found the funding to open a boutique like that of Mary 

Quant in Kings Road. However, I had no desire to tie myself up in a business 

venture with an uncertain future. I knew Mary Quant's shop well, because I had 

bought little gifts for my girlfriends when I was a student in Cambridge. There 

were always pretty bracelets and cheap rings made by young designers, 

beautiful imported scarves and blouses, and of course miniskirts and dresses 

made in well-chosen fabrics. But finally, there was little inventiveness in all that 

was being sold. I later noticed that the half-dozen shops opened by designers at 

that time, closed down a couple of years later. 

Sheila finally arrived, well informed about the "painless" childbirth techniques 

practiced at Charing Cross Hospital. I attended information meetings and 

participated in the recommended breathing exercises. I was also present for the 

birth, and cannot deny the emotion felt when a baby is born, waiting for the first 

breath and cry of life. Hannah was born in January 1964 and all went well. 

Our friends Leonardo and Giovanna, who we had met in Sicily, had an apartment 

in Paris that they used only six months of the year, and we agreed to sublet this 

apartment from the beginning of March. After a few days, waiting in a hotel with 

our six week old baby, we moved in to their magnificent apartment on the fifth 

floor of a building on the rue de Buci. There was a large bay window overlooking 
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the market and the rooftops towards the Seine. So we had six months to 

organize ourselves and to find a permanent home in Paris. I started my job as a 

freelance designer and visited all the companies making ready-to-wear clothing. 

Paris was probably the only city where it was possible to work in this way at that 

time, and there were a dozen designers who went the rounds of the different 

companies like me. Emmanuelle Khanh was the star of the moment, Karl 

Lagerfeld had started to work for Chloé, and Kenzo sold his drawings like me. I 

did not have the public relations of Emmanuelle Khanh, the charm of Karl 

Lagerfeld, or the unlimited creativity of Kenzo, but it seemed to me possible to 

continue this activity. 

Sheila took Hannah to the nearby Luxembourg gardens almost every day, either 

alone or with me, and our life during the summer was very agreeable. The young 

mothers met regularly in the gardens to share their experiences, and I 

remember two in particular. The first was English and she did not speak French, 

yet she had married an Algerian who did not speak English. They both spoke in 

their language and understood each other more or less. When she was 15, she 

had come to Paris with her school for a few days, she met a young man who 

worked in their hotel; they exchanged addresses, and wrote to each other in 

their respective languages. After four years, he went to England to marry her 

and they returned to Paris to live together. She had a problem with the 

homosexuals hanging around the public toilets in the gardens, and she 

screaming at them, making a scandal to send them away. The other story was 

tragic, and concerned a young French woman who married a very talented 

draftsman and artist. He was born in Lithuania, and at fifteen he was forcibly 

conscripted into the German army, and then captured and imprisoned by the 

Russians. After ten years of hard times, he arrived in Paris; fell in love, got 

married, and had a son to complete his happiness. Hannah and the baby boy 

were born on the same day, he never cried, whereas Hannah was much more 

difficult. When Hannah started to sit and turn in all directions, he stayed lying 

down smiling. When he was ten months old, his mother started to consult 

doctors and after painful examinations, motor and brain problems were detected. 

In spite of our friendship, meeting together become too painful and we stopped 

seeing each other. 

We searched for an apartment, reading the classified ads in "France Soir" and 

the "Figaro" newspapers, but affordable places to live in the centre of Paris did 

not seem to exist. We also thought about buying an apartment but it was 

impossible to borrow enough money. However, something had to be found 

before September. We used to take our dirty clothes to a laundry shop in the rue 

Grégoire de Tours, next to the street where we lived, and sometimes there were 

mistakes when we picked up our clothes. That is how we discovered that another 

"Roditi" lived next door, and finally I met Edouard Roditi. He was well known in 

France as an intellectual and art critic, and he was also the author of several 

books on contemporary artists. During the war, he worked as a journalist in the 

United States, and later became one of the interpreters at the war crimes trials 
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in Nuremberg. We met several times, and mentioned our search for somewhere 

to live. He suggested that I try the Roditi Bank, although he didn't think that the 

bank would help. I had never heard of a Roditi Bank before, but it really did 

exist. I managed to make an appointment with a partner, but the meeting only 

lasted a few seconds. The answer to my request was that the bank never lent 

money to a family member. I did not know the family connection, except that it 

is likely that all the Roditi in the world (there seem to be some everywhere) 

came originally from Izmir. According to Edouard, the family probable came from 

the island of Rhodes in the early 19th century and travelled to Smyrna (now 

Izmir) on the West coast of Turkey and eventually integrated with the important 

Jewish community as "Roditi". Besides having some distant family ties, we also 

shared memories of our schools in England. Edouard was born in Paris in 1910, 

but he was sent to the English public school called Charterhouse, where his 

worse memories were of the cold and suffering from chilblains. He survived, like 

me and then went to Oxford University. I think that one rarely forgets 

"chilblains" and at a recent visit to the Victor Vasarely museum in Budapest, I 

discovered that he had started his career drawing advertisements for a 

pharmaceutical company; and one of his earliest and very expressive graphic 

designs was to illustrate chilblains. It is the only artistic interpretation of this kind 

of suffering that I have seen. 

During the summer I saw an advertisement for a houseboat for sale. It was 

moored on the "Quai des Tuileries" and according to the owner, it had been in 

the same location for a long time and its presence was now tolerated by the river 

police brigade. Its price was less than half of a small dilapidated apartment, and 

the idea of living on a houseboat on the Seine seemed exciting. We bought the 

boat, thanks to Sheila's mother. Her inheritance was under the control of an 

attorney who did not authorize her to touch the capital, but she managed to get 

an advance payment on her income so that we could make the purchase. 

The houseboat named "Hamsa" was actually a "Berrichon" barge, designed to be 

pulled by a horse along the Berry Canal. It was 27,50 meters long and 2,60 

meters wide. A sculptor acquired it after the war, and he installed a motor taken 

from a truck, so as to follow the waterways to its location in Paris. When he 

became too old to live on the boat, he gave it to a young friend, who cleaned and 

painted it, before putting it on sale. When we bought it, the boat was newly 

painted inside and empty, except for an oil stove that we later discovered didn't 

work. When we moved in during the month of September there was neither 

electricity nor water supply. We eventually made it more comfortable with the 

installation of a water tank and the purchase of some oil lamps. Most boats 

moored on the Seine in the centre of Paris are grouped in concessions such as 

that of the Touring Club de France, situated on the quay below the Place de la 

Concorde. The boats moored in a commercial concession are supplied with water 

and electricity, and the inhabitants can use a reception area with showers and a 

telephone. In exchange, they have to pay a rental in relation to the length of the 

boat. Our houseboat and two other boats were "tolerated" outside of a legal 



61 
 

 

concession; that is to say we didn't have an official authorisation to stay there 

and the authorities could oblige us to leave. The first of these "tolerated" boats 

was a metal barge inhabited by a retired American history teacher; he lived with 

his library lining the entire hull of the boat. The second was a wooden fishing 

boat from Brittany transformed into a houseboat; Yves and Claude lived there 

with their three young children. It was Yves who showed me how to moor our 

houseboat safely on the quay, as well as all the other things that I needed to 

know about living on the Seine.  

As we had a lot of expenses, I took a salaried job as a stylist for Simonetta, as a 

complement to selling sketches. It was her first haute couture collection in Paris. 

Simonetta was an Italian Duchess. In the early 1950s she created a design 

studio for the Italian and American jet set in Rome, where she could have been 

part of the "Dolce Vita" depicted by Fellini. She married the fashion designer 

Alberto Fabiani, and for several years both presented haute couture collections 

separately in Rome. But, she wanted to conquer the world by opening a fashion 

house in Paris, and she bought a building on the rue Cambon a few steps from 

the house of Chanel. At fifty, she was a beautiful woman with a lot of character; 

she could be heard arriving from afar, because she wore at least a kilo of golden 

bracelets on her left arm. Our collaboration went well because I had no desire to 

contradict her, and the models I drew were made as I wanted, only if that was 

the way she also wanted. 

     
9a. Sketch for a model designed for Simonetta - Paris Winter 1964 

9b. Model designed for Simonetta. Photo: Richard Avedon for Vogue 
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10. Paris (1965-66) 
When spring came, we could really enjoy life on the houseboat. The space inside 

was a bit like a train wagon with the entrance in the middle of the roof. Down the 

stairs, on one side there was the living room, dining table, and kitchen; and on 

the other side, there was Hannah's room, our bedroom and my tiny office in the 

prow with a window overlooking the water of the Seine. In addition, we could 

enjoy the space on the roof and the quay outdoors.  

  
10a. My father, Sheila and Hannah on the Quai des Tuileries, next to our houseboat Hamsa  

10b.  Inside the houseboat with my mother. Spring 1965 

We had several visits, including that of my parents on the way to Zimbabwe, as 

they had decided to leave England and live near to my sister. Sheila's father, 

Jim, also came to visit and help us by buying several essential things that were 

missing. He was also anxious thinking about his daughter, isolated on an 

unprotected boat, we dissuaded him from buying us a real gun, but he gave us a 

pistol designed to squirt a jet of indelible purple dye, which was intended to leave 

a mark on a potential aggressor. Jim was tall and looked very strong and 

healthy, but in reality he suffered from emphysema which is a lung disease that 

decreases the breathing capacity. He was obliged to inhale additional oxygen 

from time to time, as a supplement to breathing air normally. So he had to carry 

a small bottle of oxygen with him all the time, which was not very difficult to 

manage, except when the small portable bottle needed to be filled from a larger 

one. So, traveling became complicated as he had to go to a hospital regularly to 

get an additional supply of oxygen. This was made even more difficult because 

the pipe connections between his portable bottles and the source in the hospitals 

varied from country to country. Jim had also been encouraged to ride a bike, in 

order to delay the development of his illness, and he enjoyed cycling every day 

close to where he lived. He was a member of an American association that 

organized bicycle tours in France, and he even had a bike made to measure by a 

French manufacturer of racing bikes, with the necessary attachments for an 

oxygen bottle and its associated supply pipes. When he stopped cycling, his bike 

was an immediately attraction for the French people who followed the "Tour de 

France" and admired exotic racing bikes. 
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We were very tired after all that we had done over the past year, and Sheila was 

pregnant again. So, we decided to take a real holiday in Formentera during the 

month of August 1965. The island of Formentera in the Balearic Islands was a 

discovery of our friends in the cafes of Montparnasse. It was described as a small 

paradise where you could live very inexpensively and buy your friends drinks 

without worrying about how much it would cost. To get there was complicated, 

starting with a long journey by train to Port Bou, where one had to change trains 

before continuing to Barcelona, then by boat overnight to Ibiza and finally 

another small boat trip to Formentera. There were no cars on the island, except 

for a taxi that could carry visitors along the only road, to our boarding house by 

the sea. It was my first vacation at the seaside since my childhood and I enjoyed 

swimming and playing on the beach with Hannah, we ate fish straight from the 

sea, drank with our friends from Paris, and spent the warm nights listening to the 

sound of the sea and looking at the stars. Hannah was particularly well cared for 

by the owners of the boarding house who kept the lambs brains exclusively for 

her. 

I resumed my job as a freelance fashion designer in September, and in addition I 

was fascinated by the work of "kinetic-optical" artists, such as Julio Le Parc, Soto 

and Tinguely, who gravitated around Victor Vasarely at the Denise René art 

gallery, and I participated in making some sculptures in coloured Plexiglass. 

           
10c and 10d. Kinetic-optical sculptures 1965 

Sheila had chosen the maternity clinic "des Lilas" in a Paris suburb for the 

coming birth, because it was the first clinic in France to propose a preparation for 

childbirth following the precepts of Doctor Fernand Lamaze. Before the birth, we 

bought an old Peugeot 203 estate car, dictated in part by the expected expansion 

of the family. When Sheila felt it was time to leave for the clinic around 6 am on 
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November 21st, I asked our neighbours Yves and Claude to watch over Hannah, 

who we left to sleep on our houseboat. I took Sheila to the clinic by car and she 

gave birth directly on arrival. I attended the delivery and being assured that all 

was well for the mother and child, I returning to the houseboat where Hannah 

was still sleeping. When I told her about the birth of her brother named "Hudson 

Augustus", she only remembered "Gustus", and that became his name for 

several years, before becoming Gus and finally Hudson. 

The day after Sheila returned with the baby, the Seine began to flood. That year, 

the water level of the flood was not exceptional, but it lasted a long time. The 

Seine covered the quay with a few centimetres of water, so I installed a bridge 

with planks up to the embankment wall and a six-meter ladder to reach the 

parapet of the wall on the upper street level. I could get away from the boat 

quite easily, for work appointments and for shopping. But we only left the 

houseboat together with the two children, once or twice during two months. We 

never thought of evacuating the boat, probably not thinking that the flood would 

last so long and in any case we didn't have anywhere else to stay. When the 

Seine is flooded, the current is stronger and floating debris (possibly tree trunks) 

moving down the river can easily damage a stationary boat. So, it is usual to 

install a deflector in front of the prow. One day I saw something big stuck in 

front of our houseboat and I asked Yves to help me clear it away. We got into a 

small boat attached to a tree upstream, because there was little chance that we 

could row the boat against the current. We realized that the object caught by the 

deflector, was a flat-bottomed boat about six meters long that barely floated. We 

decided to remove it from the flowing river, by tying it to a tree and letting the 

water current swing it round over the flooded quay. 

The ordeal of being locked on the boat for two months after Hudson's birth, 

made Sheila very depressed. In the spring, she remained tired, in spite of the 

proximity and help of our neighbours with their three young children. There was 

also the attraction of the Tuileries Gardens nearby; but although the gardens 

were very beautiful, they were not designed for children, and the ban on walking 

on the grass was strictly enforced at that time. The only free play areas in the 

Tuileries gardens were a few small sandboxes filled with a mixture of sand and 

dog poop. There were also two pieces of play equipment, dating from the 19th 

century, for which you had to pay: the "hygienic horses" (small wooden horses 

mounted on springs) and a roundabout without music where children were 

encouraged to catch hold of a ring for an additional free ride. It was probably 

because of the poverty of the play space in the Tuileries gardens that Yves and I 

decided to clean the boat that we had saved from the flood water. It was now 

high and dry on the quay, and on removing the dried mud, we found a beautiful 

boat made of oak, with a flat bottom that was only thirty centimetres lower than 

the wide horizontal edge board that went all the way around. It had probably 

been designed to move goods on small inland canals, when Paris was a merchant 

port, and the boatman probably stood on the horizontal edge board to direct the 

boat with a pole. There was a construction site with a heap of sand not far away 
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from where our boats were moored, and during the night we took a few buckets 

of sand to cover the bottom of the boat. When we had checked that everything 

was clean and safe, we let our kids play in this attractive sandbox on the quay, 

the large border was perfect for making sand castles and as a seat for parents 

with small children. The place was quickly discovered by other parents who let 

their children play with ours. During the summer, a lot of children played there, 

without any problem. But of course, we made sure that the sand in the boat was 

kept clean and that there was no litter left nearby on the quay in front of our 

own boats. Towards the end of September, I received a "summons" concerning 

the obstruction of the quay and the degradation of a historical monument, with a 

large fine to be payed, if the boat was not removed within fifteen days. It was 

signed in the name of the Paris Police department and filed by the River Brigade. 

I went to the River Brigade with Yves to say that the boat had been deposited on 

the quay during the flood of the Seine and that the flat-bottomed boat was a 

historical monument in itself and should be exposed in the shipping museum. But 

what we had to say didn't interest anyone, and we couldn't afford to complain, as 

our boats were moored on the Quai des Tuileries without an official authorization. 

Yves and I had no choice, and we decided to throw the boat back into the river 

from where it came; but it weighed at least a ton, and first of all we were obliged 

to cut it into several pieces using a handsaw.  

I was so furious after this stupid work of destruction that I decided to visit the 

Ministry of Youth and Sports in order to talk about the lack of playgrounds for 

children in Paris. I saw someone at the ministry, who agreed about everything 

that I said, and explained to me that playground development had been 

delegated to certain associations, and particularly the association of the "Francs 

and Franches Camarades" (now the Francas) that organized activities for children 

throughout France. I then made an appointment with the delegate for 

playground equipment at the Federation of the Francs and Franches 

Camarades. He too agreed about everything I said, and he told me that they 

needed new ideas. He showed me a catalogue with a selection of metal 

structures meant to entertain children, and he told me that he was looking for 

something new. He suggested that I present my ideas at the national conference 

of the association in January, and I agreed to be present. When I returned home, 

I talked to my neighbour Yves, hoping that he would take part in the project with 

me. He was a very good handyman, carpenter, and welder, who hated his work 

as a draftsman in an architect's office. So, I proposed that we work on building a 

play structure together. But he told me that he had been saving to build a boat 

that he had designed, and that he wanted to sail around the world. He planned 

to start work on the boat during the coming summer and that he couldn't think 

about anything else. I was disappointed, but decided to continue alone. When I 

had time, I made a series of models for different play structures in order to have 

something to show at the conference. My talk at the national conference was well 

received and several people noticed the models for play structures that I had 

made, particularly the equipment that let several children build a structure 

together. They told me that they would willingly buy such a play structure, if I 
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could supply the equipment. It was very encouraging, but I didn't know how to 

continue with the project, as I had neither a workshop nor the money to invest in 

materials. 

At the beginning of 1967, the Seine was in flood again and all the boats moored 

on the right bank were forced to cross the river to be moored on the left bank. 

Our houseboat didn't have a working motor and so we were tugged across the 

river with the help of a "Bateau Mouche". To go ashore, we used a small boat 

tied to a ring that could slide along a rope, connecting our boat to the quay. In 

practice, the crossing was quite simple, and we could go on shore with the 

children without too much difficulty.     

 
10e. The Hamsa during the flood, early 1967.  

The boat is exceptionally moored on the left bank up-river from the Solferino footbridge. 
10f. Hudson and Hannah 1967. 

In spite of the floods and my recent interest in playgrounds, my work as a 

fashion designer developed steadily. When I started my work freelance, I visited 

all the clothing manufacturers with a folio containing about a hundred sketches. 

The person responsible for the new models, looked through the pile of sketches 

in a couple of minutes and sometimes picked out a few that might be of interest, 

showed them to someone else in the company and ended up in buying three or 

four. However, certain buyers said that they liked my ideas and suggested that I 

return with other sketches or said that they were looking for "after ski" ideas, for 

example. As time went on I had a series of clients who always bought several 

drawings and at the same time my collection of sketches became more 

important, with special collections of sportswear, leather jackets, knitwear, 

children's clothes, coats, bathing costumes, etc. I made about a thousand 

sketches each season, which I showed to a limited number of manufacturers who 

I knew would be interested. Most of the manufacturers were in Paris or in the 

suburbs, but there was also a flourishing ready to wear industry for sportswear in 

Nice, and I went there regularly. I began to make agreements with certain 

companies to supply about ten models each season. That meant showing the 

person responsible for the new collection a series of sketches that I considered 

adapted to the company's needs, after a series of models had been chosen, I 

helped to find the right fabric and accessories, and when the prototype was 

presentable, I suggested eventual changes until everyone was satisfied. Making a 

mini-collection in this way was by far the best way to work, the company was 
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sure to have a series of well-designed garments and I was paid much more. After 

a couple of years as a freelance designer, I was responsible for about ten mini-

collections, covering all aspects of clothing. One of these mini-collections was for 

"Chloé", where Karl Lagerfeld was also responsible for another mini-collection. A 

couple of years later, he became the artistic director for the company that he had 

helped to develop. All the companies were very pleased if a model sold well or if 

it was photographed for the press. The constant search for ideas sometimes gave 

surprising results, I discovered bands of fluorescent fabric at a road safety event, 

and as I had a collection of skiwear to prepare, I had fluorescent bands in green 

and orange sewn on the jackets and ski-trousers. This was very successful as 

there were photos published in most of the fashion and sports magazines. 

Nevertheless, it was difficult finding new ideas, and adding small details without 

any real reason wasn't very interesting. Also, the need to make a thousand 

sketches each season could get monotonous, although with a little experience, I 

learned to exploit a single idea in many different ways, for all kinds of clothing. 

One morning in the spring of 1967, I was on the deck of the houseboat when a 

bearded man with a backpack stopped in front of me. He admired the coloured 

sculpture on the roof and told me that I was the first person that he had spoken 

to in France. He had arrived at Austerlitz station half an hour earlier, crossed the 

Seine and walked along the quay until he saw me on the boat. I invited him to 

have breakfast with Sheila and the children, and then we talked all morning. 

Simon came from Poland, where he had obtaining his diploma in architecture; he 

wanted to get away from the difficulties in his country, and work on a project for 

a Japanese architectural competition. There was a prize of one million yen for the 

winner, so he thought that it would be a good way to start his career. I told him 

about my life in Paris as a fashion designer and also about my recent idea of 

making play structures for children. He left around midday as he wanted to find a 

Polish friend who was working in a firm of architects. 

A few days later, Simon returned to the houseboat with Xavier, as he thought that 

we should meet. Simon had walked around the city since arriving in Paris, talking to 

many people, and particularly all those that were active in the world of the arts. 

That's how he came to visit the Baschet Brothers. Bernard and François Baschet 

were well known as creators of musical instruments, using glass rods and folded 

metal shapes. These instruments were often considered as sound sculptures, as 

they were unlike any other musical instruments. Xavier worked with the Baschet 

brothers as an assistant, and in talking with Simon, he had expressed his interest in 

sculpture for children, and that is why Simon brought him to meet me. We enjoyed 

each other's company, and had a lot to talk about. I mentioned the play structure 

that I wanted to make, and the choice of resistant and lightweight materials. I also 

regretted that I knew nothing about the use of reinforced polyester and the 

additional problem of not having a workshop. Simon returned a few days later 

saying that I should meet a certain Michel Ebersolt who was the director of a 

shipyard in Saint Nazaire specialized in the construction of boats made from 

fiberglass and epoxy resin. He had an office in Paris, and I made an appointment to 
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see him. I found a very friendly inventor-engineer, who had patented a technique 

for manufacturing the hulls of boats in reinforced resin, using a vacuum to ensure 

the perfect immersion of the fibreglass with the epoxy resin. His company 

"Tecimar" had just built a coastal patrol boat more than 30 meters in length, using 

this vacuum technique, which was an exceptional feat at the time. My playground 

structure project interested him in spite of the fact that I had no money, a part 

from an eventual sale to the "Francas". We spent a lot of time discussing the 

manufacturing technique, and finally, he suggested that I spend three weeks in the 

shipyard making the structure myself, with the help of a skilled worker. In that 

way, I could learn and possibly adapt the manufacturing technique, and also be 

assured that the parts were made in the way that I wanted. As for the payment, I 

was told that there was no hurry, and so I could not ask for a better deal. Simon 

was also enthusiastic and decided to give the play structure (which did not exist) a 

little visibility. He went to see Frank Popper, who was an art critic specialized in 

kinetic-optical works, and also curator for the International Biennale for young 

artists in Paris, planned to open in September. Frank Popper was shown a model, of 

my giant construction game, and he agreed to have it exposed as a monumental 

sculpture on the Trocadero plaza, in front of the Museum of Modern Art, which was 

going to be used for the Biennale. Now, the play structure had to be built before 

the Biennale opened in September. 

I left Paris with Sheila and the children at the end of May. We travelled in our car, 

with the intention of camping on a beach near Saint Nazaire. Unfortunately, we 

weren't lucky with the weather, and it was particularly difficult for Sheila because it 

rained often. However, the work in the polyester workshop was very interesting. I 

learned a new trade and after a few tests, the parts of the structure were made as 

planned. However the working conditions at the time didn't comply with any 

sanitary or safety standards, there was no specific ventilation in the workshop, and 

to wash our hands covered with polyester resin, we used acetone flowing directly 

from a tap in a barrel. 

  
10g. Saint Nazaire - drying out our clothes on the Peugeot 203 break, after a wet night. 

10h. Eating in the back of the car 
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Back in Paris, Sheila prepared to spend the months of July and August with the 

children at her father's house in the United States. As for me, I had a lot of work 

for the summer collection of clothes that would be for sale during the following 

winter. I saw Xavier regularly, and also Simon, who was still looking for people to 

help him with his Japanese competition. The purpose of the competition was to 

come up with ideas for a densely populated housing district; Simon's project was 

similar to research projects developed by Yona Friedman, based on creating a 

structural grid, in which prefabricated dwellings could be placed as needed, with the 

sanitary and energy requirements being supplied by means of flexible pipes. After 

the departure of Sheila and the children, Simon wanted to use our houseboat as a 

studio for his project, but I refused, because I had little confidence in the numerous 

people he continued to meet during his journeys through Paris. I had seen that as 

the weeks went by, more and more people were associated with his project and at 

the same time Simon became more and more excited and incoherent. In July, our 

neighbours Yves and Claude went on holiday with their children, and Simon settled 

on their boat. He started by trying to build a model of his project on the deck. 

There was a lot of wire mesh to represent the spatial structure, and at one point 

someone bought a canary and turned the model into a birdcage. It was clear that 

Simon couldn't control the situation anymore, and there were several people 

hanging around that had nothing to do with his project. I also saw him in the 

company of a blonde girl named Ada, and one day she asked to speak to me in 

private. We walked along the quay together in order to get away from the others, 

and she told me that she was very worried about Simon. He always wanted to sleep 

with her, but the problem was that he was unable to make love. This made him 

very angry, and he would get up and walk around Paris all night without sleeping, 

with the result that he could no longer think. She told me that she was 17 years old 

and that she had left The Hague in Holland, where she lived, just to get away from 

her parents for a while. I liked her honesty and her concern for Simon, but I didn't 

think she could help him. I suggested that she tell Simon that she had to go back 

home, and I promised to take her to the train station and buy her a ticket for The 

Hague, as she had no money. She agreed and it happened like that, without Simon 

reacting in one way or another. Xavier and I were also worried, as it was becoming 

clear that Simon needed some kind of help, but we didn't know what to do. At the 

beginning of August, he asked me to accompany him to the funeral of Henryk 

Berlewi who had just died in Paris. I had never heard of him, but Simon explained 

to me that he was a well-known Polish artist, who had been part of the Russian 

Supremacist movement, and that he was considered to be the spiritual father of 

artists like Vasarely. I didn't accompany him because an outing with Simon in his 

condition could take all day, with many unexpected diversions. So he left alone. 

Two days later and without any news from Simon, Xavier and I realized that there 

was a problem. We phoned all the hospitals in Paris, without any result. However, 

we didn't contact the police because he had applied for political asylum and we did 

not want to start a police search. Fifteen days later, we received a postcard from 

him, urgently asking for paper and coloured pencils, as he had to complete his 

project and send it to Japan the following week. The postcard was sent from a 
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psychiatric hospital in Normandy. We left with the requested drawing supplies and 

found Simon organizing a therapy group with his new colleagues, getting them all 

to work on his project. He asked us to come back in two days, in order to pick up 

the finished project and send it to Japan by airmail, so that it could arrive before 

the deadline. The finished project was a piece of cardboard with a collage of some 

small sketches and coloured paper. We sent it by airmail and took the receipt back 

to Simon, hoping that he would then be able to think about something else. 
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11. Paris - autumn 1967 
Sheila and the children returned in September and we were very pleased to be 

together again. However, Sheila was still very tired and depressed, after two 

months with her sick father. 

The American professor Ney McMinn who lived on the neighbouring houseboat 

was sick too. We had always known him to be frail, and we used to chat together 

regularly and do some shopping when he needed something. Unfortunately he 

had a bad attack of "shingles" that forced him to be hospitalized for two months. 

He came back very weak and he feared that he would have to go to a retirement 

home in the United States, if he was unable to look after himself alone on the 

boat. A few months after he returned, he had another attack and the doctor left 

for a few minutes to call an ambulance. But the idea of going back to the hospital 

was too much for him to accept; he knew that he would no longer have the 

strength to live on the boat with his library. So he died in the few minutes that it 

took for the ambulance to arrive. I never had the least doubt that his death was 

an act of will. His friend and executor of his testament, asked me to take some 

books from his library, I just took his Bible, because I didn't have a copy, and I 

still have it. Zina was another friend, who later became the owner of the 

American professor's houseboat. She was a student at the School of Decorative 

Arts in the Louvre and she lived in a maid's room near the present Musée 

d'Orsay, so she crossed the Solferino footbridge between her home and her 

school every day. After classes, she used to stop on the quay to see the family of 

Yves and Claude first, and then come to see us on our boat. She really loved 

being with the children, and it was a pleasure to see them together. 

I was very pleased to participate in the Biennale, although my contribution went 

unnoticed in the art press. Michel Ebersolt gave me the bill for the supply of 

materials, the use of the workshop and the three weeks salary for the specialized 

worker. The total amounted to 5000 francs, but he specified that there was no 

emergency for the payment. I went to see the person I had met in the "Francas" 

association, to inform him that the play structure that I had presented to him as 

a model was now built. But he was horrified by the price. He told me that 

normally, they did not pay more than 2000 francs for any playground equipment, 

and exceptionally with the administrator's agreement, the amount could reach 

3000; but never 5000 francs. So, I had to find another solution. A year later, the 

American high school in the Paris suburb called Saint-Cloud, agreed to buy the 

play structure, and I my debt was finally repaid. 

In October I had my first confrontation with the French Police, because I 

participated in a peaceful demonstration against the war in Vietnam. It seemed 

impossible not to be against this brutal aggression of the United States. 

Nevertheless, the police charged the line of demonstrators to break up the peaceful 

protest and I was in the wrong place. At that time, the city police wore capes, 

which they could roll up in such a way that the brass buttons were aligned on the 
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outside. They used this roll to hit demonstrators, and it hurt! I was arrested but 

immediately released owing to my British nationality. 

    
11a. "Eléments pleins de jeu" on the Trocadéro Plaza, during the Paris Biennale in 1967. 

Hannah is sitting on top  

In November, we went to a Psychedelic show that took place at the "Palais des 

Sports" in Paris, under Buckminster Fuller's geodesic dome. Sheila wore a silver 

leather mini dress that I had designed, and the all night concert with the Pink 

Floyd, Soft Machine and Cat Stevens among others, was particularly memorable 

owing to the "light show", which was certainly not as spectacular as such a show is 

today, but it was my first experience. 

Hannah was three and a half years old when she started going to a nursery school. 

Every morning, I got up first, to help her get washed and dressed, and then we left 

the boat together without breakfast, leaving Sheila to look after Hudson. We 

crossed the Seine and walked to the rue du Bac, where there was a café called "Le 

Relais du Bac". It was there that we had breakfast, with a hot chocolate and a 
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buttered "tartine" for Hannah, and a large "café au lait" for me. We both enjoyed 

beginning the day together and after breakfast in the café, we walked a little 

further to her school at number 17 rue de Verneuil. 

The next event towards the end of 1967 was the arrival of Ibo. He was an 

acquaintance of a friend, without a place to sleep in Paris. We offered him the sofa 

in the living space on the boat, and we discovered that he was in poor health and 

suffered from toothache. I knew a dentist married to a painter who looked after the 

teeth of artists in difficulty, and she did what she could to solve his dental problem 

very quickly. Ibo was Chilean, but his exile was several years before Pinochet. If I 

understood his story correctly, he was forced to leave the country as fast as 

possible, because he had seduced the daughter of a Minister. According to Sheila, 

he wrote wonderful poetry, but it was in Spanish that I couldn't understand. In 

spite of the inconvenience, I had no reason to make him leave, if Sheila and the 

children were pleased that he stayed on the boat. Until one day Sheila told me an 

"extraordinary" story that he had told her. But she had forgotten that Ibo had told 

this quite ordinary story, whilst we were having dinner together the day before. I 

realized that when Sheila was with Ibo, I ceased to exist. The next day I asked him 

to leave and sleep in the sculptor's studio where he had found some work. He 

continued to visit us, but at least I did not have to walk past him sleeping on the 

sofa every morning when I got Hannah ready for school. In the meanwhile, I had a 

lot of work for different manufacturers in Paris, and every month I spent a day or 

two in Nice, where I designed a small collection for a company making sportswear. 

Generally I took the night train to Nice, worked during the day, spend the night in a 

hotel, and the next day I checked the models that were being made, before taking 

the night train back to Paris. On this occasion, I didn't need to stay for a second 

day and so I took the night train back to Paris, without spending the night in a 

hotel. I arrived at the "Gare de Lyon" early in the morning and walked to our 

houseboat, where I found Hannah and Hudson playing in their beds. We were very 

pleased to see each other again so soon, but between jokes and hugs, I heard a 

panic in the room next door. Obviously, it was Ibo getting dressed as fast as 

possible. I eventually pushed him out of the boat, not wanting to catch sight of him 

again. Of course, I was furious with Sheila for creating such a situation and what's 

more in front of children. However, I am not someone who is particularly jealous, 

and I think that I was more troubled by her state of depression that I thought was 

the cause of her weakness, than by her marital infidelity. But I was wrong, Sheila 

never excused her infidelity, and she told me she could not live without Ibo. So 

finally, I didn't have much to say, as she certainly wouldn't have listened to my 

contempt for her worthless lover. We just had to agree on the terms of an 

obligatory separation. Sheila wanted to live with Ibo, but there was no room for the 

children where he lived. It became obvious that we had to sell the houseboat, and 

in the meanwhile, we decided that the children should stay with me. Sheila should 

come to the boat early every morning to take care of Hudson, while I took Hannah 

to the nursery school. She would then pick up Hannah at midday and take care of 

the two children during the afternoon, so that I could work. At dinner time, Sheila 

could join Ibo, leaving the children with me. Zina often came in the evening to help 
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me because she was outraged that Sheila could leave her children like that. The 

children always enjoyed her company and I did too. However our personal 

relationship didn't last long as she wanted more from me than I was inclined to 

offer.  

Eventually, Sheila found a place to live with the children, and I could start to pack 

up our belongings and prepare the houseboat for sale. I wanted to remove all the 

shelves and the divisions that I had built for the children's room, so that the 

houseboat gave the impression of simplicity that I had appreciated when buying it. 

I was cleaning the deck on a beautiful day in early spring, when I saw the fashion 

designer Pierre Cardin walking on the quay beside the boat. We had never met 

before, but I recognized him from photos that I had seen. I also knew that he lived 

on the other side of the Seine, and that his apartment had a large glazed terrace 

overlooking the Tuileries Gardens and the boats moored along the quay. As he was 

looking at the boat, I said hello and he told me that he enjoyed looking at the boats 

on the Seine, and he asked me if he could take a quick look inside. I invited him in, 

saying that I intended to sell the boat, and he told me that he knew someone who 

might be interested. I showed him all that there was to see, while explaining the 

advantages of living on the quay, and the disadvantages such as the floods. I also 

mentioned that it shouldn't be left uninhabited for too long. He asked me the price 

and finally told me that he was the buyer. He asked me to go to his home the next 

day and he would give me a check. Two days later he sent someone to pick up the 

keys and learn about everything that needed to be known about living on a boat, 

because he was going to live on the houseboat as guardian. That was how I 

managed to solve the problem of selling the boat. I returned to Sheila all the 

money that her mother had provided for the purchase of the houseboat, and I 

shared the small surplus between her and me. It was the end of a part of my life, 

but I continued to see the children regularly, until Sheila left Paris with Ibo to join 

her mother in Majorca. In the following months, whenever I crossed over the 

Solferino footbridge, I could not help looking to see if anything was happening on 

the boat. Once I saw that there was construction work in progress. I walked along 

the quay and eventually talked to the contractor who showed me the work that he 

was doing. All the interior fittings had been removed, including the wooden floor. A 

concrete floor had been poured to cover the entire bottom of the hull with the 

concrete rising up on the sides, presumably to seal off any leaks in the hull, as the 

weight of the concrete had pushed the barge deeper into the water. The other 

surprising change was to be found in the engine room. The motor and mounting 

bolts were painted in different colours, and a sheet of glass had been placed on top, 

as a dining table. I hope that there had been enough time to give a dinner party, 

because by the end of the summer, I saw that there were many people hanging 

around on the deck, and they did not appear to be friends of Pierre Cardin. The 

boat had become a squat, and I heard that the River Police intervened to disperse 

the occupants. The police decided to move the houseboat to the Port of Issy-les-

Moulineaux, just outside of the city limits, and on the way, the "Hamsa" sank. 
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12. The beginning of the Group Ludic - 1968 
I had a client for whom I made a collection of winter sportswear. His company 

was in a Paris suburb called La Courneuve, and on leaving the factory one day, I 

came across a building with 4000 apartments. I was so amazed by the excessive 

size of this building and the town planning that went with it that I decided to take 

a series of photos. In front of this building 15 floors high, and 500 meters long, 

there was one round sandbox, 20 meters in diameter. It was as if the size of the 

sandbox could compensate for the lack of humanity in the urban plan. Moreover, 

I knew that similar apartment buildings were under construction in several 

French towns. I realised that my anger concerning the lack of playgrounds in the 

Tuileries Gardens was really unimportant compared to this type of town planning 

in the suburbs.  

 
12a. The "Group Ludic": David Roditi, Xavier de la Salle; Simon Koszel  

Meanwhile, Xavier and I often saw each other to discuss playground equipment 

and urban planning. He proposed to create a group of designers "Ludiques"; I 

agreed and simplified the name to the "Group Ludic". There were three of us, 

because Simon was still part of the band in spite of his absence, after all, he was 

the one who had put me and Xavier in contact. Xavier had heard about an annual 

seminar organized by the Ministry of Education for the headmasters and 

headmistresses coming from schools in all the different French regions, and he 

thought that we could ask for permission to show our play structure models in 

the entrance to the conference room. Our proposal was accepted, and the 

preparation of this exhibition, was the first action signed by the "Group Ludic". I 

used the photos taken at La Courneuve as a backdrop for our models that were 
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on display. Several people noticed the exhibition, including Jean-Jacques Nathan, 

CEO of the company "Editions Nathan", which was one of the leading school book 

publishers. He had become particularly interested in experimental playgrounds 

after visiting the Universal Exhibition in Montreal, the previous year. He wanted 

to see us again in order to discuss a possible collaboration. It was very 

encouraging, but we had just received an important order that we had to think 

about immediately.  

Xavier had met Alain Villeminot when he was working for the Baschet Brothers. 

Alain played in the Beaux-Arts brass band, and was also working as an architect 

for a holiday village that was being built near Royan, on the West coast of 

France. He asked us to think about something special for the many children that 

would be going to the holiday village with their parents. According to him, the 

parents liked to let their children play freely, however, the children could not stay 

on the beach or even outside all day, as it was too hot, and in addition too much 

sun could be dangerous. He thought the ideal solution would be to build a grotto 

under the sand on the beach where they could play in the cool and make noise 

without disturbing the adults. That was the basis of our work programme. We 

needed to imagine a series of underground rooms and to find amusing entries for 

the children (ladders and slides) and for the parents (stairs), then the 

underground rooms needed lighting with visual links between the space 

underground and the surface (light shafts and periscopes), and finally an 

interesting external structure was needed as a signal. The basic project was 

clear, but we needed to find the right materials and decide how it could be built. 

The underground rooms were not a problem because masonry walls had to be 

made to support a concrete slab below the level of the sand. For the rest we had 

seen large sized PVC pipes and Plexiglas tubes and we hoped to find a way to use 

them and fix them into the concrete slab. We made a model that was approved 

by Alain and the budget was determined by the amount of money available. The 

order was placed early in 1968 for delivery at the end of June. 

The realisation of the project was extremely complicated, not only because of our 

lack of experience, but also because of the events of May 68. I saw the first 

violent student actions on television, in the bar of the holiday village with the 

staff that were preparing for their first clients. We watched students tearing up 

paving stones in order to build barricades across certain streets; we could see 

the police hitting everyone. Looking at the blood and the flames, nobody could 

believe that it was happening in Paris. I was shuttling between Paris and Royan 

every week and during the general strike that followed the students' action, I 

filled my car with young workers on strike. Most of them had never left their 

region before, and they were all on their way to Paris, generally for the first time, 

in order to demonstrate and see the capital. My month of May 68 makes me 

think of Jafar Panahi's film "Taxi Teheran" because I talked with young people on 

strike in my car for dozens of hours during the month of May. Most of these 

young men (there were no women) were under twenty. They had gone directly 

from compulsory education to the factory near their home, and this parenthesis 
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of a general strike was an unexpected opening to see and maybe understand 

what was happening in the rest of the country. I also participated in some events 

in Paris like the debate to decide if the mural of Puvis de Chavannes adorning the 

large amphitheatre of the Sorbonne should be removed. After four hours of 

discussion, it was decided that the painting should remain. Also, I was at the 

meeting at the Charlety stadium, where by chance I met my friend Safa who was 

the delegate of the International Artists Association, we ran round the stadium 

together, holding the IAA banner. 

   
12b and 12c. The holiday village "Les Pins de Cordouan" near to Royan 1968 

   
12d and 12e. Under and above ground "Les Pins de Cordouan"  
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12f and 12g. Giant lightweight building blocks "Les Pins de Cordouan" 1968  

During the period that we worked in Royan, Xavier and I shared a bungalow in 

the holiday village. We worked a lot but in very good conditions with the sea 

nearby and meals served in the village restaurant. We finished our work in early 

August, two months late, which was understandable as the country had been on 

strike, and everything had been disorganized.  

When the main playground had been completed, we added a series of light 

weight forms that could be moved around by the children and used as giant 

building blocks. The curved shapes were designed by Xavier, and the geometric 

shapes by me. A set of these mobile forms was delivered to most of the 

playgrounds that we subsequently built. 

In September we signed a contract with the publisher "Fernand Nathan" 

concerning the development of a range of playground equipment. It was agreed 

that Xavier and I should receive a monthly indemnity, and we were offered the 

use of the ground floor in a building on the rue de la Contrescarpe, as a 

workshop and office. Also all travelling expenses, tools and materials would be 

paid for by the company's accounting department, which would also negotiate 

and manage the eventual orders related to our work. We weren't paid a lot, but 

we made as much money as we did previously and we would be able to work 

without having to worry about the cost of materials or the amount of time spent 

on a project. It was hard to think of a better deal. So, I ended my work as a 

fashion designer, without any regrets.  

One might wonder how I could change my chosen profession, so easily "without 

any regrets". However, if the unlikely circumstances that had led me to designing 

playgrounds had not occurred, I don't think that I would have remained a fashion 

designer much longer; I realised that I didn't really fit into the fashion world. It is 

interesting to look at the careers of the three other freelance designers that I 

mentioned earlier, we all had about the same age and our work at the time was 

comparable.  
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Emmanuelle Khanh had started as a model and was well known in the Paris fashion 

world before becoming a designer, she was responsible for one or two ideas that 

were distributed by the most talked about ready to wear "boutiques" and she was 

quickly named the "French Mary Quant" by the press. She later created her own 

brand without much success, except for the iconic extra-large glasses that were 

worn by certain stars like Catherine Deneuve and David Bowie.  

Karl Lagerfeld started his career as an assistant designer in the world of the Haute 

Couture, but quickly he became interested in working for numerous ready to wear 

manufacturers. He was charming and used his remarkable visual memory to 

produce a dozen sketches that could satisfy the needs of a manufacturer in a few 

minutes. He created his own brand without stopping his work for other brands, and 

eventually he became artistic director for the house of Chanel. He probably 

designed more clothes in his sixty-year career than any other fashion designer in 

history, but he was better known for his own "personal" look than for the style of 

his fashion designs.  

Kenzo was by far the most original and talented designer, he worked freelance for 

about five years in Paris and Nice before being able to show a collection of his own 

in 1970, when he opened the boutique "Jungle Jap" in the Passage Choiseul. His 

choice of fabrics, colours and flowing forms were totally different from all that could 

be found in the fashion world at that time.  

I knew that I didn't have Kenzo's originality and talent, and I found little pleasure in 

the fashion world enjoyed by the other designers such as Emmanuelle Khahn or 

Karl Lagerfeld. So in any event, I would have eventually moved on to something 

else. 
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13. "Group Ludic" and "Aires et Volumes 
The publisher Fernand Nathan created a new company called "Aires et Volumes" 

to sell the playground equipment designed by the "Group Ludic". At the 

beginning of my new activity as a playground designer, I slept in the workshop 

on the rue de la Contrescarpe, because I had no fixed address since the sale of 

the houseboat. 

We had taken a lot of photos of our first playground in Royan and showed them 

to journalists and to everybody who might be interested. Surprisingly, we 

received a new order right away from a company that was building thousands of 

homes for the new town of Hérouville Saint Clair near Caen in Normandy. We 

visited the site planned for the playground, and found a vacant lot in the middle 

of a gigantic construction site. There was nothing attractive about the locality 

and the ground was covered with mud owing to the incessant rain. Back in Paris, 

we had to find a new idea. It was clear that we couldn't reproduce what we had 

built in Royan. Nevertheless, I liked the idea of connecting several grottos 

together with amusing passages going in and out. Would it be possible to build 

these grottos in the air instead of being underground? Little by little, the idea of 

connecting a series of spheres mounted on stilts, took shape. We had to design 

openings and connections between the spheres, a ladder to climb up, a slide to 

go down and various kinds of play equipment inside. We set the diameter of the 

spheres at 2,30 meters which was the maximum width of the road gauge. We 

thought that each sphere would be big enough for a few children sitting on the 

floor inside, with two or three running in and out, and the project took shape. We 

then searched for a manufacturer able to project polyester resin reinforced with 

fiberglass onto an inflated balloon, so that the spheres could be moulded in one 

piece. As soon as the sphere in polyester solidified, the balloon could be deflated 

and prepared for the next one. Simon finally left the hospital and proposed to 

design a bridge between two spheres using the spatial structure developed by 

the engineer Robert Le Ricolais. With this technique we could build a rigid 

passage using flexible cables. The technical problems were solved, one after the 

other.  

We had been warned that the construction work a Hérouville would be difficult 

because there were hordes of children everywhere. All the contractors working 

on the site had a story to tell about the exploits of these children, as soon as 

they got out of school. Personally, I had seen a group of about thirty perfectly 

organized girls and boys place themselves on each side of a steel beam, 

weighing at least 500 kilos, lift it and transport it about fifty meters. The beam 

had been delivered by a truck and unloaded with a crane; the children thought 

that they could fool the contractor by placing the beam in a less accessible place. 

In the circumstances, we decided to sleep in a temporary building hut on the 

site, to avoid surprises. In fact, when the children realized that we were building 

something for them, they wanted to help us and we had no problems. The official 

opening of the playground went well, despite the fact that we had not expected 
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the children to climb on top of the spheres, at a height of more than four meters 

from the ground. 

13a. La Grande Delle at Hérouville Saint Clair - 250 apartments and 600 children - 1969 

I finally settled my housing problem by buying another boat. The "Viking" was an 

old wooden coast guard patrol boat, 10,50 meters long. There was an open 

space at the back, with a sheltered steering wheel, and in the cabin there was a 

small kitchen and sink, a table with a bench and a narrow mattress on each side. 

Finally in the bow, I had installed a large mattress for me, with a glazed opening 

in the deck, so that I could look at the stars while lying in bed. It was small, but 

it suited me perfectly, there was enough room for the children, the engine 

worked well and I thought that I would follow the inland waterways to the 

Mediterranean one day. I moored it on the right bank of the Seine in front of the 

Eiffel Tower. 

During the spring, we made a second playground with spheres for another 

holiday village near Royan. Compared with Herouville, the work was easy to 

handle and it was a pleasure to be by the sea. The weather was perfect, the 

children and their parents were calm and relaxed. We had time to improve the 

details, to paint the interiors and to add more expensive equipment like coloured 

Plexiglas windows and visual games. 
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13b. "The Skyway". Cover photo for "L'Architecture d'Aujourd'hui" February 1971  

  
13c and 13d. Equipment and visual games inside the spheres 

During the following year we built several playgrounds at La Grande Motte, 

Anglet and in Corsica. Before planning each project, I visited the site with Xavier, 

and one of us became responsible for the project. There was always a set of 

spheres, but there were also new structures in each playground. It is interesting 

to note that we had the first spheres made by projecting polyester onto an 
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inflated balloon. The balloon had been made for us by the Zodiac Company 

(known for its inflatable boats), it was made of rubber reinforced with nylon fibre 

and inflated at high pressure in order to prevent crushing under the weight of the 

polyester. However, after being used a dozen times; the balloon exploded, 

throwing partially polymerized pieces of the sphere across the factory in Douai, 

and with incredible luck, no one was hurt. The styrene gas that was released in 

the polymerization process had dissolved the joints in the balloon. Subsequently, 

the spheres were moulded in three parts that were bolted together. The result 

was less attractive, but easier to make and to transport. 

   
13e. and 13f. Examples of the spheres moulded in 3 parts 

The geometrical forms used for the play structures surprised adults much more 

than the children who used them. Adults generally like to give a name to things, 

the spheres were associated with science fiction and so they welcomed their 

children with "here come the Martians"; however, the children could adapt 

abstract shapes to their different fantasies. The same structure could be a 

submarine, a castle or a pirate ship. There was no need for making a structure to 

look like a galleon for children to think of pirates, a knotted rope was sufficient. I 

noticed that a group of children got together in one of the spheres that they 

called the "marriage room". The only particularity was a porthole cut into the 

sphere that was covered with a red acrylic dome. When the sun was shining it 

made a patch of red light on the floor. I thought that the only other place in 

which the children could have seen a similar phenomenon was in a church with 

stained glass windows and the patch of red light on the floor was enough to 

associate the space with a marriage at which one of them had attended. The 

playgrounds we made during the years 1969 and 1970 were the subject of many 

articles in the press, and a movie was made for the popular TV show "Dim Dam 

Dom". It was also the only time in my life, when I was invited to social 

gatherings by people who were unknown to me, and I had the favours of women 

I hardly knew.  

I thought that it was important for the Group Ludic to be present at the 1969 

Paris Biennale; I also thought that our new found notoriety as a group of artists 

would make it possible for us to be allotted a larger exhibition area. But in the 

end, we received a notification limiting our artistic intervention to 10 square 

meters. We were seated around the large office desk that we had found in our 
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workshop in the rue de la Contrescarpe, and I noticed that the available space 

was barely larger than the wooden desk with a small passage going round the 

outside. So, we decided to expose the desk with its 18 drawers filled with 

"playful" objects. There were drawers filled with peanuts, with red stickers, and 

chalk to write on the blackboard; there was a music drawer, an aquarium drawer 

with goldfish, a drawer with mushrooms growing, and an extensible flagpole, all 

the drawers had their secret to be discovered. To my knowledge, there was no 

report from critics on this artistic intervention, but the red stickers left their trace 

to the metro station.  

 
13g. "Pandora's box" by the Group Ludic at the Paris Biennale 1969  

Our financial arrangement with Fernand Nathan was particularly interesting, as 

all our expenses for materials were taken in charge. So it was possible to make a 

prototype of any ideas that might or might not be incorporated in to a future 

playground. So I could buy certain products or make models of objects that 

would probably not be exploitable. For example, there was a competition to 

make a temporary artistic installation for the Place de la Concorde during the 

Christmas holidays in 1969. My proposal was to install three balloons about 

twelve meters in diameter above the Obelisk de Luxor. They were to be made in 

reflective material and held in place by a flexible structure so that they could 

move with the wind. On the ground beneath the balloons, it was planned to place 

three anti-aircraft searchlights that could be directed onto the balloons by the 

visitors and so reflect light all around. I spent a lot of time making the model but 

I didn't win the competition (In fact, I have never won a competition). It was 

Piotr Kovalski who won, but his project for projecting three beams of coloured 

light (red, blue and yellow) across the Place de la Concorde to meet in the middle 

as a triangle of white light, didn't work: and so there were no special artistic 

decorations that year. 
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I was invited to take part in the exhibition "Play Orbit" organized by the Institute 

of Contemporary Art in London and I sent a construction kit consisting of many 

identical pieces cut out of flexible PVC, the pieces could be assembled easily by a 

child, using plastic bolts and wing nuts to form a structure for an indoor tent, for 

example. I decided to attend the opening of the exhibition, but I also wanted to 

see Hannah and Hudson who had just moved to London with Sheila. Xavier and 

Simon decided to accompany me, and spend a long weekend in London. For the 

three of us, it was less expensive to drive and to have some fun we decided to 

take the Sky-ferry from Cherbourg to Southampton. At Cherbourg airport, 

Simon, who had made a request for political asylum, showed us the official 

document that gave him authorization to leave the country and we noticed that it 

was out of date. Total panic! Was it possible to change the "11" for the month of 

November, to "12" for December? Simon went to a corner of the small airport, 

and with a razor blade and a ballpoint pen he made the change. Going through 

police control, the official looked at Simon's paper, and without saying anything, 

he went to see his boss. The blood drained out of Simon's face. The official 

returned saying that there was a problem because the authorization paper would 

be out of date on our scheduled return day. They had not noticed the change of 

the month made by Simon, but we hadn't paid attention to the day in the month. 

Simon explained that he thought the deadline was still valid, and that he was 

participating in a very important exhibition and that he had to be present for the 

opening. Finally, the border police officer prepared a letter allowing him to return 

to France during the day of expiration. After the 15 minute flight, we got in the 

car and sped directly to London.  

 
13h."Flexible play parts" at the Play Orbit exhibition, Institute of Contemporary Art, London 1969 
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I left my friends at the hotel and went to join Sheila and the children. After our 

separation and as soon as she had recovered the money from the sale of the 

houseboat, Sheila had left with Ibo and the children for Mallorca, where they 

spent several months. Then they came back to Paris where I saw the children, 

and finally they went to London to settle down. Ibo disappeared on the way, 

without my knowing the circumstances. In any case, Sheila had rented an 

apartment in London and the children were fine. She hoped that she would be 

able to take advantage of a free housing scheme used by certain members of her 

British family. Her wealthy "aunt" Rosy had asked her real estate agent to buy 

apartments in London as an investment, then she let some of her family 

members use them as their home, while paying a symbolic rent. Apart from the 

hypothetical free accommodation, she didn't have a project for the future. In 

Sheila's case, the free accommodation project didn’t work as the places where 

she wanted to live in London weren't considered to be good investments by 

Rosy's estate agent. 

I went to the opening of the exhibition with the children and we spent a few days 

in London together. I promised to spend the month of August traveling with 

them on my new boat.  This project worked out as planned and we did spent the 

following summer on the "Viking" together, first on the Marne and then on the 

Seine, where we found a very agreeable port near Corbeil Essonne. There were 

several barges moored there, with the bargees and their families on vacation. 

The women bathed in the river without undressing, they could not swim, but 

remained standing in the water chatting together while watching their children. 

The atmosphere in the river port was from another era, similar to scenes 

depicted in the first films of Jean Renoir. 
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14. Holland 1970-71 
In the autumn of 1970, we had a visit from a Dutchman who was looking for an 

original idea to celebrate the centenary of the De Bijenkorf department stores in 

Holland. He had read an article about the Group Ludic, and his idea was to offer 

a playground to the four cities where the company owned a department store: 

Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Eindhoven. So Xavier and I prepared a 

folder with photos of our work and an estimate of the cost for building a 

playground in four different towns in Holland. Shortly afterward, we were invited 

to a meeting by the CEO and the four department store managers, who liked the 

idea. Before the meeting was over, they were already thinking about the use of 

the playgrounds in their centennial promotion campaign; and they came up with 

the name "Buiteltuinen" (tumble gardens) for the publicity. The first step was to 

organize a press conference in order to present the project, for which we had to 

make a large model showing the equipment that could be used for the 

playgrounds in the four towns. Then, the four municipalities were invited to 

propose sites for the playgrounds, so that we would be able to design and build 

the projects. There was very little time because our client wanted the 

playgrounds to be opened officially before the summer holidays. I handled all of 

the projects in Holland, while Xavier took care of several projects in France and 

especially the planning of the "exhibition" playground in one of the "Halles de 

Baltard" in the centre of Paris, before it was demolished. 

I had a lot of help from the De Bijenkorf management; I was offered a place to 

stay in the centre of Amsterdam and the use of a van for transport. The 

accommodation was in fact an old betting office on the ground floor of a building 

that De Bijenkorf had acquired for future renovation; there was a waiting room 

and counters, but also several other rooms, a kitchen and a bathroom. Although 

the building was dilapidated, it was clean and served me well during my stay in 

Holland, as an apartment, a workshop and storage space. 

I did not know anyone in Holland except Ada, Simon's old friend. On the occasion 

of my first meeting with the municipality in The Hague, I went to see her in the 

apartment she shared with a friend. She had become a student at The Hague 

School of Fine Arts, and I was impressed by the quality of her work as an art 

student. After leaving her family home, she had become an independent and 

beautiful young woman, and we had a lot to talk about since our brief meeting in 

Paris three years ago. She offered to show me the Amsterdam she loved and I 

invited her to join me the following Saturday. She came to the office where I 

lived, and we had dinner together before going to the Paradiso. The Paradiso was 

a nightclub concert hall that still exists; however in 1970, it was a revolutionary 

place in Europe. All the popular music groups used to play there, experimenting 

with new sounds and lighting techniques. It was at the Paradiso where I danced 

for the first time with ultraviolet and stroboscopic lighting. Also, the principal 

space in the old church converted into a nightclub, was immersed in a cloud of 

marijuana. Ada was completely at ease there, and very happy to introduce me to 
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her friends. I had not planned anything for the end of the evening, because I 

knew that Ada often came to Amsterdam and that she had no problem finding a 

place to spend the night. But she wanted to spend the night with me and so we 

became lovers. Ada was 20 years old and I was 33, normally I would never have 

thought that the age difference was a problem; but I felt a difference of 

generations. When I was younger, I had not known the sexual freedom offered 

by the contraceptive pill, nor the excitement of easily available drugs. Stranger 

still, the "Warmoesstraat" where I lived was the street of sex shops in 

Amsterdam with its strange and inhibited window displays; so I tried to 

assimilate the mores of Ada and her friends. 

I had a lot of work designing the projects for the sites proposed by the four 

municipalities, and also organizing the preparatory work needed for the various 

playground structures. I had to discuss the design of certain parts with the 

suppliers, the prices and the delivery dates. There were also several new 

playground structures that had to be developed, and there were two pieces of 

equipment that required considerable technical research. One was a flexible 

spherical structure designed to hold a taut canvas roof as a shelter for the 

Amsterdam playground, and the other a suspension bridge to cross a canal in 

Rotterdam. In spite of my limited time and my visits to Paris, I tried to spend 

Saturday night with Ada at the Paradiso. In December, I had a meeting in Paris 

on a Monday morning, so I invited Ada to accompany me and spend the weekend 

with me in Paris. It didn't pose a problem with her school; so I agreed to pick her 

up in The Hague around noon on Friday in order to start our journey, beginning 

with a visit to Philips' Technology Museum in Eindhoven. The building looked like 

a flying saucer and was called the "Evoluon" and all the latest research in 

telecommunications was on display. Ada and I enjoyed this kind of science for 

the future. I remember a display in which we stood side by side, looking and 

talking with the image of the other in front of us. It is clear that most of the 

technology that we admired is now concentrated into our cell phones, and it isn't 

surprising that the museum has been closed for several years, as the contents 

would no longer astonish anyone. The next stop was Maastricht near the Belgian 

border where we had decided to have dinner and spend the night. There were 

several hotels around the medieval square in the city centre. I asked for a room 

in one of the hotels that was certainly empty during the winter, the woman at 

the front desk asked us for our identification, and looking at Ada's identification 

card, asked if she had parental permission to travel. Ada was very embarrassed, 

because legally one had to be 21 years old in order to travel in Holland without 

parental permission, and it was four months before her 21st birthday. We were 

told that it wasn't possible to let us have a room for the night and so we were 

obliged to move on. Before going to the hotel on the other side of the square, we 

agreed to ask for two rooms and if necessary, Ada could introduce me as her 

uncle. But the next hotel did not have any rooms available for us, just like the 

third. Obviously, the owner of the first hotel had warned the others of our likely 

passage. There was nothing to be done except have a good dinner and continue 

35 kilometres to Liège, on the other side of the Belgium border. While looking for 
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a hotel, we had noticed the only good restaurant in the city centre. On entering, 

the restaurateur told us that I had to wear a tie, and more important, Ada could 

not enter wearing jeans. We returned to our car and stopped in front of a typical 

Dutch fried food snack bar, so as to eat something before heading back to the 

highway. On leaving the cafe, we found that someone had parked their car in 

front of ours, although there was plenty of parking space elsewhere. In spite of 

our requests, there was nothing to be done besides wait to be released by our 

stupid joker. While we were waiting, it started to snow and when we could leave, 

we were obliged to drive very slowly. We eventually crossed the border in a snow 

storm with the visibility limited to a few meters. Around two o'clock in the 

morning a few kilometres from Liège, our car slid on a sheet of ice and collided 

with a plane tree on the side of the road. I was driving at about ten kilometres 

an hour, but with the shock, Ada cut her eyebrow on the cover of a book on the 

dashboard and as we couldn't see what we were doing in the dark there was 

blood everywhere. Eventually, someone stopped to help and took us to a hospital 

in Liège in order to control a minor injury. However, the next day we had to 

leave the car in the hands of a mechanic and continue by train. So our weekend 

was spoiled by such stupid hypocrisy, which annoys me every time I hear about 

the Maastricht Treaty.  

  
14a and 14b. The multicolour Pyramid and the spherical structure at the Zuiderpark in Amsterdam 

I worked with the help of two of Ada's student friends, and the playgrounds were 

built as planned. In addition to the equipment already used elsewhere, there 

were several novelties, including the multicolour Pyramid made of aluminium and 

Plexiglas. It was probably the most expensive slide in history, but it was very 

beautiful when the sun shone. I spent a lot of time with members of the 

Polytechnic University of Delft who were responsible for the engineering 

expertise for the spherical structure designed to hold a canvas shelter in tension. 

The structure consisted of 30 identical pieces moulded in polyester that were 

simply bolted together; each piece weighed only 7 kilos. The canvas was 
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attached to the centre of the ten triangular nodes and with a strong wind, the 

whole structure was intended to sway slightly, it was the flexibility that posed a 

problem for the engineers. On site, two people with a ladder, assembled the 

structure, and attached the canvas shelter, in one day; however, there wasn't 

enough time to stretch the canvas properly before nightfall; so we planned to 

finish the job the next day. Unfortunately during the night, the canvas was 

lacerated by a vandal and we were forced to abandon the "shelter" function, 

leaving the structure as a simple landmark for the playground. 

 
14c. The tensegrity footbridge in Blijdorp Park, Rotterdam 1971 

Another small feat was building the footbridge that crossed a canal 12 meters 

wide in the Blijdorp park in Rotterdam. Engineers in Paris made the calculations 

for the structure of plasticized steel cables running through steel rings following 

the technique developed by Robert de Ricolais. As soon as the metal supports 

were fixed on both sides, the footbridge was assembled without scaffolding, 

without a boat and without getting wet. 

The four playgrounds in Holland were opened to the public before the summer, 

as planned. But there was some missing equipment and some modifications were 

required, we agreed to make the final reception of the work in September. 
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15. Summer 1971  
The last few months in Holland had been very complicated, as I had to travel 

constantly between the four construction-sites, and be present at meetings of 

the municipal technical services. I also had to visit the different manufacturers in 

Holland, France and Germany. I had bought a sleeping bag with a waterproof 

cover to sleep outside, and I used to leave in the evening in the direction of my 

appointment for the following day, eating dinner in a roadside restaurant and 

then sleeping in the country somewhere in the direction of the next appointment. 

Like that, I did not waste the hours of the day in travelling. It was an efficient 

way to work, but very tiring.  

Back in Paris, I could rest during the summer, as Sheila had gone with the 

children to stay with her father in the United States. I visited the play area in 

"Les Halles" several times; it was very popular with the public and represented 

the work of the Group Ludic in an interesting way. I had never tried to film 

children playing before but I thought I could make a short film in this enclosed 

playground. I rented a 16 mm camera and as the sound during the action was 

not very interesting, I made a series of recordings of children separately. So, I 

could mix the sound and the image on editing the film, and I was quite pleased 

with the result. Unfortunately, the only copy was taken to be used by a Belgian 

television studio and I never managed to get it back. 

I thought a lot about the Group Ludic during the summer, because I didn't want 

to continue working in the same way. I attended a study group concerning the 

definition of the plans that were being prepared for the new town of "Marne la 

Vallée". There were about fifty professional "experts" (architects, urban planners, 

psychologists, sociologists, administrators, etc.). I was there as a "playground" 

expert and was expected to make a contribution concerning the general 

philosophy of the master plan for the town. During one of the presentations, the 

administrator in charge of the study group said that Marne la Vallée was able to 

benefit from the know-how acquired during the creation of the previous "new 

towns" that had been built in France recently. He cited the new town of Evry as 

an example, where the children with psychiatric problems had to be taken to 

Paris by ambulance, because there was no psychiatric hospital on the spot. The 

administrator went on to say that the construction of a psychiatric hospital for 

children was scheduled in the first phase of construction of Marne la Vallée. I 

asked, if he knew why so many children in Evry needed psychiatric care, and 

that it would be better to treat the cause than to mitigate the consequences. For 

the administrator and the majority of the group, the causes were due to the first 

inhabitants, who were mainly "immigrant workers not adapted to modern life". 

However, in 1971, there were many studies concerning the alienation of children 

living in high rise buildings with lifts; as well as the difficult social relationship 

caused by the absence of residential streets and local shops. The general town 

plan, with high rise apartment buildings set in open landscaped areas, was 

certainly not adapted to families with several children. But no one listened to me, 
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as that would require a change in the construction policy of the new towns and 

suburbs of France. I realized that the role offered to the Group Ludic was strictly 

limited to a temporary palliative and some promotional photos in the local 

newspaper. On the other hand, there was work for landscapers to model the 

open spaces around the apartment buildings in an imaginative way, but I did not 

think that the landscape could be an answer to the needs of children. In any 

case, I wasn't interested by landscape design around the new high-rise 

residential areas, as I was convinced that another approach was needed. I would 

have liked to have worked in collaboration with specialized social workers 

concerning the creation of adventure playgrounds (or activity centres) that I 

thought could really change the situation brought about by the large groups of 

young and adolescent children that would be living in the new towns and suburbs 

in construction. 

I was still living on my boat "Viking"; one evening when I got home, my 

neighbour told me that my friends had left. What friends? Apparently, two people 

had visited my boat and had left one or two hours later. I found the door of my 

boat locked and everything seemed so be the way that I had left it in the 

morning. However, thanks to the neighbour's observation, I realized that certain 

books and kitchen products were arranged in a slightly different way. This 

discovery of a secret visit and search on my boat was added to another, even 

more serious event. Shortly after Simon's arrival in France, he came to see me 

on the houseboat with a friend from Poland. She was a journalist working for the 

Polish state radio, and if I understood correctly she had been sent to interview 

certain political figures in Germany. Before returning to Poland, she had enough 

time to spend a few days in Paris "on holiday". As she was friendly, we invited 

her to spend the evening with us, she played with the children on the quay, and 

we had dinner together. Two years later, she came to see me and tell her story. 

When she returned to Warsaw after her journey in Germany and France, she was 

arrested by the Polish secret police and kept in solitary confinement for nearly a 

year, with vigorous daily interrogations. The police wanted to know the names 

and activities of all the people that she had seen in Germany, and then in France. 

At first she talked about the people she was supposed to interview, but she 

quickly realized that she had been followed throughout the trip and that the 

police had photos of all the people she had met. When she told me that she was 

confronted with pictures of me and my children, whilst she was held in a Polish 

prison, I felt physically sick. It meant that the French intelligence services 

worked in collaboration with the Polish secret police and that I was on the 

records of the French General Intelligence service. As I had travelled regularly 

between Paris and Amsterdam, I could imagine that the police were looking for 

drugs on my boat, yet in a state of law, one normally needs to have a warrant 

before searching someone's home. 

I decided to leave Paris for a while. Xavier and I continued to receive a monthly 

allowance from the Editions Fernand Nathan. So, I informed Xavier that I was 

going to give up this compensation for my work. The amount that I received 
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could be transferred to Simon, who could replace me, instead of working in an 

architectural firm. As I didn't have any other activity, I proposed to work 

occasionally on certain projects for the Group Ludic, with a specific financial 

agreement in each case. However, first of all, I had to spend at least two weeks 

in Holland to finish certain parts of the playgrounds, and then I had to find a 

place to live, preferably in the South of France, and finally sell the boat. I had 

heard about a farm for rent in the "Alpes de Haute Provence" region in the South 

of France, but I had to visit it first; also I knew someone interested in buying the 

"Viking". 

In early September, I returned to spend the evening on the boat and I found 

Sheila sitting on the quay with the children. Despite the unexpected surprise, we 

were very pleased to see each other again, and after a meal, the children went 

to asleep in my bed in the bow of the boat. Sheila was exhausted, but she took 

the time to tell me about her misfortunes and the reason for her unplanned 

presence. Before going to the United States for the summer, she had been living 

with my friend from Cambridge Gus and his wife Christine. They had bought a 

house on the Kings Road in London, and Sheila was living in a part of the house 

that was still being renovated. They were planning to rent this part of their house 

as soon as the renovation work was finished during the summer. So, Sheila did 

not have any accommodation available for her return to London, except a 

camping car that was filled with all her possessions. The camper had been 

parked in the street near the house of Gus and Christine. When Sheila returned 

from the United States, she found that the camping car had disappeared, and not 

knowing what to do, she took the first train to Paris, thinking that I could solve 

her problems. She had lost the phone number of the Group Ludic's workshop, 

and so she and the children were waiting for me on the quay. I did not know 

what to think of such irresponsibility, as they were all very lucky that I had 

returned to the boat when I did. We spent the night sleeping on the benches on 

either side of the cabin table, leaving the decisions for the following day. The 

children were in good form and delighted to be on the boat; but Sheila was too 

tired and depressed to think about anything. Before her misfortunes in London, 

her stay with her father and step mother had been very difficult. Her father had 

cancer in an advanced stage, and Sheila thought on leaving, that she would not 

see him again. Indeed, he died a few days later. 

The situation was very complicated for me; looking after the children with a little 

help from friends, wasn't a problem. But I couldn't look after Sheila. Not only had 

we been separated for three years, but she was incapable of making a decision, 

and it was very difficult to be with her and the children on such a small boat. I 

thought she needed some kind of treatment for depression, so we visited the 

psychiatric clinic of La Borde in Sologne together. I knew about the 

establishment because Simon had spent some time there, and I thought that 

Sheila would be able to rest there with a minimum of medication. But she 

categorically refused to stay. I was in contact with her mother who was living in 

London at that time; she proposed to take care of Sheila, on the condition that 
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the children stay with me. But Sheila refused to join her mother, without the 

children. Our friends in Paris saw immediately that she needed psychiatric care 

and no one offered her a room, even temporarily. Finally, I decided to go with 

the children to visit the house that I had heard about in the South of France. The 

trip would take six days, and during that time she could stay on the boat and 

make a decision concerning the near future. I made it clear that when we 

returned, I expected her to have made a decision about what she intended to do, 

and also be ready to leave, because my boat had been sold. 

 
15a. Picture made by Hannah 6 years old 

I left with the children in my car for the two day journey; we picnicked and 

camped on the way. Upon arriving, we visited the house for rent not far from 

Forcalquier and it seemed to be just what I had hoped to find. I saw the owner 

and made an agreement concerning the rent. We visited friends of friends, and 

met a couple with a daughter of about the same age as Hannah. As I didn't know 

what the situation was going to be like when I saw Sheila again, they told me 

that they would be willing to look after my children if necessary. The return trip 

(without motorways) took another two days and the children were very excited 

to see their mother again. But there was no one on the boat when we arrived. At 

a glance, we saw the mess everywhere: the blankets in a heap, with pieces of 

bread crumbled all over, there were several burnt out candles, one of which had 

burned a hole in the table. It seemed miraculous that the wooden boat hadn't 
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caught fire. I saw Hannah's face turn white; she realized that her mother was 

really sick. I explaining to the children that Sheila was probably at a friend's 

house and we would have news soon. The next morning Hannah made the 

drawing (16a) that I kept because it reminded me of the abstract and methodical 

drawing I had made during my first day of nursery school, which I described at 

the beginning of this story. I stayed on the boat with the children because I 

didn't want to leave them alone, and I didn't want to telephone the hospitals or 

the police in their presence. 

Sheila arrived around 10 o'clock. Apparently, a policeman had seen her 

wandering in the street the day before, and as she looked completely lost, she 

was taken to the American Hospital in Neuilly to spend the night. She was 

released by a doctor because she had said that she knew where to go. Indeed, 

Sheila could give the impression of normality for a few minutes, but her lack of 

sleep (without trying to give another diagnosis) left her in a state of stupor for 

the rest of the time. As she had made no decision, I gave her the choice between 

a stay at the Clinic of La Borde or going to join her mother in London. In no case, 

could she continue looking after the children in her present state. She told me 

that she preferred to go to the Sainte Anne Hospital which is the principal 

psychiatric hospital in Paris. Finally, she was accepted as a "voluntary patient" 

and I promised to pick her up in three weeks. Then she would be able to join the 

children and rest in the farm house that I had just rented in the South of France. 

The next day, I drove to the South of France with the children. I left them with 

the host family as arranged, until I could return to pick them up three weeks 

later. The children didn't like being "abandoned" but I tried to explain the need to 

wait for three weeks before being reunited again. I spent a day in Manosque 

shopping for furniture in an auction sales room, because we needed beds, a 

kitchen stove, a table, some chairs to equip, our newly painted but unfurnished 

house, with a minimum of things before our arrival. Back in Paris, I had to move 

all my affaires from the boat and prepare it for the buyer. Then I left for 

Amsterdam, visiting the four playgrounds, organising an official reception of the 

work with the technical services of each municipality, seeing the different 

contractors about final details that needed to be finished, and making 

agreements concerning the final invoices. Also, I had to pack up my clothing, the 

various pieces of equipment and the tools from the Amsterdam office, so that 

they could be delivered to the Group Ludic in Paris. I managed to maintain the 

three week delay and went to get Sheila in Sainte Anne as planned. When I saw 

her, she looked at me with hatred and did not say a word. After the check-out 

was settled, she left at a brisk pace ignoring my waiting car. So, I left alone for 

the South. When I arrived at the host family to pick up the children, I learned 

that Sheila had been there the day before. After leaving me she had taken a 

train to the South of France, rented a car and spent an hour with the children 

under the supervision of the couple who were responsible for the children, and 

then she left without leaving an address.  
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16. Vachères 
The last month in Paris had been particularly tiring and difficult to handle, and it 

was a real pleasure for me and the children to go to "our" home. Finally, we had 

found a place where we could live peacefully in a beautiful setting. The house 

faced south, on ground sloping down to a valley, with a view of fields and woods 

as far as the eye could see, and to the East, there was the chain of the Alps on 

the horizon. 

The house named "La Conseillère" had been inhabited by a family who had 

rented the farm for generations, but the farmer had just bought a house of his 

own. Therefore, the owner had it cleaned and had the walls painted, with the 

intention of furnishing it to rent to holidaymakers during the summer, but when I 

proposed to rent it unfurnished for the year, he was very pleased. So, when we 

arrived in the evening, the house was completely empty except for the heap of 

the things that I'd bought at the auction room. The living area was relatively 

small, but the barns and various outhouses offered days of exploration. For our 

first night, we ate our last provisions and aligned our new mattresses, side by 

side in the room adjoining the kitchen, saying that we were going to make the 

house into a really nice place to live, and that we could explore all the barns and 

outhouses another day. The next morning we walked to the village of Vachères 

which was less than a kilometre from the house, and we found the school at the 

entrance to the village, with some children and the mistress in the courtyard. I 

introduced myself and learned that there were only six children in the nursery 

section, and that two more would be very welcome. Then we found the post 

office, where we could also buy bread and local produce like eggs and goats 

cheese. Very quickly, our arrival was known to the whole village. 

The next day, Hannah and Hudson wanted to go to school, and after leaving 

them, I returned home to continue with our installation and to prepare lunch. I 

heard someone knocking on the door and found a man who introduced himself as 

the "Garde Champêtre", that is to say, the representative of the police in a 

country village. He had come with a summons from a lawyer in Paris, telling me 

that I had to be present at the post office to receive a phone call, at 10 o'clock 

the following day. He didn't know any more, but he explained that it was a 

summons of justice, and if I was not there at the requested time, the police from 

the neighbouring town would arresting me, so that the lawyer could speak to me 

on the telephone at the police station. It should be remembered that at the time, 

very few people in the countryside had a phone and a summons of justice had to 

be respected. So the next day, I left the children at school and went to the post 

office at the scheduled time. I found that there was a booth for private 

communications, but the booth consisted of two glass partitions without a door. 

When the phone call arrived, I went into the "booth" to hear a woman introduce 

herself on the phone as Gisele Halimi, Sheila's legal advisor. Gisele Halimi was 

well known in France as an activist in favour of women's rights and the 

decriminalization of abortion, so I knew who I was talking to, and also why Sheila 
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had chosen her as a lawyer. She told me that her client accused me of abducting 

her children after having her locked up in a mental hospital. I explained that 

Sheila had been a voluntary patient at St. Anne's Hospital and that her children 

were mine as well. I also said that her client knew where to find the children, 

could see them whenever she wanted to, and eventually take care of them when 

she had a place to live. I think the lawyer realized that her client's complaint was 

unfounded and I did not hear from her again. However, for the first time I was 

really furious with Sheila, for such a stupid and spiteful action. And of course the 

whole village was now aware of our problems. I do not remember if Sheila let me 

know in advance, but she arrived at our house about ten days later. She stayed 

in her room during most of the day, getting up around eleven to pick up the 

children at school and bring them home for lunch. 

  
16a. Me in front of "La Conseillère" at Vachères in autumn     16b. Betty with Hudson, Christmas 1971 

I found the house and the surroundings extremely beautiful and I tried to make 

the living room comfortable. I thought that it would get very cold in winter at an 

altitude of 600 meters above sea level and so I wanted to check out the heating 

system. There was an oil-stove in the fireplace, but I removed it to use the 

fireplace for a wood fire. But every time I lit the fire, the room filled with smoke, 

there was certainly a trick that I didn't know about, and I went to see the farmer 

who had lived in the house all his life. He explained to me that one of the small 

window panes in the living room had to be removed to ensure a proper air 

supply. It was true that I had noticed that one of the window panes was held in 

place by two pieces of putty. So, families could live for centuries without thinking 

that you could feed a fire with the air required for combustion without opening a 

window. I have never stopped being amazed by the lack of popular technology in 

France. In England, a chimney is built according to rules so that it does not 

smoke inside: in France, it is a question of luck, and if you're lucky the chimney 

works correctly. It is amazing that the remarkable French scientists have never 

established the rules to ensure that an open fire or a wood stove burns 

efficiently, as had done Benjamin Franklin in the United States or the Earl of 

Rumford in England. However, when Sheila's mother, Betty, came for Christmas, 

the chimney worked correctly. Also, Sheila had recovered her strength and could 

react normally again. 
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Standing behind the house, and looking at the stars on the cold and dry winter 

nights was spectacular. I had never traced the constellations or followed the 

movement of the planets so clearly. Thanks to a friend in Forcalquier, I met one 

of the astronomers working at the "Haute Provence Observatory" in the village of 

Saint Michel nearby. He invited me to spend a night with him, working with the 

telescope and warned me to be prepared for the cold, as there was no heating 

possible under the hemispherical shelter, through which the telescope pointed 

out. The astronomers were used to spending the night working with 

temperatures well below zero. After spending several hours following their 

research projects, they took a break to give me a tour of the night sky, looking 

at the details of the rings around Saturn and its satellite Titan. 

While the children were at school, I visited the villages nearby and apart from 

shopping and doing some cooking, I had no other activity. However, in the 

evening, I wrote and illustrated a text concerning my recent experience of 

playgrounds. I took the extension of the town of Manosque as an example, 

where the loss of social ties was evident in the newly built low cost housing. This 

work of reflection was never finished, but I needed to put some of my ideas on 

paper. 

       
16c. The old centre of Manosque with traditional street games     

16d. A temporary workshop for an adventure playground 

After finishing my work in Holland, Ada and I wrote to each other regularly. We 

were very close, without thinking that we would spend our lives together. I knew 

she had other lovers and I could not say that I was faithful, but I was always 

pleased to be with her. She had decided to leave the School of Fine Arts in order 

to write, and she came to join me when Sheila was preparing to leave with the 
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children; without there being any cause or effect of one coming and the other 

going. 

I arranged with Xavier that I would take charge of a playground that was to be 

built at Le Lavandou on the Mediterranean coast. Alain Villeminot was the 

architect and he did not want to create a specific playground, but he wanted me 

to design an "agora" between the sea and the holiday village that could be used 

as an open air theatre and play area. He also had planned a space for the 

children indoors and wanted me to provide appropriate equipment and 

decoration. I planned the project with Ada and we enjoyed building it together on 

the site. She was also pleased to return to Holland during the summer, with the 

money that she had earned working. 

Sheila moved to Belle Isle off the coast of Brittany, and I went to spend a few 

days with the children. When I arrived, I gave Hudson a brightly coloured 

football. The next day, in beautiful weather, we went on bicycles to spend the 

day by the sea. Hudson was very excited and as soon as we arrived on the 

beach, he ran on the sand to kick the ball. I saw the ball go up in the air and fall 

on to the beach without bouncing. Hudson ran after the ball, picked it up, and 

seeing a black spot, he wiped the stain with his hands, and his hands on his 

pants. In a few seconds there was tar everywhere and his happiness had been 

turned into a nightmare, and he started crying inconsolably. We had to go back 

home and buy a special tar remover at the pharmacy. This was the first time that 

I felt the horror of marine pollution. Subsequently we were very careful where 

we put our feet because the balls of tar, coming from the sea, were covered with 

sand and were not easily visible. 

Another playground job was waiting for me in Chalon-sur-Saône. Francis 

Jeanson, known for his support of the FLN during the Algerian war was Director 

of the town's cultural centre; he asked Xavier and me to propose a project that 

would help to connect the newly built neighbourhood called Saint Jean-des-

Vignes with 2000 dwellings, to the rest of the town. This suburb, composed 

mainly of low-income housing was about 3 kilometres from the city centre, but 

most of the young people living there, never left their neighbourhood. The idea 

was to show them that the gardens, cafes, squares and cinemas in the town 

centre, were not far away and that these public facilities belonged to them too. 

Moreover, if they came into the town, they could discover the Cultural centre 

where the concerts, theatre and exhibitions could also interest them.  

We set up a full program during the month of August, with daily activities and 

free transport from the suburb to the city centre. As the children were on 

holiday, they were looking for something to do and they happily got on the bus 

that brought them to a large open space in the town centre, where we had set 

up the centre of activities. This open space was generally used for public events 

or special markets, on this occasion we had delivered a stock of oil drums and 

tires to mark out the play areas, and there were planks of wood to build 

structures and huts. On one side of the square, there was a small temporary 
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building used as a workshop, with tools available for adolescents who wanted to 

repair their bikes and mopeds. Also, there was the participation of a fanfare to 

create impromptu performances and to lead the parades. The authorities and the 

public were very pleased with this month of activities, but the idea of creating an 

adventure playground with similar activities supervised by someone employed 

throughout the year was never accepted. There was a blockage concerning the 

attributes of a social worker in France, and the supervision of the construction of 

wooden huts (for example) was not taken into consideration. Thus young people 

in the newly built low-cost housing projects in the suburbs of Chalon and 

elsewhere continued to hang around in the entrances of their apartment 

buildings, steal mopeds and eventually burn cars for a little fun after school. The 

situation in these suburban cities was already tense in the early 1970s. Later, 

when drugs began to circulate, the situation became explosive. 

   
16e. and 16f. The playground at Chalon-sur-Saône 

 
16g. Albert and his Poliorcetic band at Chalon-sur-Saône 

After the work in Chalon, I returned to Vachères to build a dome. The story of the 

4-metre dome began with a discovery made by a Belgian chemist named Lestraat. 

His discovery wasn't scientific; he had simply found a virtually indestructible waste 

product. The Kléber-Colomb company had developed a type of expanded 

polyurethane foam called "Klégécell". Its specificity was that the expanded cells 
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were closed, so the material was waterproof and also non-flammable. Indeed, it 

was perfect as thermal insulation for aircraft, or to make unsinkable hulls for boats. 

The company manufactured large blocks of this material and sawed them into 

panels as needed, leaving a pile of plastic sawdust. Initially, this sawdust was 

thrown into the Marne River, near the factory, thinking that eventually it would 

reach the sea. However, before arriving, it lined the banks of the river with a layer 

of reddish waste over tens of kilometres. So the company was obliged to find 

another solution, but as the sawdust did not burn, the only solution that the 

company found was to put this waste in to one cubic meter bags, and store them in 

a field. That was the discovery of Lestraat, and he bought a thousand cubic meters 

for a symbolic franc. His idea was to mix this plastic sawdust with a little plaster, 

and mould inexpensive building blocks with a very high mechanical and thermal 

resistance. 

I had always thought of building domes, without a geodesic structure, simply using 

panels with a spherical surface that could be moulded and assembled together. I 

thought that Lestraat's mixture could be the material that I was looking for. So I 

had a one cubic meter bag delivered to Vachères. The first small scale trials were 

remarkable, but in a full-scale test with panels 10 cm thick, I discovered the 

difficulty of drying the plaster in the mix with the Klégécell. The panels did not dry 

without being removed from the mould, and on un-moulding the panels before they 

were dry, they collapsed under their own weight. In spite of this manufacturing 

failure, the project to create a spherical structure seemed to be more and more 

interesting. Xavier even found a potential customer. So I decided to create a 

reinforced polyester moulding workshop to make double wall panels, and to use the 

Klégécell sawdust as filling material for thermal insulation. There was plenty of 

room for installing a workshop in the barns around the house, but I had to plaster 

the walls of one of the barns first; not only to make it cleaner but also because of a 

viper's nest in the middle of one of the stone walls that were held together with 

mortar made of clay.  

At the beginning of 1972, I met Patrick who had become a conscientious objector to 

avoid his military service; I hired him to do a job that I called "social research", 

which was accepted as alternative work to military service. He came to join me, 

followed by his girlfriend Catherine. Also, Ada was back again. So, we were a team 

of four to work on building the dome. We started by making the various wooden 

and plaster moulds, and then we moulded the two walls of the reinforced polyester 

pieces that composed the finished spherical structure. And finally, we had to design 

and make all the accessories: connecting pieces for the openings, plates for the 

assembly, and also the windows, doors, shutters and ventilation outlets.  

It was a real research project, with good meals and joyful evenings playing "Belote" 

together. Finally, we had the confirmation of the rental order. The dome was to be 

used for housing the sound system for the outdoor theatre at Cergy Pontoise, and 

we eventually went to assemble the dome on the site. 
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16h. All the pieces for the 4 meter dome. 

16i. Testing the assembly in the presence of our neighbour with her herd of goats 

  
16l. Assembly of the 4-meter dome at Cergy Pontoise. Summer 1972   

16m. The 4-meter dome being used as a shelter for the outdoor theatre sound system  

During the summer we were on vacation and there were many visitors, first of all 

my children, then Xavier and Simon, and many others: friends of Ada, of Catherine 

and of Patrick. The courtyard in front of the house became our living room, where 

we cooked on an open fire, eating, drinking and talking together through the night. 

I also had visits from my family, first of all my cousin Mervyn who came with his 

newly wed wife; they were both doctors and were intending to immigrate to 

Canada. Then there was a visit from Steven, my sister's eldest son. Coming from 

Rhodesia, he must have been very surprised to discover the way we lived in 

Vachères. Ada and Simon were also staying at that time, and Stephen told a story 

that horrified us all. Britain had abandoned its colony and agreed to Rhodesian 

independence. However, the white Rhodesian minority were fighting to prevent the 

independence of the black majority. The black independence fighters were being 

tracked down by the white Rhodesian army; when the army captured some "rebels" 
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in the bush, they were pushed into a net that was suspended under a helicopter, 

which was used to transport them to an army camp for questioning or 

imprisonment. Apparently Stephen was sitting with friends next to a swimming 

pool, when a helicopter loaded with rebels flew by and the net broke, dropping the 

captives who were killed on falling to the ground nearby. The preoccupations of 

Steven must have been so far from ours, that communication was fairly difficult.  

  
16j. Catherine and Ada    

16k. Jacques, François and Patrick, with Hannah and Hudson seen from behind 

There was also the visit of some members of Albert's band. They arrived during 

the night and when I awoke I saw their truck parked behind the house with a 

tent for several people nearby. Also while walking around; I saw another small 

isolated tent, in a place that I found surprising. There were several abandoned 

areas around the farm buildings, including an enclosure for animals that had 

become completely covered in brambles. One day I decided to clear away the 

brambles, starting at the centre and leaving only one narrow entrance that was 

almost invisible. The idea was to make a hidden place with a magnificent view 

towards the valley. One could ask why make a secret spot when we were living 

in such an isolated place. But it should be remembered that we were not 

completely isolated, there were daily visits from our neighbour who came with 

her herd of goats so that they could drink at the spring in front of our house, and 

occasionally the "Garde Champêtre" came with a message. I thought that this 

place could be used to read without being disturbed or for sunbathing. Looking at 

the tent, I wondered how someone who did not know the place, arriving in the 

middle of the night, could find this spot, particularly suitable for sleeping without 

being disturbed. So I had great respect for François when we eventually met. In 

later discussions, I learned that François and Jacques, who was also part of the 

band, intended to live in a community that was being formed some sixty 

kilometres South of Paris. I had enjoyed living in the house and the village of 

Vachères for two years, but I didn't want to spend a third winter there without a 

specific project. Also, Patrick and Catherine no longer wanted to live together, 

and Ada was going to leave soon for Holland. So I decided to visit the community 

at the Ferme Durand, in order to learn a little more, before making a decision to 

join them.  
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17. Plastic 
Saying that I didn't want to spend a third winter in Vachères, without a specific 

project, wasn't completely true. During the year spent designing and building the 

4-metre dome, I had worked on several projects concerning the development of 

minimal housing for holiday villages, shelters for adventure playgrounds, and for 

construction sites. I could have continued certain of these projects, without being 

obliged to leave Vachères. However, while moulding the final pieces for the 4-

meter dome, Patrick's head started to swell up. Right away, we went to see a 

doctor who thought that it was caused by an allergy and prescribed an 

antihistamine. The next day the swelling had disappeared but it was obvious that 

Patrick had become allergic to at least one of the chemicals in the polyester resin 

or the gas that was produced in the polymerisation process. Personally, I had no 

physical problems; but I began to detest working with the resin and the 

fibreglass. Of course it would have been possible to install an air extractor and 

wear masks that could filter the air, but I didn't really want to transform our 

relaxed workshop in the country, into a factory.  Nevertheless, we were all very 

pleased when this project came to an end; and during the summer, I thought a 

lot about the inconvenience of using plastics in my work. 

 
17a. Models for minimal housing 

Nowadays, it's difficult to think of a world without plastics; however, before the 

1960's they were virtually unknown to the general public. It's true that Celluloid 

was invented at the end of the 19th century and Bakelite started being used 

before the First World War, but most of the plastics that are now all around us 

were unknown. I used coloured acrylic glass for my first sculptures in 1965 

(photos 10c and 10d), and when I started thinking about play structures, I began 

to visit trade fairs showing the latest building materials and furniture. During the 

1960's, these trade fairs were very exciting places as there were always new 

applications for an ever increasing range of plastic materials.  

My first play structure (Photo 11a) was made of polyurethane foam covered with 

polyester resin reinforced with fiberglass. It would have been impossible to make 

such strong and lightweight elements using any traditional building material. 
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After this, all the playgrounds built by the Group Ludic were primarily made from 

some kind of plastic, as it seemed to be the miraculous material with which 

everything became possible. For our first major playground project at Royan, we 

used a series of tubes in PVC that we had seen in a trade fair a few months 

before designing the project. I visited the factory with Xavier to see how we 

could use these enormous tubes six metres long and up to a metre in diameter. 

We learnt that the tubes were easy to cut with a simple hand-held jigsaw, the 

rough edges could be made smooth with a paring knife, and that different pieces 

could be soldered together with a heat gun. Without any previous experience we 

managed to build the playground "Les Pins de Cordouan" as planned. The 

following winter I bought a book on the physical properties of the different 

plastics on the market and when reading about the characteristics of PVC, I 

learned about the importance of the thermal expansion, or more pertinent: the 

retraction and the loss of flexibility when cold. I realised that the PVC tubes that 

we had used for the playground would probably crack if any one tried to climb on 

one of the aluminium ladders built in to the plastic tubes when it was cold 

(Photos 12b and 12c). Luckily this playground in a holiday village was closed in 

winter; however, I felt ashamed that we had used such an inappropriate 

construction material. We never used PVC again in a playground, and from then 

on, we used polyester resin reinforced with fiberglass for most of our play 

structures. The different pieces were manufactured in factories that were 

equipped for spraying the plastic mix on to a mould. The technique was simple 

for making large pieces with curved surfaces such as the group of spheres, it was 

also possible to add a pigment for colouring, or include metal pieces for 

foundations or for attaching other elements. However, we soon learned that 

public playgrounds had to be very strongly built, especially when the play 

structures were used by adolescents. The slides in polyester, with a thick highly 

resistant gelcoat, were worn out after a year and had to be covered with 

stainless steel sheeting. The passages from one sphere to another soon got worn 

down, exposing the fibres in the fiberglass reinforcement. The movable blocks 

that we placed in most of our playgrounds got worn out or cracked at the corners 

or along the edges, when they were thrown about violently. Eventually certain of 

these forms were moulded in polyethylene, which was more flexible and could 

cushion the impact. Nearly all the accessories were also in plastic, the sky domes 

were made of acrylic glass, the steel cables for the skyway were covered with a 

transparent plastic sheath, the swings were made from polyethylene buoys, the 

fabric for the tents and wind breakers was in nylon coated in PVC, and all the 

ropes and nets were made from nylon or polypropylene… 

In spite of my doubts about the resistance of certain plastics in the playgrounds 

that we had built, I was well aware that are notoriety was largely due to the 

forms and colours that the use of plastics made possible. When I went to live in 

Vachères, I acquired a cubic meter of Klegecell sawdust, with the project of using 

it to build a dome. So I was still "thinking" plastic on arriving. However, it was in 

the country that the first horrors of plastic garbage became visible. There was no 

longer a farm that didn't have its heap of plastic bags that had been used to 
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deliver fertilizer, seeds, or food additives for the animals. Farmers didn't like 

throwing away things that could be useful someday, and so these strong plastic 

bags were generally kept somewhere in the yard in front of the farm, with a 

stone on top of the ever growing pile, to stop them blowing away. These bags 

could last a few years before beginning to disintegrate, however the thin plastic 

film used for warming the ground around freshly planted seeds, was torn as soon 

as the plant pushed its way through the plastic. When the crop was harvested, 

the farmer pulled the remaining plastic film out of the ground and left it in a 

heap on the edge of the field, to be torn and carried away with the first strong 

wind. In winter, many of the leafless trees carried strips of plastic film entwined 

in their branches. I witnessed this around me and took photos of the alignment 

of plastic tunnels or of decaying plastic film caught in the trees. I was attracted 

by the aesthetics of this foreign matter that had been introduced into the 

landscape. The country side was no longer totally natural. 

  
17b. Rows of melons planted under sheets of plastic.   

17c. Heap of plastic bags after a few years in the open. 

A few years earlier, I had gone to the small island of Formentera on holiday. On 

the isolated beaches on one side of the island, there were a few plastic objects 

that had been carried by the sea a couple of hundred kilometres from the towns 

along the Costa Brava on the East coast of Spain. At that time, it seemed just as 

poetic to find the remains of a plastic doll, as a message in a bottle that had 

been cast away in some distant land. We were still far away from today's Great 

Pacific garbage patch that contains some 80.000 tonnes of plastic, brought 

together by ocean currents; or the micro-plastic pollution in both fresh and 

seawater throughout the world. I recently learned that the highest concentration 

of micro-plastic pollution that had been discovered to date, had been found on 

the bed of the River Tame near Manchester, where over 500,000 micro-plastic 

particles per cubic metre had been counted. I had always known a high level of 

pollution in Manchester, but I had thought that there had been a vast 

improvement in recent years; however the present pollution is not as clearly 

visible as it used be. The premises of what was to come were already visible in 

the 1970's. When working with the Group Ludic, I visited a factory that made 

plastic bottles for drinking water. There was a machine that extruded a 
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transparent tube of PET plastic (Polyethylene Terephthalate) that passed into 

another machine that moulded the hot flexible tube in to a steady stream of 

finished bottles. During my visit, one of the machines that moulded the bottles 

stopped functioning correctly; but the extrusion of the plastic tube wasn't 

stopped as it required a certain amount of work to start it up again. During the 

ten to fifteen minutes needed to fix the moulding machine, the extruded tube of 

plastic continued to move out steadily, rising in the air, hardening on cooling, 

falling down and zig-zagging all around, and when it got in the way of the 

mechanic working on the machine, he would push the jumbled heap aside. I 

watched this artistic performance of the tube rising and falling in to an ever-

growing heap of transparent plastic, with pleasure. When the second part of the 

plastic bottle production process was operational again and the finished bottles 

reappeared on the conveyor belt, a few of the workers came to remove the heap 

of plastic which had grown and hardened in to a volume about six metres in 

diameter on the factory floor.  The workers pushed and jumped on the heap of 

plastic until it had been reduced to a size that could be carried outside through 

the doorway, where it was added to the vast pile of waste behind the factory. At 

the time, I never thought about the problems that unmanageable plastic waste 

was going to cause throughout the world; however, I was no longer enthusiastic 

about using plastics in my work. Xavier had designed a large wooden structure 

as part of the playground at Anglet, and the two playgrounds that I designed 

while living in Vachères (Le Lavandou and Chalon-sur-Saône), were built without 

plastic. 

I certainly could have found many reasons for leaving Vachères, and the first on 

the list was probably that I wanted to meet some new people, and think again 

about what I really wanted to do in the future.  
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18. The "Ferme Durand" 1972-1977 
I visited the Ferme Durand in September 1972, where I met Jean who was at the 

origin of the adventure. He was an architect a little older than me and he had 

rented the farm house a few months earlier with his wife Barbara and their very 

young son. There was another couple Daniel and Maria, also with a young boy. 

Barbara was Hungarian and Maria was from Chile. The project was to create a 

libertarian community following the student movement of 1968. Several other 

people were to come including François and Jacques who I had met at Vachères, 

Agnès and Mimi who were traveling in Morocco, and possibly some others. Jean 

showed me around the grounds of about 3 hectares, with the house and barns 

built around a courtyard. On one side, behind the farm buildings, there was 

space for a large vegetable garden, and on the other side there was a field with a 

pond in the middle. Everything looked abandoned, but the roofs were in good 

condition and many rooms could easily be made habitable. The idea was to set 

up the collective facilities in priority: the kitchen, living room and bathroom, 

letting the inhabitants choose and arrange their own bedrooms as they liked. The 

first works were sanitary, with a shallow concrete pit as a recipient for an 

outdoor toilet in the "kitchen garden" area, because our waste, mixed with straw 

and rain could make manure as a fertilizer for the garden. Then the evacuation of 

waste water from the kitchen and the shower could be channelled through a 

natural filtration system and flow into the pond. I liked the people I met there 

and the project was interesting. So, I agreed to join them. 

18a. The Ferme Durand according to Google "street view" 

The group of buildings didn't look so well cares for when I lived there. The vegetable garden was 

behind the barn on the left of the picture and the field with the pond is outside the photo on the right.  

The buildings are now divided into a series of private apartments. 

The countryside around the farm was not very attractive; the buildings were on 

the border of an immense stretch of land without trees. It was the "Beauce" with 

its monoculture without any particular charm. However, the village of Corbreuse 

on one side, and the forest of Dourdan on the other side, were only 500 meters 

away.  

Back in Vachères, I found Cathérine alone, she wanted to stay and live there 

doing agricultural work, cutting lavender or keeping goats to make a little 
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money. So, I presented her to the owner of the house, in order to put the rental 

in her name. I then left Catherine wishing her good luck and saying that I would 

return soon to remove the tools in the workshop. I did not think Catherine would 

stay very long, because life and work in this isolated place was difficult. But she 

lived through all the difficulties by cutting lavender for the harvest in autumn, 

and helping the neighbour with her herd of goats. Eventually, she married, had 

children, and built her own house with a shelter for her herd of goats very close 

to "La Conseillère".  

We stayed in touch, mainly because of a photovoltaic system that she had installed 

on the roof of her house. Unfortunately, she was not at home when I returned to 

visit Vachères 40 years later. 

After moving to live at the Ferme Durand, I heard from Ada who was planning to 

go to Italy with her best friend who I had met at Vachères. They came to see 

where I was living and stayed for a few days, before continuing their journey. A 

couple of months later I received a letter from Rome, Ada was working as a 

photographer, taking photos of tourists with a Polaroid camera. She had joined 

to the letter, one of her unusable and comic pictures, showing a young woman 

smiling at the camera, sitting in a restaurant next to an older man who was 

hiding his face behind his hands. The next news of Ada came a year later in a 

letter from her mother, who I had never met. She informed me that Ada had 

died of Leukaemia and that she was writing to all those in her address book as 

she knew that few of her friends had known about her illness. She was 24 years 

old. 

During the first few months at the Ferme Durand, I camped in an attic 

surrounded by walls made of canvas sheets hanging from the rafters. I helped in 

building the sewage system, and all the necessary work in preparation for the 

winter. But above all, I met and got to know the others. It could be said that we 

had all completed our university studies, experienced the events of May 68 and 

did not want, at least for the moment, to continue the work for which we were 

trained. Our common wish was to make a break in our professional lives and 

think about the way to view the future. As far as I was concerned, I wanted to 

end my participation with the Group Ludic. For the last two years, I was half in 

and half out, and in the meantime, the relationship with the Editions Fernand 

Nathan had changed. Nathan wanted to continue commercialising playground 

equipment under the label of "Aires et Volumes", but did not want to finance the 

playgrounds made by the Group Ludic, which were often in deficit, and so Xavier 

was trying to find other funding. I had noticed that the success of the Group 

Ludic had created a demand for landscape design for the low-cost housing 

projects that were being built on the outskirts of all French towns. Play structures 

began to be incorporated into new urban planning, and so Xavier called on two 

architects Jean-Jacques Johannet and Sylvain Dubuisson as collaborators to meet 

the demand brought about by the numerous large construction projects. I wasn't 

interested by this landscape design work and I decided to relinquish my rights as 



110 
 

 

founder of the Group Ludic, in exchange for the four-meter dome. This dome, 

which had been used during the summer in Cergy Pontoise, had been paid for by 

the Group Ludic and I wanted to use it at the Ferme Durand.  

The Group Ludic was dissolved a few years later. Xavier defended his doctoral 

thesis "The design of public space for children" in 1979, and he became a professor 

of urban planning thereafter. The Group Ludic then fell into oblivion until 2013, 

when the urban planner Gabriela Burkhalter set up an exhibition on the history of 

innovative playgrounds. The exhibition opened first in Pittsburgh and then with an 

extended version in Zurich. Since then the exhibition under the title "The 

Playground Project" has travelled to several countries in Europe. The filmmaker and 

publisher Julien Donada invited Xavier, Simon and me to meet in 2016, after a very 

long separation. Julien filmed a discussion between us, which was included in a 

documentary film (https://vimeo.com/252699271) and a book published in January 

2019. 

    
18b. Catalogue for The Playground Project (English and German). J.R.P. Ringier, Zurich 2016  

18c. Group Ludic (French). Publisher Facteur Humain, Bruxelles 2019 

After the first few months, there were ten of us living at the Ferme Durand and 

we had to earn some money to pay the rent and cover the costs. Jean continued 

a little work as an architect, Maria worked in a laboratory in Paris and only came 

to the farm during the weekends, Daniel was a sculptor but earned a little money 

doing construction work in Paris, François and Mimi were architects who did not 

want to work in an agency, Agnès was a teacher but wanted to develop natural 

dyes, etc. We shared the household chores, took turns with the cooking, and our 

intention was to work together in order to earn the money needed.  

It was Barbara and Jacques who created the first income-generating activities. 

Collectively, we had a lot of friends who wanted to come to visit us over the 

weekend. Generally, they came with bottles of wine, sausages or cheese to 

contribute to the meal. We decided to tell our friends that they were welcome to 

eat with us over the weekend, if they agreed to pay a very reasonable amount 

for the meal, instead of making a contribution that often cost them much more. 

Barbara was a very good cook and she started to prepare meals for about thirty 

people every Sunday. Jacques was the sommelier, he bought good wine in bulk 

https://vimeo.com/252699271
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that was served with the meals and our visitors could also buy additional bottles 

at a very reasonable price. 

 
18d. Mimi with the harvest of green and red cabbages from the vegetable garden. 

We had bought an old Citroen truck for the needs of the farm, and I wanted to 

use it to pick up my belongings at Vachères. But at the same time, I wanted to 

take advantage of this journey to the South of France, to buy a stock of wine for 

Jacques. He wanted me to buy 3 new barrels, and fill them with 600 litres of 

wine from an excellent wine grower. As I got along very well with Mimi, we 

decided to make the ten day trip together, stopping for the night at friends' 

houses on the way. I came back with all my belongings and the wine as planned, 

but also as a couple with Mimi.  

I installed a well-equipped workshop with my tools recovered from Vacheres. 

Daniel could work on his sculptures, and I could propose and possibly make 

some equipment for the new towns under construction around Paris. And above 

all, reassemble the 4-meter dome as a minimal habitat for me and Mimi. The 

dome contained all that is essential, with a mattress large enough for two on a 

mezzanine that was accessible by means of a one pole ladder. There was a table 

with a curved bench, a sink and a heater. In order to complete the "minimal" 

concept, I bought the 20 volumes of the encyclopaedia Universalis (visible under 

the bench on the left of the photo 18f) they were intended to complete the 

equipment and to avoid the need for other books. Later, I added a cylindrical 

extension as a room for my two children. 
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18e. Minimal house by the pond at the Ferme Durand       18f. Inside the 4-meter dome 

I was still interested in the concept of adventure playgrounds for children and 

adolescents living in crowded cities, and I thought that the central point should be a 

shelter and workshop run by a social worker. This idea was accepted for the new 

town of Saint Quentin en Yvelines, and I received an order to supply a dome of 8-

meters in diameter. It was large enough to house a closed workshop in the middle, 

leaving an open space all around for sheltered activities. The entire building was 

made by me and my colleagues on the farm, where we manufactured the double-

skinned plywood panels. These panels were then assembled without any other 

structure. The waterproofing was ensured by covering all the joints with strips of 

reinforced polyester resin, before the final coat of paint.  

   
18g. The adventure playground shelter at Saint Quentin en Yvelines - Summer 1973 

18h. Sketch of the adventure playground shelter with the closed workshop in the centre. 

The dome was delivered without doors and without interior fittings as agreed. We 

simply put tarpaulins in front of the openings as a temporary closure. I thought 

an order for the central workshop would follow, because the idea was to let 

adolescents use the shelter freely and that the locked workshop would only be 

opened in the presence of the social worker, as planned in the project. However, 

someone decided that hiring a special social worker to supervise the workshop 

and the playground to come, would cost too much. However, there was a need 

for a place to store the chairs that were used in the gardens, and it was decided 
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that the dome could be used as a storehouse for the chairs. In these conditions, 

it could have been expected that the shelter would be squatted by young people 

looking for a place to hangout. So the authorities closed the openings in the light 

weight plywood dome by building cinder block walls, with a steel door as an 

entrance. 

   
18i. Delivery of the 8-meter dome with our truck           18j. Preparation for placing the final panel 

Fortunately, not all the projects were unsuccessful. A public works company was 

commissioned to build allotment gardens in Elancourt, near to the dome. The 

contractor asked me to propose an idea for making shelters for the gardeners. I 

made the plans, for which the contractor paid me a design fee. 

      
18k. Sketch for Family garden shelters 1976             18l. Photo taken in 2018          

42 years later, the 60 individual shelters are still in good condition and used as 

intended, with the transparency of the roof for seedlings, low and high level 

ventilation, and rainwater recovery for the garden. The location of the gardens was 

chosen because the land under the high voltage cables could not be used for 

building. After 50 years, the city has found the required funding to place the cables 
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underground, and so the land will become constructible and the allotment gardens 

with their shelters will probably disappear.  

The winters at the Ferme Durand were often miserable because of the fog that 

engulfed the surrounding countryside. Behind the buildings, there was an endless 

field, and when the agricultural worker prepared the ground for sowing 

buckwheat, he would start off on his tractor and disappear into the mist. We 

would then have to wait fifteen minutes to see him return. Once I was there 

when he came down from the tractor cab to smoke a cigarette and we discussed 

his work. A few years earlier, the immense stretch of land was composed of 

several fields surrounded by hedges, and there were groves of trees here and 

there. He showed me a photo that he always kept in his wallet, showing him as a 

young man with his horse, and he described his work using Percheron draft 

horses. I liked talking to him because I too had good childhood memories of 

riding on the back of these huge draft horses. 

We had a small draft horse on the farm that François took care of. The horse was 

used to pull a cart in which we could ride and sometimes fetch firewood in the 

forest of Dourdan. In reality, our firewood needs were very important because 

we had a wood stove in the kitchen that burned permanently, and a large open 

fireplace in the living room. So, we had made an agreement with a lumberjack to 

deliver firewood in exchange for our help in the forest. When the lumberjack cut 

down a few trees, we cut up the branches and stacked up the logs, keeping a 

part for our needs. I also decided to use the horse and the cart for my project of 

cleaning the pond that was disappearing for lack of maintenance. I thought that I 

would be able to move the excessive mud in the pond to restore the borders. 

However it wasn't a good idea, after a short while I slipped a disc in my back, 

and my colleagues had to take me to the hospital urgently. I was poorly cared 

for and my back was painful for three years, before finding an osteopath who 

was capable of solving my problem. 

We had frequent meetings and discussions concerning the general functioning of 

the farm, planning the garden, construction work, necessary investments, and 

our life together. One of the principal subjects for discussion was the 

organisation of our work and the distribution or our earnings, which were vital 

topics when a group of people live together and share their resources. Although 

this was a source of much discussion, I don't remember that it was the cause of 

conflict; however the way in which our collective income was distributed was 

never simple. The basic cost of living at the Ferme Durand was very low; the rent 

of the dilapidated farm buildings was similar to an apartment in Paris and it 

became particularly modest when divided amongst a dozen people. The only 

other regular expenses were the electricity bills and the insurance; owing to the 

fact that we used wood from the local forest for heating, and a large amount of 

our food came from our own poultry and the vegetable garden. Nevertheless we 

had to invest in the maintenance of the buildings and some of us had greater 

needs than others; such as supporting ex-wives and children. Also we had to find 
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the best way of sharing the revenue coming from our work outside the farm for 

which we were paid normally, with those whose main work was looking after the 

vegetable garden and the animals. So we had to distribute part of the revenue 

coming from our paid work to cover investment costs and remunerate those who 

worked more than others in cutting wood for heating or in the garden.   

We also discussed the value of our time and how much are work should be 

remunerated. There was the idea that we could let people from outside the farm, 

pay us what they considered our work to be worth. The fact that we had few 

expenses didn't mean that we should work for less than those who had high 

expenses, and finally those who didn't live like us should be able to understand 

the value of our work better than we did. We also learned that if we 

underestimated the value of our work, the people we worked for underestimated 

the quality of our work. An example that I never forgot, was the case of one of 

our neighbouring farmers. The farmers that lived around us were generally 

wealthy, as the farms were large and the cereals that were grown offered 

excellent returns. One of these wealthy farmers came to visit us and after 

looking at some of my work, he said that he would like me to make a fountain in 

the courtyard of his farm, as he was preparing a party for the communion of his 

daughter. I went to visit his farm and in the courtyard there was water flowing 

from a spring into a stone trough that had been used to provide drinking water 

for the farm animals; but at that time, there were no more horses or cows on the 

farm. The water flowed permanently from a rusty iron pipe from which dirty 

looking brown algae hung down into the trough. I said that it could be fairly 

attractive if it was all well cleaned and I suggested making a colourful plastic 

pipe as an outlet for the water. And then if there were a few cushions placed on 

top of the low stone wall around the pool of water, I thought that it would 

become an agreeable place to sit and talk. The farmer agree and I made a pipe 

that could fit over the existing outlet and then poured a dozen layers of polyester 

resin in different bright colours over the new pipe so that the resin dripped down 

to form a series of colourful stalactites. I fixed the new outlet over the old one 

and the farmer seemed to be satisfied and asked how much time I had spent 

making the pipe and how much he owed me. I replied that he could pay me what 

he thought it was worth. He paid me the equivalent of what he paid his farm 

workers for a couple of hours work, which didn't even cover the cost of the 

materials used. I accepted the payment as I didn't care about the loss of money 

that I could have made, but I realised that I had made a serious mistake. If I 

had asked for ten times as much as the farmer had paid me, he probably would 

have grumbled a bit about it being expensive, but he would have been proud to 

have paid an artist "a lot of money" for the work. Whereas, he probably threw 

away what I had made very quickly, as he certainly considered it to be 

worthless. 
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19. A voyage to Ethiopia 
Mimi was born in Ethiopia, her father was of Greek origin, and her mother was 

half Greek and half Ethiopian. She graduated from the French School in Addis 

Ababa and then studied architecture at the school of fine-arts in Paris. She 

wanted to introduce me to her parents, and I agreed to accompany her to Addis 

Ababa, but the direct flight from Paris was extremely expensive. Looking for 

alternatives, we found a very cheap Iraqi Airways flight to Delhi, with a three-day 

stopover in Baghdad as a bonus. Then we had to cross India by bus, the Indian 

Ocean by boat and finally travel through Kenya to Ethiopia. This seemed to be 

much more interesting and surprisingly less expensive than a direct flight. 

Although I had just finished the 8-meter dome, I still had to sell my camera with 

some additional lenses to cover the travelling expenses. 

As planned, we started with a stopover in Baghdad where we visited the 

archaeological museum almost alone, except for a group of schoolchildren who 

had come to see a microscopic piece of the moon, which the Apollo mission had 

brought back to earth. We also spent a day on the site of Babylon before flying 

to Delhi. The only destination in India that we had planned to visit in advance 

was Ahmedabad, where Kamal, one of my best friends from the Cambridge 

School of Architecture, lived. But before getting to his home, we travelled by bus 

and train for a month, through the Rajasthan. We had just got used to the 

poverty and overpopulation in India, when we found the opulence of Kamal's 

home. He lived with his wife and young son in a house amongst several others 

that were occupied by different members of his family. All of the family houses 

had been built in a private park surrounded by walls. The houses, the furniture, 

and the women's clothes and jewellery were spectacular. The family had made 

its fortune in textiles, and was responsible for inviting Le Corbusier to work in 

India. His first building in India was for the "Mill Owners' Association" in 

Ahmedabad. This was followed by the Villa Sarabhai that had been designed for 

one of Kamal's aunts, and it was certainly the most beautiful private house that I 

have had the chance to visit. Kamal worked as an architect and his wife Anjali 

was very active in the development of local handcrafts. During our visit, the 

regional government raised the price of rice in all the subsidized state stores. As 

a result, there were violent demonstrations all over the city, and our hosts 

suggested that we shouldn't leave the compound on foot; however, in a luxury 

car with a driver, there was never a problem. So we were able to travel around 

the city, and visit old and new buildings, like the recently built campus of the 

Indian Institute of Management, designed by Louis Khan. Kamal's family was 

strictly vegetarian like most Hindu families. But Kamal and Anjali had a dish with 

chicken brought to their house once a year, for the anniversary of their marriage. 

The reason was that after Cambridge, Kamal continued his studies at Yale in the 

United States, and because he was very bored, his family came to visit him with 

his fiancée Anjali, so that they could get married while he was at the University, 

and there was a chicken dish for the wedding party.  
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We left Ahmedabad and continued our slow journey to Bombay, visiting the 

painted caves and temples of Ajanta and Ellora on the way. At that time, there 

were very few tourists and we were able to rent a tiny house for a few days, on 

the bank of the River Waghur just below the Ajanta caves. On arriving in 

Bombay, we were welcomed by some of Anjali's friends; they were Parses, who 

lived near the cemetery called the Towers of Silence at the top of Malabar Hill, 

where the vultures disposed of the dead. Since our visit in 1973 much has 

changed in India: Bombay has become Mumbai, and the vultures have become 

rare; at present the Parses are forced to use solar collectors to produce hot air 

that dehydrates the bodies of the members of their community when they die; 

this prevents them rotting, before their natural disappearance under the effect of 

the elements. 

The boat trip across the Indian Ocean from Mumbai to Mombasa via Karachi took 

10 days. We slept in a mixed dormitory for about a hundred travellers, on two 

level bunk beds. Indian families travel a lot in great simplicity, they generally 

carry a blanket and a small bucket for their ablutions, and very little else. Mimi 

was fascinated by the women who travelled with only two saris, each day they 

put on a clean sari and washed the one they had worn the previous day. They 

hung their saris to dry along the sides of their beds during the morning, so the 

dormitory was very colourful. Also with the contents of a small bucket of water, 

they could wash themselves completely. The daily meals of potato curry became 

hard to swallow after ten days, but the journey could have been worse. In the 

evening, there was an Indian movie shown in the hold of the boat. There were no 

chairs but the passengers could sit on top of the goods being transported. Most 

of the travellers were Indian, but there were three or four experienced travellers 

from the West, who exchanged information concerning their journeys around the 

world. It must be said that there were many borders between countries that 

were difficult or even impossible to cross. For example, we learned that the 

passage between Kenya and Ethiopia was not safe, and also I heard about a 

highly recommended hostel in Khartoum where you could sleep in an orange 

grove under the stars. Arriving in Mombasa, we recovered our strength with 

some good meals and swimming along the beaches of fine white sand. We then 

travelled by bus to Nairobi, where Mimi wanted to listen to some music in 

Kenyan bars, but the racial problems hadn't ended with their independence and 

we did not feel comfortable outside the "white" neighbourhood. Finally, we flew 

from Nairobi to Addis Ababa, and Mimi could introduce me to her parents at last. 

The day after our arrival in February 1974, there was a taxi drivers' strike in 

Addis Ababa due to the doubling of the price of petrol. It was the beginning of a 

general strike and the defection of part of the army. That was how the Ethiopian 

revolution started. Mimi's parents were very worried and did not want us to leave 

the house. I had time to visit someone from the American Peace Corps who 

showed me a solar water heater, made with local materials, and I managed to 

get out of the town once, in order to visit the house of Mimi's grandparents in 

Akaki. After 6 days, it was decided that I had to leave and I managed to get on a 
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flight to Khartoum a few hours before the airport was closed. After a few nights 

sleeping in the orange grove that was part of the recommended hostel, I took 

the train to Wadi Halfa at the end of the line that followed the Nile going north. 

From there, I took a boat going down the Nile, passing in front of the Abu Simbel 

Temple, until reaching the Aswan Dam. I then wanted to visit the Temple of 

Amon in Luxor because it had been part of my studies at the School of 

Architecture. I was the only European passenger on the crowded train leaving 

Aswan. Quickly, the other passengers found someone to question me in English. 

Where was I going? Where did I come from? Generally, I am happy to have 

conversations while traveling, but in this case, there were more and more people 

around me. They wanted to know my name, and saying David, my interlocutor 

said right away "you are Jewish" I replied that David was not necessarily a 

Jewish name. But I heard the excitement of the hundreds of people pushing 

around me. There was nothing more to be said, I had become an enemy. 

Fortunately the train stopped at a small town, and I could get away from my 

companions. I became very sensitive to the aggressiveness of the crowds, and I 

decided to go directly to Cairo, where I took the first plane to Athens, and then 

completed the journey by train through Yugoslavia to Paris. 

I returned to the Ferme Durand after three months of absence, and Mimi joined 

me a few months later. The Ethiopian revolution was initially driven by a popular 

contestation of the feudal system backed up by some Marxist ideology. Mimi was 

quite enthusiastic when she came back; she wanted to return to Ethiopia in order 

to do something useful. Now that the Emperor had been deposed, the country 

needed qualified people to help in its development. Also, she had several friends 

from her French school in Addis Ababa, who now held important positions in the 

new government. I agreed to accompany her, thinking about the development of 

renewable energy in a country without an electricity network outside a few major 

cities. So we enrolled at the School of Oriental Languages in Paris in order to 

learn Amharic, the principal Ethiopian language. Mimi could speak the language 

but could not write, and I didn't know anything. We studied for a year, but 

during that time, a communist fraction of the Ethiopian army gained power, 

Mimi's well-meaning friends were eliminated and there was a general panic in the 

country, with arrests and daily killings of opponents in Addis-Ababa. Mimi's 

father asked her to take care of her 12-year-old brother; so instead of going to 

live in Ethiopia, Alexios came to join us at the Ferme Durand. 

Community life on the farm was working out well. Although there were frequent 

heated discussions concerning politics in general and also concerning the way in 

which we organised our life together. We didn't try to have relations with the 

inhabitants of the village of Corbreuse, which was becoming a dormitory town for 

families with a job in Paris. The farmers had become a minority, they had their 

work, and their social life was generally limited to hunting. Obviously, we were a 

local curiosity but we never felt animosity regarding our life in the country. 

However, there was a case of sheets being stolen while drying in the garden of a 

house in a nearby village. The police came to investigate at our house, because 
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we were numerous and the neighbours probably thought that we needed a lot of 

sheets. Barbara invited the policemen to look in her closet where there was a 

stack of sheets that she had brought from her family home in Hungary. The 

policemen saw that we did not need additional sheets; nevertheless they left 

after checking the identity of all the persons present. A few weeks later I was 

summoned by a security officer for a "routine control", and I had the opportunity 

of seeing a thick file under my name.  

  
19a. Me and Hudson in the courtyard of the Ferme Durand. 

19b. Alexios with his birthday cake in the kitchen  

Sheila came to live in Paris, during the first year that I was living on the farm. 

The children went to school and became fully bilingual. But Sheila wanted to live 

in the United States with the children, and she eventually bought a house in 

Accord, New York, with the money from her father's legacy. I agreed that the 

children could live with her, be educated in the United States, and spend the 

summer holidays with me, in France or elsewhere. They spent three summers at 

the farm, where there were usually several other children. There were many 

possible activities, between the garden, the animals and the kitchen. In addition, 

there was a sewing workshop, and places to tinker or paint. 
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20. Renewable energy  
I saw a solar water heater for the first time, when I was living in Vachères. It 

was installed in a friend's house, and I was amazed by the simplicity and 

efficiency of the device. I thought that any mechanic or handyman could make 

and install one at home, and I certainly would have built one, if I had stayed in 

the region longer. I starting to read about solar energy, and later in Paris, I 

attended some conferences organized by researchers in physics who had 

discovered that there were sources of energy other than oil, coal and nuclear 

power plants. The discussions were often scholarly about subjects like "the solar 

constant" or "the spectrum of solar radiation" and I had the impression that 

some of those that talked the most never went outside and didn't know that the 

sun rose in the east, without consulting a book. There were cases where I had 

more confidence in my practical intuition than complex calculations. I had 

planned to do some experiments at the Ferme Durand, when a new couple came 

to join us. He introduced himself as a Polytechnician who had worked on offshore 

oil platforms, and he had now become a manufacturer of solar collectors; she 

was his young assistant. I was particularly interested, and after we had cleared a 

space in the large barn to make them a workshop, he showed us his products. 

What a disappointment, it was an extreme case of why make something simple 

when one can make it complicated, or creating a problem in order to find a 

solution. I'd been thinking a lot about making solar collectors, and I made some 

drawings to show ways in which our new colleague could simplify his 

manufacturing process and improve performance. I showed him my ideas, but he 

said that he didn't have time to look at the couple of pages I had prepared, and 

so I left them on his work table. A few days later, I found my drawings on the 

floor in the dust. So, I had to find other ways to develop my interest for 

renewable energy production. 

Mimi, Daniel and I created a small company to make architectural models. As we 

knew many architects, it was not difficult to find work, and as the architects were 

generally in a hurry, we could count on the help of our numerous colleagues 

when necessary, and thus propose very short deadlines. There were other 

projects and ongoing activities under the care of one or more people on the 

farm, and everyone could participate as needed, either in paid work such as 

making architectural models; or unpaid maintenance and gardening activities in 

our large vegetable garden. There were also several animals, dogs and cats, 

chickens, a horse and a sheep to be looked after. Mimi and I started a duck farm, 

because the pond had become much bigger, thanks to the work of an excavator. 

Also, in relation to the pond, I was interested in an eco-development program for 

aquaculture. I also designed a closed-circuit aquaculture project, with the 

production of algae and phytoplankton to feed fish in a pond where the water 

was kept clean by means of a natural filtration system. The circulation of the 

water was ensured by a wind pump, and the sun provided the photosynthesis 

needed for the optimal production of the algae and the heat that would ensure 

the rapid growth of the fish. This almost autonomous system was designed to be 
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contained within a partially transparent dome. Thus, we mounted the structure of 

a dome (9,50 metres in diameter) in the courtyard of the farm. It was made with 

plywood elements cut into curves that were intended to support moulded sheets 

of Plexiglas for the transparent part, and reinforced polyester for the rest. The 

pools were to be made of concrete and be independent of the external structure. 

Unfortunately, I wasn't able to complete the project. 

   
20a. Structure for the 9,50 metre dome, aquaculture project in the courtyard of the Ferme Durand 

20b. A view of the model for the project 

This project was based on the work of the New Alchemy Institute that I had 

visited at Woods Hole on the coast of Massachusetts, and I was hoping to make a 

contribution to the study of Backyard Fish Farming. This work stemmed from 

popular Chinese Carp culture, in which small ponds next to houses in the country 

are used for raising fish that are fed on all organic household waste. Examples of 

simple fish farming cover most of Asia, and it was thought that better quality fish 

such as Tilapia could be raised in a more scientific way, with natural food 

production for the fish living in a clean ecological environment. I had also visited 

the London-based collective called the Street Farm which was particularly 

interested in renewable energy and sustainability in architecture. 

  
20c. Floating fish farms on the Mekong          20d. Opening in the floor for feeding the fish 

Several years later, I had the opportunity of inviting John and Nancy Todd, the 

initiators of the New Alchemy Institute, to Perpignan. While talking with them, it 
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became clear that small scale autonomous fish ponds didn't really interest anyone and 

large scale fish farming was being developed very quickly throughout the world for 

many types of fresh and saltwater fish.  

I recently visited the ultimate horror of industrial fish farming on the Mekong River 

in Vietnam, where floating warehouse homes about 10 x 20 metres in surface area, 

cover stainless steel net cages 10 metres deep. In each cage of 2000 cubic metres 

of highly polluted river water there were about 100.000 fish, constantly fed with a 

mixture of rice husks containing insecticide, and fish waste ground into flour. 

I had heard about an exhibition concerning renewable energy that the Industrial 

Design Center was planning in Paris, and I decided to participate. The exhibition 

was largely inspired by the drawings of Jean-Marc Reiser under the title of 

"Energies Libres". Reiser was well known in France for his cartoons in the 

newspapers Hari-Kiri and Charlie Hebdo; but in addition, he prepared a page of 

drawings every week on solar energy, which was published in the pacifist and 

ecologist magazine "La gueule ouverte". My role in the exhibition was limited to 

showing "The ecological pond of the Ferme Durand" as a theoretical example. 

The different elements of the project were real, but their functioning was more 

demonstrative than practical. I slept with Mimi in a minimal house, but we were 

glad to be able to eat and shower in the big house next door. The solar hot air 

collectors below our dome were working, but the production of heat was 

insufficient for our needs. Also, the vertical axis wind turbine installed on the 

right hand side of the dome (photo 20.f), could produce electricity with a 

generator and store it in a car battery, but it certainly couldn't ensure a real 

electric power supply. However, the pond with the fish and the ducks, worked 

well, if there wasn't an airplane spraying insecticide over the neighbouring fields 

on a windy day.  

 
20e. The cover of the catalogue for the exhibition "Energie Libres" CCI 1976 

20f. The ecological pond at the Ferme Durand 

The exhibition interested a lot of people and the journalist Jean-Paul Pigeat with 

a television team came to interview me. I have a hard time speaking clearly in 
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front of a journalist, because I need to put what I say into the right context, and 

in general it takes too much time. However, while chatting with Jean-Paul, I 

learned that the team was planning to visit Felix Trombe, the director of the 

Solar research laboratory in Odeillo, and the experimental Solar Furnace. I asked 

if I could go with them. Jean-Paul quickly came up with the idea of comparing 

solar energy seen by an ecologist (like me) and a research scientist. Although I 

didn't like this kind of simplified comparison, I was very happy to be part of the 

television team going to see the Solar Furnace. I knew the Professor Trombe by 

reputation because I had read a lot on the subject, and I really wanted to meet 

him and see the furnace functioning. 

A few days later, I left with the television team, driving through Perpignan before 

following the Tet River up into Cerdagne, to discover the Pyrenees for the first 

time. We stayed at the "Beau Soleil" hotel in Odeillo, with its solar-panelled 

entrance as there was not enough room on the roof for all the collectors needed 

to provide the hotel with hot water. Solar experts worldwide had stayed at this 

hotel and it was a good introduction to the work of the CNRS Solar Energy 

Laboratory. The next day, we visited the Solar Furnace in the best conditions, 

with a demonstration of the heat shock produced when the doors in front of the 

focal point are opened quickly to let the heat flow reach 3600°C instantly and 

melt a hole in a thick plate of steel in seconds. We also visited the solar homes 

using "Trombe Walls" as a solar heating system. I was fascinated by the 

discussions with Professor Trombe and his team, as well as the research in the 

laboratory.  

 
20g. The solar furnace at Odeillo. The sun is reflected by 63 heliostats on to the parabolic mirror 

facing north that concentrates the solar radiation on to the focal point 30 centimetres in diameter.  

The eleven floor office building that supports the mirror, houses the CNRS Solar Energy laboratory.  

When I met Felix Trombe, he was already over seventy years old, and officially 

retired; although he was still extremely active in the promotion of solar energy 

internationally. He was also a staunch advocate of the development of passive 

solar heating for buildings. In preparing his thesis concerning the chemistry of 

metals at high temperatures, in the late 1920's, he realised that solar energy 

was the only heat source that could attain high temperatures without the 
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pollution caused by the combustion of fuel. Over a period of forty years, he 

managed to find the money needed to build increasingly powerful solar furnaces; 

starting with parabolic anti-aircraft searchlight mirrors after the war, before 

building a 50 kW solar furnace at Mont Louis, in preparation for the 1000 kW 

furnace in the village of Odeillo nearby. The solar furnace was primarily built for 

the study of metals in fusion, but it has been used for numerous other research 

subjects, such as the effect of the thermal shock on materials used for space 

capsules when they re-enter the atmosphere. It should also be noted that the 

offices and laboratories behind the parabolic mirror had a southern façade 

designed with solar collectors that heated the air circulating through the building. 

Felix Trombe's research into passive solar heating started at Mont Louis after the 

war, and continued with building several private houses, in which the "Trombe 

wall" technology was developed. He was also a renowned speleologist, and in 

talking about the extremely rich karstic features of the Pyrenees, I became 

interested myself. A few years later I met another passionate speleologist, Henri 

Salvayre, with who I visited many of the outstanding underground caves and 

passages that run through the foothills of the Pyrenees. 

On leaving Odeillo, Jean Paul had an appointment at the Prefecture of the 

Pyrénées-Orientales where his brother was an official. I heard that these 

discussions concerned the future use of the Castle in Collioure that had been 

abandoned. A few months later, Jean-Paul proposed that I work at the "Château 

de Collioure" to organise an exhibition on solar energy during the summer of 

1977. I had never visited Collioure, but I thought that such a proposal couldn't 

be refused. Mimi had to stay at the Ferme Durand with her brother, until the end 

of the school year. But in any case, this job was limited to the coming spring and 

summer. 
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21. Collioure 1977-1978 
I went to Collioure with Jean-Paul for the first time in the beginning of 1977. We 

stayed at the Templiers Hotel that belonged to the Pous family, and we ate at the 

restaurant "La Frégate" that belonged to the Mayor; thus, honouring the principal 

notables of the town. In Perpignan, we had several meetings with officials in the 

local government of the Pyrenees-Orientales concerning the creation of a 

Foundation that was needed to manage the Castle in Collioure independently. 

The local government was responsible for the castle because the town councillors 

of Collioure weren't interested, as they thought that the maintenance was too 

expensive and that they got nothing in return. We also met Alain Coll, the 

President of the Economic Development Committee; he wanted to subsidize an 

exhibition on solar energy that was considered to be a vector for local 

development. Finally, we returned to the castle with the key to the portal of the 

unique entrance. I enjoyed visiting the castle; in spite of the apparent 

decrepitude, there was the romance of a ruin and the grandeur of a historical 

monument, with the walkways on the ramparts, the barbican, and the impressive 

royal chambers. Not to mention the domination of this mountain of stone in the 

centre of such a small town. 

21a. The Royal Castle in Collioure 

The oldest part of the castle was built in the beginning of the 13th century and 

attributed to the Templar Knights, but some fifty years later the Kings of Majorca 

built an addition as their residence. Subsequently, military barracks and a Chapel 

were built around a central parade ground. During the Second World War, the 

Germans used the castle as a prison and after the war, the French imprisoned 

Germans. When the prison was closed, the castle was used as a youth hostel for 

several years, and there was still a room with a dozen washbasins, showers and 

toilets aligned. There was also an apartment for a caretaker. Jean-Paul took the 

caretaker's bedroom for himself, and I chose one of the dormitories on the 

second floor, which was easy to turn into a very large bed room with views of the 

city and the beach. When we were more or less at home in the castle, we tried to 

think of how we could organize the space for the reception of the public and the 

planned exhibitions. Then we left in order to prepare for our return in the spring. 
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Jean-Paul had to recover the exhibition "Energies libres" and several pieces of 

solar equipment available in Paris, and I intended to make some didactic display 

objects, such as a weather station and display panels intended to demonstrate 

the greenhouse effect. In the spring, I returned to Collioure with a car loaded 

with sheets, blankets and a toolbox, so as to settle comfortably in the castle. I 

needed someone to help me and I went to a meeting of the MEC (the Catalan 

ecological association) in Perpignan, where I found a young couple who would 

willing work and live in the castle during the summer. I hired Patrick as a 

handyman, and his girlfriend Laurence to help with the cleaning and later to 

cook, and also a woman from the village who volunteered to sell the entrance 

tickets. 

Then several people came from Paris, such as the Professor George Alexandroff 

with his architecture students. They had built a solar display consisting of a solar 

collector filled with water and twelve large mirrors that could be oriented to 

reflect the sun on to the collector. The concentrated solar energy turned the 

water in the collector to steam. The pressure of the steam was sufficient to turn 

a rotary printer and edit a daily newspaper "The Sun of Collioure". This exhibit 

was intended to be a tribute to the inventor Augustin Mouchotte, who had built a 

more sophisticated solar machine for the World fair in Paris, in 1878. Bruno 

Gautier was another visitor, who came to install an exhibition of photos on 

architecture. As he was an excellent photographer, talented in setting up the 

exhibitions, and available during the summer, I asked Jean-Paul to hire him as 

well. Finally, we had set up an efficient team, with the voluntary assistance of 

many friends happy to spend a few days of vacation with us at the Castle in 

Collioure. I made several other pieces of solar equipment to demonstrate the 

power of the sun. There was a solar furnace, which could attain 900°C at the 

focal point of a parabolic mirror, it could ignite wood instantly and bake beads of 

Egyptian clay paste. There was a small boat with a photovoltaic cell, which 

moved around on the surface of an inflatable pool, and a solar cooker that could 

cook potatoes or eggs, on request. There was also industrial equipment supplied 

by certain manufacturers, including the solar hot water installation that was used 

by everyone. 

I got on well with Jean-Paul who was shuttling back and forth between Paris and 

Collioure. His mythomanical tendencies didn't bother me, although it was very 

difficult to know what was true in his many stories. For example, one evening I 

went to the cinema and when I returned, I told Jean-Paul that I had enjoyed the 

film and described the story in a few words. The next day, I heard him tell the 

story of the film to someone. The details were totally invented, and he highly 

recommended the film saying that the acting was superb, etc. He didn't need to 

see the movie to talk about it, as he was able to convinced himself that he had 

seen it. 
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21b. The didactic exhibition              21c. Conferences during the Solar Days 

Mimi came to join me shortly after the end of the school year; she created a job 

for herself by selling postcards and books on solar energy in one of the exhibition 

rooms. Many of our friends and my children came to see us during the summer. 

There was a stock of metal beds and foam mattresses to sleep on, and it was 

never a problem when there were a few more people for meals. Jean-Marc 

Reiser, had a small house on one of the hills overlooking the Castle, we could 

make solar signals with a mirror to let him know when the aperitif was served. 

So the summer passed happily with swimming, boat trips and a perfect view of 

the fireworks from the Castle during the town's annual celebrations on the 15th 

August. 

   
21d. The solar furnace display        21e. Hudson and Hannah on a Catalan fishing boat 

It had been planned to open the castle to the public from the beginning of June 

to the end of September, and we decided to close the exhibitions with the "Solar 

Days" during the last weekend. There were conferences and debates, with the 

participation of the solar laboratory researchers from Odeillo and the teachers for 

the UNESCO courses on the development of solar energy that took place in 

Perpignan University. Félix Trombe came with several colleagues, and also 
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several members of the Pirdes (interdisciplinary research program on solar 

energy) amongst which was my friend Jean-Pierre. We received 1,200 paying 

visitors for these Solar Days in early October, which gives an idea of the local 

interest of such an event at the time. 

My agreement with John-Paul covered a period of 8 months. However, Mimi and 

I decided to stay. Life was going well at the Ferme Durand, but our friends 

François and Jacques had left, and Agnes had been killed in a car accident. The 

chance that had brought us to the region seemed providential. John-Paul wanted 

us to stay in the Castle during the winter, but there was no money to pay us. 

However, we could live there free of charge. Also, he wanted to hire us both for 

the following summer, me in charge of the solar exhibitions, and Mimi as 

administrative and financial director. So we decided to spend the winter in 

Collioure. Alexios had spent the summer in Greece, now he came to join us and 

went to school in Port Vendres nearby. However, we had to find some work for 

the winter. Among our clients of the model making enterprise that we had 

initiated at the Ferme Durand, there was an Italian contractor who had made a 

lot of money in Paris. At the end of his professional life in France, he wanted to 

leave something for the town of Pescina in the Abruzzes Mountains, where he 

was born; and he thought of Cardinal Mazarin who was also born in Pescina. 

Mazarin was well known as the prime minister of Louis XIV, he was also 

responsible for building the "Institut de Paris" and his personal Palace that 

become the French National Library. At the request of the contractor, we had 

already made a model of the Paris Institute that he had given to the museum of 

Pescina, and now he wanted us to make the model of Mazarin's Palace. So, we 

decided to make it while living in the Castle at Collioure, during the winter. 

Several years later, I visited the Pescina museum with Mimi. Both the models 

were well displayed. 

 
21f. Model of the "Institut de Paris" in the Pescina Museum 

With Mimi as director, we were better prepared for our second summer in the 

castle. We found the explanation for the astronomical electricity bills; the city of 

Collioure had simply plugged part of the public lighting on to the castle's 

electricity meter. Also, there was no one in the town hall who knew how the 

many toilets in the Castle were connected to the sewers. By putting dye in the 
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water, we discovered that the waste from the Castle went directly into the sea 

below the walls, where the children looked for crabs in a profusion of seaweed. It 

must be said that there was little friendship or assistance between the town and 

the "Parisians" who had confiscated their castle. On the other hand, they were 

very happy to have got rid of the responsibility, but they would have probably 

preferred to exchange the castle for a building plot that they could have sold to 

tourists. The history of the Catalan fishing boats is interesting. At the end of the 

19th century, Collioure had more than 120 boats used by some 700 

fishermen. With the workshops for salting anchovies and boat construction, there 

were more than a thousand people who got their livelihood from the sea. After 

the Second World War, the traditional Catalan fishing boats were abandoned, for 

new forms of fishing and motorboats. In 1968 by municipal order, all the 

traditional boats were burned to clean the beaches and the port for 

tourism. After searching for a traditional Catalan fishing boat for the Collioure 

Foundation, Jean-Paul finally found a wreck in the port of Barcarès. During the 

summer of 1978, a carpenter repaired this boat on the beach in front of the 

Castle, replacing all the rotten pieces of wood with new ones. Since then the 

town has been trying to capitalise on its past heritage. 

For my part, I had prepared an exhibition on "the principles of solar housing", 

and Bruno took photographs of a dozen solar houses built around Perpignan and 

Odeillo in Cerdagne. We did all that we could to explain the interest, and 

promote the development of houses built in function of the climate. I had made a 

heliodon that was placed in the exhibition space in the Chapel, it could simulate 

the movement of the sun in relation to a house, during the hours of the day and 

according to the seasons. Thus showing the effect produced by a change of 

orientation on the solar gains through the windows built in to the different 

facades. 

   
21g. The heliodon in the solar housing exhibit           21h. A simplified hand held heliodon 
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Bruno had also photographed several traditional handicrafts for thematic 

exhibitions, such as making hackberry whips in Sorède, traditional fishing 

techniques, or the various models of "mosquito net" doors used in the Salanque. 

The two summers spent in Collioure were a very agreeable time in my life. It was 

an amazing place, and we invited our friends to join us. Everything was simple 

because there were places to sleep, eating and drinking were taken care of. The 

landscape architect Jean-Christophe worked as a gardener; and he planted a 

garden behind the kitchen on the ramparts, where we could sit and chat with a 

drink in hand every night. In the morning, we walked down the castle ramp to go 

swimming, as the castle was only open to the public during the afternoon. In the 

evening there were often concerts in the castle courtyard, where we could listen 

to the music. We worked to ensure that all the exhibits were well prepared for 

the visitors, demonstrating solar techniques and answering questions. Almost all 

of our present friends came to spend a few days with us in Collioure. We also 

met the friends of Jean-Paul and Bruno, and in general everything went well. 

Once again, the Solar Days closed the second summer, with conferences and the 

exhibition of industrial solar and wind energy equipment. When the last visitors 

left, Jean-Paul told me that two years of "solar" was enough, and that he didn't 

know what else I could do at the Château, because he wanted to create a Marine 

museum! I was very angry because I thought we were setting up the first "solar" 

information centre in France (or even Europe). I thought that this activity could 

possibly justify the opening of the Castle throughout the year, without reducing 

the interest of other exhibitions and the concerts in the evening, during the 

tourist season. In addition, my job cost the Collioure Foundation nothing, thanks 

to a grant from the local government to promote Solar Energy. But Jean-Paul 

decided alone and my job was totally precarious, with no possible recourse. Mimi 

stayed for a while as director of the Collioure Foundation, because we had to live, 

and Bruno made some pamphlets with pictures of local arts and traditions. 

However, the Marine Museum was stillborn, despite some encouragement from 

Paris. The main reason was that the notables of Collioure could not tolerate the 

"Parisian" in the castle, and eventually they managed to get rid of Jean-Paul. 

Subsequently the castle of Collioure returned to its state of historical monument 

that tourists visit without enthusiasm, on rainy days. However, Jean-Paul had many 

resources and he found another castle at Chaumont sur Loire, where he created the 

International Garden Festival. Original gardens are designed and planted in the 

park of the castle every year. I visited the exhibition on two occasions, mainly 

because of the proximity between Chaumont and Gien where our friend François 

went to live after leaving the Ferme Durand. On the way to visit the gardens in 

Chaumont, we had lunch at the restaurant of the La Borde psychiatric hospital that 

is nearby. I had known La Borde, ever since Simon had been interned there, but on 

this occasion we went because Jacques (another friend from the Ferme Durand) ran 

the restaurant, where several patients worked as part of their psychiatric 

treatment. We met Jean-Paul in the restaurant and ultimately sympathized with 

him after nearly twenty years. He unfortunately died of a heart attack shortly 

afterwards. 
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Bruno has remained a close friend. After the interlude in Collioure, he went to 

Montreal with his wife Béatrice, where he created a Media company "Info-Presse". 

Recently, we travelled together in Ethiopia.  
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22. What is there to do in Perpignan? 
I had rented an apartment with Mimi in Perpignan during the summer of 1978; 

so I had no need to return to Collioure after being dismissed, and I didn't return 

until Jean-Paul was obliged to leave himself. The first person I went to see after 

my dismissal was Alain Coll, the Director of the Economic Development 

Committee. He wasn't pleased about the change in policy at the Collioure 

Foundation, and he told me that he would have to present the new situation to 

the councilors of the local government before he could know if anything could be 

done concerning my situation and solar energy promotion. However, I knew that 

my situation was of little importance, as the current debate concerning solar 

energy in local politics, was the choice of a site for a solar thermal electricity 

plant. The French research agency CNRS, with the approval of the French 

government, had decided to build the first solar power plant in Europe. There 

were already two similar plants in California, but several improvements were to 

be incorporated into the French project, which would be built and managed by 

the utility "Electricité de France". At the time, EDF was concerned about the 

development of the nuclear program and this small solar project was considered 

to be of no interest, but the company could not ignore the governmental request. 

Therefore, EDF had planned to build the solar power plant as inexpensively as 

possible on its grounds at Saint Chamas, in an industrial area between Salon-de-

Provence and Fos-sur-Mer. When the elected councilors of the Pyrenees-

Orientales region learned that the power plant was not going to be built in the 

Pyrenees, they were furious because they claimed that the Pyrenees-Orientales 

region was the sunniest in France and the power plant had to be built near to the 

Solar Energy Laboratory at Odeillo. EDF replied that building in the mountains 

would be much more expensive, and in any case, the roads were too narrow for 

the transportation of the equipment. So, the local government voted to spend 

tens of millions of francs to build the required infrastructure and offered EDF the 

land for the construction of the plant free of charge, on the exceptionally 

beautiful site of Targassonne. I had always been against the local government's 

financial participation in an industrial project that would offer no financial 

benefits. I had been campaigning for a grant to promote the installation of solar 

water heaters in the region. After all, the largest manufacturer of solar water 

heaters in France was established in Perpignan, and a small local subsidy for 

solar water heaters would have created jobs for local industry and for those who 

installed the equipment. However, the elected officials chose a project that they 

thought was more prestigious. The solar plant "Thémis" was finally built at 

Targassonne, and after one year of operation, it was closed because this solar 

research plant was considered "unprofitable" by EDF. The elected representatives 

of the local government were so angry to have spent so much money for so little, 

they didn't subsidize another solar project for the next fifteen years. The 

abandon of this power plant marked the decline of all "solar" projects in France, 

and the rise of the German solar industry. 
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Fortunately, Alain understood my immediate difficulties, and he asked me to 

make a study concerning the local climate and heating needs in order to promote 

the construction of passive solar homes. This study was never published, but it 

provided me with a little money to spend the winter in Perpignan, and the 

contents of the study were eventually recycled for a brochure "Building with the 

climate" that I prepared later with Mimi for the use of the CAUE (Council of 

Architecture, Town Planning and Environment) in the region. 

In spite of our Collioure adventure coming to an end, Mimi and I decided to stay 

in Perpignan. We enjoyed living in the small town with such beautiful country all 

around. I thought that I could work for the development of renewable energy, 

and Mimi could open an architectural agency. However, she could not practice 

architecture in France, with her Greek nationality (Greece was not yet part of the 

European Union). So she had to apply for naturalization. In solidarity with her, I 

made an application at the same time. Her application was accepted, and mine 

was refused, despite my 15 years of active presence in the country. At that time, 

the ministry did not need to justify its refusal, but I knew that the Polish secret 

police had left a mark with the French security services. 

The ecological and anti-nuclear movement was very strong at that time, and 

there was a demand for organizing conferences and debates throughout France. 

In the spring of 1979, the Chamber of Commerce in Carcassonne asked me to 

organize a "Renewable energy week" with conferences in one of the dungeons of 

the Historic City; there was also an exhibition of industrial equipment in the moat 

that had been transformed into a public garden. Another local action, in which I 

participated, was the creation of the Institute for the Development of Renewable 

Resources (IDRR). Louis Breton initiated this project in a village called Corbère-

les-Cabanes not far from Perpignan. A few years earlier, the public garbage 

dump at the bottom of the Montou hill was the starting point of a fire that 

destroyed thousands of hectares of forest in the range of hills called "Les 

Aspres". The Montou hill is part of Corbère-les-Cabanes and the mayor of the 

village wanted this hill to be used for a good ecological cause. The members of 

the IDRR association occupied the hill and were responsible for several 

environmental actions in the commune; however, the main project was for 

reforestation with native Mediterranean vegetation. The project was approved for 

funding from the European Commission, but the land around the Montou hill 

belonged to almost a hundred different people, which made the required 

authorization to use the land for planting trees in a rational way impossible to 

obtain from all of the different owners. Finally, after a few years, the project had 

to be abandoned.  

Another project in which I was involved concerned the master plan and building 

regulations for an allotment site on the outskirts of Corbère les Cabanes. I had 

been particularly interested and highly critical of town planning in France since 

witnessing the construction of high-rise apartment buildings on the outskirts of 

virtually all French towns. These dense residential buildings were designed to 
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solve the housing shortage quickly, but they created ghettos cut off from the 

services of the main town centres, creating problems particularly for the children 

and young people living there. Most of the families living in these buildings 

dreamt of having their own home with a garden, which would not only be more 

agreeable to live in, without the promiscuity of the neighbours and the insecurity 

of gangs; but also offer the possibility for activities like gardening or handcrafts 

during their time away from work. So the French government decided to 

encourage those with a little more income than the minimum wage, to buy a plot 

of land and build a private house on credit. In 1979, when I started living in 

Perpignan, all the villages around the town started to propose land for allotment 

housing as it was considered to be more profitable for local business activities 

than the agriculture that it replaced. The allotment sites started with a hectare of 

land that was divided up into 20 to 30 plots. Generally, there was a single entry 

road, which passed by all the plots before leaving the allotment area, so all the 

plots faced the road in order for the family car or cars to be able to access the 

house and garage. Nobody bothered about the orientation of the building plot; 

however, in a very sunny and windy region, the future owners should have 

thought about protection from the prevailing wind and an orientation that could 

take advantage of the winter sun. In planning the allotment area for the village 

of Corbère-les-Cabanes, we ensured that all the plots had an access from the 

north, so that the garage could provide a certain protection from the prevailing 

wind. The principal façade could then be built to face south. Solar collectors were 

authorised on the roofs and there were restrictions on the places in which large 

trees could be planted in order to avoid the shading of a neighbour's plot of land. 

To my knowledge, this allotment housing project, built in 1980, remains a unique 

example of planning in function of the local climate in the Perpignan region. 

Building construction policy and town planning in France during the last fifty years 

has been catastrophic. First of all, in building isolated high-rise ghettos in the new 

towns, and in the suburbs of most of the existing towns throughout the country, 

and then with the encouragement of private house development in allotments 

around all the small towns and villages. All this new housing was built without 

adequate local public services and transport, obliging the inhabitants to possess one 

or two cars. Private cars were needed to go to work, to take children to school, and 

to go shopping in supermarkets built in the country outside the towns. Large areas 

of arable land were wasted in low density housing and in the extensive road system 

needed to link all the individual dwellings to the distant services. Eventually the 

public authorities realized that there was a serious social problem, aggravated by 

the excessive and costly energy consumption needed for heating badly designed 

dwellings and for private transport. It came as a surprise to learn that 

approximately a third of the energy consumption in France was used in the 

domestic housing sector, mainly for heating purposes. The remaining two thirds 

were for transport and industry. In 2007, the French government organised a series 

of meetings throughout the country in order to establish a long term policy 

concerning the environment and sustainable development. I took part in one of the 

workshops that dealt with building and town planning as I was particularly 

interested by the DPE (Diagnostic de Performance Energétique). The DPE is a label 
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that qualifies the energy consumption of all dwellings (houses and apartments) on a 

scale from A (less than 50 kWh/m2/year) to G (more than 350 kWh/m2/year). The 

DPE is now obligatory for selling or renting all types of dwellings in France and the 

classification must be established by a professional, taking into consideration: the 

building materials and the thermal insulation, the windows and their orientation, 

the heating and ventilation equipment supplied, etc. I was very much in favour of 

this label, but I wanted the notion of "distance from basic services" to be included 

in the label. I argued that an extremely efficient solar house lost all its low energy 

consumption benefits if the inhabitants had to drive 10km to buy a loaf of bread, or 

go to a post office. This idea was quickly dismissed as being too complicated. 

However ten years later, those with a relatively low income that live in the 

allotments on the outskirts of towns and villages throughout France, realise that a 

small increase in the price of petrol can completely destroy their family budget. 

They can economise in paying less for food or clothes and even reduce the heating 

needs, but they cannot drive less. This is the basic problem that developed into the 

"Gilets Jaunes" movement at the end of 2018, and it is also interesting that their 

rallying points were the roundabouts that punctuate the succession of allotments in 

which a large part of the population lives.  

It was also within the framework of the IDRR that I prepared the "Catalogue des 

Outils Solaires" (Solar Tools Catalogue). It was a compilation of solar and wind 

equipment available in France with a descriptive text concerning the products, 

and a list of the ecological associations throughout France.  

         
22a. Cover for the "Catalogue des Outils Solaires", Editions Alternative et Parallèles 1980 

22b. Poster for the International workshop "The solar green house- Architecture and Agriculture" 1982 

It is interesting to put my activities in parallel with the economic situation of the 

industrialized world at the time, because the decade from 1972 to 1982 was 
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fraught with consequences. The Club of Rome's report "The limits to growth" was 

published in 1972 it described the depletion of the planet's resources; and the 

first "oil crisis" followed in 1973. It had become clear that industrial and financial 

growth had limitations. Debates on the model for development, energy 

consumption and respect for ecological balance, were common in all the media. 

The second oil crisis in 1979 was seen as the confirmation of the need for action. 

In France, the presidential elections were held in 1981, and François Mitterrand 

was elected, probably thanks to the numerous votes linked to the ecologist 

movement.  The socialist election programme had a favourable vision for 

renewable energy development and promised a moratorium concerning the 

construction of new nuclear power stations. After the election of Mitterrand, the 

ecological movement demobilized; six months later the moratorium on the 

construction of nuclear power plants came to an end, and from 1982, the 

"counter" oil crisis was initiated (the cost of petrol dropped). France embarked on 

its nuclear power future, and research on renewable energy was no longer 

funded. The Solar Energy Laboratory in Odeillo was renamed and became the 

"Materials and Processes Laboratory"; however,  the solar furnace continued 

being used.  

During this period of ten years, I stopped my activities with the Group Ludic, 

lived in Vachères and then at the Ferme Durand, to finish in Collioure and 

Perpignan. In 1982 Mimi and I organized the last important international "solar" 

conference in France "The Solar greenhouse: architecture and agriculture", just 

before the total change of energy policy in the country. As the conference was 

generously funded by the Crédit Agricole bank, we were able to invite several 

friends and renowned specialists, throughout the world. 

The years from 1982 to 1990 were complicated for me because solar energy had 

gone out of fashion: in politics, in the media and with the general public. 

However, Mimi found clients among our circle of ecologist friends, for who she 

designed several bioclimatic single-family houses. I helped with the thermal 

studies and I became particularly interested in the control of solar radiation 

through the glazing in buildings. I made several prototypes for indoor shutters in 

order to prevent overheating during the day and to provide thermal insulation at 

night, and I started to use expanded cork, framed in wood, as a building 

component for movable thermal insulation. The expanded cork was available 

locally as a by-product from manufacturing corks for bottled wine. I received 

orders for making a series of customized shutters for some of Mimi's clients, but 

also for others. So I created a small business "Isomobile" to be in compliance 

with the law, but after a dozen projects and a year of work, it was clear that I 

had to stop before going bankrupt. 

Fortunately, I had some friends to offer me work, such as Michel Gerber, who 

introduced me to the School of Architecture in Toulouse, where I taught a few 

classes each year on daylighting and solar shading techniques. I also helped 

Jean-Pierre Traisnel with his research in a test house in Odeillo.  
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22c. Isomobile: prototypes for sliding and pivoting shutters in expanded cork, 1982  

22d. Automatic pivoting shutters made from wooden panels at the IUT in Perpignan 1988 

Another research project, with which I became involved, concerned the French 

biologist Jean-François Miquel, who had developed the ventilated window 

technique in a greenhouse used for the cultivation of pharmaceutical plants at 

the University of Uppsala in Sweden. He had placed Venetian blinds as a 

sunscreen, between the double glazing of his greenhouse; when there was sun, 

the space between the two sheets of glass was ventilated by a current of air 

which then circulated through a bed of pebbles under the plants in the 

greenhouse. The combination of venetian blinds, air circulation and thermal 

storage in a bed of pebbles, made it possible to limit direct solar gains and to 

restore during the night, some of the heat collected during the day. Back in 

France, Jean-François Miquel, became a CNRS research director, and he 

encouraged his engineer and architect friends to develop the concept in 

collaboration with the company Pechiney Bâtiment that was specialized in 

manufacturing aluminium profiles for the building industry. So a thermal 

engineering company called "Asolba" was created to develop the concept of 

ventilated windows, and I became one of the partners. As I was the only person 

in the Asolba company who was out of work and available, I did the necessary 

research in collaboration with the technical director of Pechiney. I enjoyed 

working with the company, and I took the opportunity to talk about my 

prototypes for insulating shutters that could also be made of aluminium sheet 

around expanded cork panels. As Mimi had a project to build classrooms for a 

school in Estagel, I persuaded the technical director to set up a European 

research project in order to monitor the performance of the shutters that were to 

be used in the classrooms, over a period of two years. The project was selected 
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and funded by the European Commission, and so I had the opportunity to 

monitor the performance of the prototype in operation, and develop it for 

industrial production.  

In the meantime, the tests of the prototypes of the ventilated window, with and 

without heat storage, had given good results. So the technical director of 

Pechiney had the inspired idea to launch a demonstration project at the Group's 

headquarters in Paris. The head office was a large office building that had been 

built in 1936, where 1200 people worked. The 546 windows in the building, with 

old wooden or steel frames, were responsible for the main heat losses, and also 

the discomfort of the people working in the building, in both summer and winter. 

So, I designed an "autonomous" ventilated window as a solution for the 

renovation of all the windows in the office building. This new window, made of 

aluminium profiles with a thermal break between the outside and the inside of 

the window frames, had openings in the joinery to allow the thermo-circulation of 

air between the double glazing. Valves were used to direct the air heated by the 

sun; either inside, in order to contribute to the heating of the room in winter; or 

to the outside, in order to eliminate unwanted heat in summer. I had worked in 

Paris with my architect friends for several months to prepare this project. Finally, 

everything was ready for the signature of the CEO. But on September 4, 1985, 

the terrorist group Action Direct placed a bomb in front of the building during the 

night, as a protest against the presence of the Pechiney Group in South Africa 

during the apartheid era. The explosion was strong enough to dislodge all the 

windows on two floors and break all the other windows overlooking the Rue 

Balzac. The CEO gave orders to change all the windows using aluminium profiles 

immediately available. So, the ventilated window project was abandoned, and 

then the insulated shutter project was also abandoned. Several months later, the 

Pechiney Bâtiment Company, with its high-performance products, was 

dismantled by the Pechiney Group due to a lack of interest in energy savings. 

This was symptomatic of the late 1980s in France. Despite these failures, I 

continued to propose insulating shutters for tertiary buildings designed by Mimi 

and her partner Anne-Marie, of which the IUT in Perpignan is an example. A 

carpenter made the shutters and an electrician was in charge of automating the 

opening or closing of both the window and the shutters, as needed. The 

combination of automated shutters and windows is particularly efficient, but 

these products have never been industrialized. 

During the period that I worked with Pechiney Bâtiment, I persuaded the 

Technical Director to send me on a trip to the United States where several 

companies were interested in the thermal control of glazing. The trip was in 

January and it gave me the opportunity to see my children, when they weren't 

on holiday. At the time, both were in University. Hannah was at Smith College in 

Massachusetts, which is an all-female college. I attended the New Year's 

inaugural conference given by the Directress; there were two or three men 

present, amongst a thousand female students and teachers. While visiting the 

campus, I saw the beautiful library that had a subscription to virtually all of the 
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fine arts journals published throughout the world. Hudson was at Cornell 

University in the state of New York where the sporting facilities and the stadium 

seemed particularly impressive. Besides spending a few days with Hannah and 

Hudson, I visited several companies that had developed building components. 

After visiting the associates of Pechiney in Boston, I flew to the West coast as I 

was particularly interested in solar and energy efficient techniques. I went to see 

Steve Baer in Albuquerque who was one of the pioneers of solar architecture, 

working as an engineer and inventor. He used his company Zomeworks to 

develop, to manufacture and to sell his inventions. We hadn't met before but we 

had exchanged letters concerning one of the techniques that he had developed 

called "Bead wall". The technique involved pumping polystyrene beads in 

between double glazing as thermal insulation during the night. During the day, 

the beads were sucked up into a container, so that the sun could shine through 

the windows. I had asked for permission to use this technique in France and 

Steve Bear had no objection. This was when I had my company "Isomobile" and 

I made four "Bead wall" installations. The first three were for the architect Michel 

Gerber, in buildings not far from Perpignan, but the fourth was a much larger 

project for the town hall of Pecqueuse, near Paris. There were eight large bay 

windows and the operation had to be automatic. Theoretically I shouldn't have 

had a problem with this project; however I hadn't thought about the climate. The 

climate in New Mexico and Colorado is similar to that of the Perpignan region; in 

winter the sun shines frequently during the day, and the air is relatively dry. The 

situation around Paris is very different, as the morning air is extremely damp and 

misty throughout the winter. The polystyrene beads that should have been 

sucked up automatically each morning, got stuck together in the humid pipes 

and in the condensation on the surface of the windows. Resulting in a total 

system failure, for which I couldn't get paid, and that was the end of my 

company. My problems had nothing to do with Steve Baer, but on talking with 

him, I understood that he too had decided to abandon the technique. His 

workshop and factory were very well equipped and he was particularly interested 

in the change of state of certain fluids from liquid to gas owing to a slight 

temperature change. He had recently patented an almost perpetual motion 

machine that just needed a little sunlight to keep it going, but I never heard of 

any future development of this idea. After Albuquerque, I went to stay with the 

Lillywhite family in Denver; they were specialised in solar greenhouse 

technology. Unfortunately when I arrived in January, a large part of their green 

houses had been literally squashed after a very heavy snow storm. As I had two 

days before my return flight, I decided to drive to the ski resort of Aspen, where 

Steve Baer had built a large "bead wall" system for the airport. In spite of the 

thick snow, the roads were perfectly clear and dry, so I chose to take the 

secondary road going through the small mining town of Leadville that had 

flourished sufficiently at the end of the 19th century, for the town to build its own 

opera house, before declining into a virtual ghost town a few years later. I 

continued along the perfect road with banks of snow on either side until coming 

to a three metre high wall of snow, which marked the end of the road for the 
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winter, as the snow-plough went no further. There was a gas station, store and 

restaurant just before the end of the road, so I stopped to get something to eat. 

There were several cars and a dozen motor-skis in the parking lot, no one used 

regular skis to come from the neighbouring farm houses, as skis were only used 

as sporting or leisure appliances in the US. Also, there was nothing in the 

restaurant that made one think of winter and in spite of the small number of 

customers the menu was extensive with a choice of at least fifty kinds of pizza. 

Of course everything that was served came straight out of the freezer. I thought 

about the problems that could be caused by a power failure, but of course there 

was a powerful generator to take over and a fuel shortage couldn't be imagined 

at that time. 

Before finishing this chapter, I should mention that our life in Perpignan wasn't 

just a story of looking for work; we also visited most places in the region, from 

the Mediterranean Sea up into the Pyrenees. I mentioned in chapter 16 that 

Vachères was a particularly beautiful place. On walking the kilometre that 

separated my house from the village, I sometimes picked one of every different 

wildflower that I found on the way. In spring, there were about 80 different 

flowers that made an astounding bunch of colour. I realised that I hadn't lived in 

the country since my early childhood and decided that in the future, I wanted to 

live away from the major cities, and not too far from open country.  

22f. Below the village of Mantet with Josh and Amy  in 2004        22g. and Daniela in Spring 2013 

After living in Vachères I went to the Ferme Durand, the country nearby was 

industrial farm land, but we lived on the edge of the Forest of Dourdan, where it 

was easy to get lost under the towering Oak trees. From there I went to 

Collioure. At an altitude of 600 metres above the small village by the sea there is 

one of the rare primary forests in France, called Couloumates. The whole area is 

a natural reserve where nothing is touched; when the trees fall, they are left to 

rot, leaving space for another to take its place. Little sunlight reaches the ground 

so there are few bushes or brambles beneath the trees, but there is a lot of 

insect life in the soil. Every year members of the Arago Laboratory in Banyuls 

take a one square metre sample of the soil, in order to determine the qualities of 

the sample and count the insects. More than 8000 species have been identified. 
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The Natural Reserve lies between two watchtowers, the Massane and the 

Madeloc that were used for making smoke signals in the event of an invasion 

from the south across the Spanish border. We used to walk through the forest at 

least once every year, until the initial climb became too tiring. 

We have visited many beautiful sites in the region; however, we have returned 

regularly to the village of Mantet, more than anywhere else. We have taken 

nearly all of our friends and family there, when they have come to visit us in 

Perpignan. Sometimes we go for the day, following the twisting road with a 

precipice on one side, and sometimes we stay a few nights. In any case the 

village of Mantet is at the end of the road, on arriving one has to continue on 

foot, stopping first at the restaurant and bar, where Odile has looked over the 

village for many years, as innkeeper and Mayor of the 20 to 30 people who live 

there throughout the year. We have picked mushrooms and wild raspberries; we 

have walked along the many trails and let the children swim in the cold mountain 

streams.  
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23. A house, a workshop and a surprise in 1990 
Our apartment in Perpignan was in the town centre next to the "Place de la 

République". The rent was very low but the apartment needed considerable 

repair work to make it comfortable. There was a living-dining room, our 

bedroom, a small kitchen and a bathroom on the third floor of an old building, 

there was another small room for Alexios and a storage room on the fourth floor, 

and a terrace on the fifth floor. The terrace was very agreeable, with a view of 

the rooftops. After every storm, there was always a leak somewhere in the roof, 

I would go up to the terrace and look for a broken tile or a weak spot.  All 

around, other inhabitants were looking for the source of the leak in their roof just 

like me, and we would give each other little signals of recognition. Down stairs, 

on the street there was a market, and on the first floor, there was the office of 

the well-known private detective "Dan". After a few years of renting the 

apartment, the landlord decided to sell it, and without having any money we got 

a bank loan for almost all of the amount requested. I enjoyed living in the centre 

of town, I could walk to the public library in the Hotel Pams that was decorated 

in the "art nouveau" style, and read the newspaper sitting in its beautiful terrace 

garden, or I could work in peace in the reading room at the Chamber of 

Commerce a few minutes' walk away. 

 
23a. Mimi serving lunch on the terrace - 3 rue Voltaire in Perpignan 

Alexios went to a school nearby, and created a fanzine "Bruit d'Odeur". He then 

went to art school, first in Perpignan, and then in Angouleme; before becoming 

an artist and illustrator for books and the press.  

Mimi's architecture firm was doing well and she had several projects in the Aude 

region, through which the "Canal du Midi" flows. As we had travelled along the 
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major part of the Canal on the barge owned by the company of actors called 

"l'Arche de Noe", and enjoyed the scenery of this waterway that seemed to be 

cut off from development of modern life. We had considered the idea of leaving 

Perpignan in order to live somewhere near to the canal. Pending a decision, Mimi 

rented a small office in Olonzac in order to have a business address in the Aude 

region, and we installed a convertible bed and all that was needed for living 

there. A friend, who owned a restaurant on the canal at Oms, which is a village 

nearby, offered to let me use a barn that she did not need, as a workshop. So, I 

began to live in the office at Olonzac and to make colorful sculpture in the barn 

at Oms. I was very happy to have a workshop again, and I spent a lot of time 

making things, without thinking about renewable energy or energy savings that 

had occupied me for the previous ten years. 

  
23b. Inside my studio at Oms              23c. In front of the studio on the edge of the Canal du Midi 

I discovered the local art world, and started doing what I enjoyed doing. I 

showed my work in an exhibition organized by the "Rivages des Arts" in Canet 

during the month of February 1988 and in September, I organized an exhibition 

on the edge of the Canal du Midi. I realized that there was a demand for artists' 

work. Not to buy works, but to fill empty municipal exhibition rooms, to show 

that the town had a cultural activity. So there were exhibitions everywhere along 

the Mediterranean coast during the summer and also in the inland villages. In 

general, the artist was supposed to exhibit his work without remuneration, as the 

municipality felt it had been generous enough in providing the exhibition space. 

There were also certain towns with a real cultural policy. They launched 

competitions on themes and financed the transportation of the work, participated 

in material expenses, or purchased some of the exhibited works. This was the 

case of the exhibition of sculpture-fountains in Banyuls-sur-Cèze, where I 

participated with five or six other sculptors in creating a sculpture park in the 

town.  

The time spent so close to the Canal du Midi taught me that I didn't want to live 

without access to a workshop in the future and also that I preferred the dry 

climate around Perpignan. 
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23d. Exhibition of sculpture-fountains - Bagnols-sur-Cèze - 1988 

"The chair on the island" (Red Cedar and polyester resin - 4m40 x 2m40 x 2m40) 

In 1989, my son Hudson completed his bachelor's degree in history at Cornell 

University in New York State; he wanted to spend some time with us in France 

before deciding about continuing his studies. We cleared up the storage room on 

the fourth floor of the apartment to give him somewhere to sleep, and he found 

a job as a tutor in English at the Arago High School. It was great to be together, 

but the apartment was too small, and I started looking for something bigger with 

a workshop. Since we had very little money, I thought we could buy a barn or an 

industrial building and convert part of it into a dwelling. The search became even 

more urgent after a happy surprise: Mimi became pregnant, after we had been 

living together for 16 years. 

I finally found the industrial building that I had been looking for, with a floor area 

of 200 m2, and a small garden. It was in the North of Perpignan, and had been 

built as a factory for making dolls that were sold under the name of "Bella" in the 

1950's, the building was used afterwards as a storage area for tiles. The metal 

structure and the roof were in good condition, but there was nothing else. We 

were able to buy the property inexpensively at an auction, and we prepared 

plans for the construction work needed to build a home in which we could live. 

We sold are apartment in town, and after reimbursing the loan that we had taken 

out for the apartment, we found that the money left over, plus the money that 

our bank agreed to lent us, covered only the purchase cost of the industrial 

building and the masonry work required for our living quarters. So we had to do 

the rest of the work ourselves. It took 20 years to complete the construction as 

planned. 

Jonathan was born on the 27th April 1990, in Montpellier, as Mimi had to follow 

certain precautions in giving birth at her age of 46. However, all went well, and 

she was back in our apartment in Perpignan after a few days. We were impatient 

to move into the new house, but the construction work was just beginning. 

During the construction, I was very happy to be able to use the hangar as a 
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workshop because our friend and architect Jean-Jacques Johannet asked me to 

build a play structure to help in dividing up the space of a large room in a 

nursery school that he had designed. Despite the large size of the structure, I 

had room to cut the pieces, assemble them, and hang the various parts that 

needed painting from the roof. Also with the workshop, I could make all the 

joinery needed for our house, as I had found an inexpensive way to assemble the 

windows; making metal frames for large fixed sheets of glazing, and 

incorporating into the frame, small inexpensive prefabricated wooden windows 

that could be opened. We went to live in the new house in September, when only 

one room was finished and there was a temporary shower. Hudson was still living 

with us, and camped on the first floor without tiles on the ground, and without a 

ceiling under the corrugated sheets of asbestos on the roof. He helped me a lot 

with the construction of the first floor ceilings and painting the walls in order to 

make the house more or less habitable before the end of 1990. 

   
23e. Mimi with the baby Jonathan and his two cousins, Isabel and Gabriella in our apartment. 

 23f The industrial building when it was bought. 

 
23g. Me, Jonathan, Hudson and Hannah at the end of 1990 
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Fatima followed by Valerie came to the house for a few hours every day in order to 

take care of Jonathan, and I took him to a day-care centre from time to time. 

Otherwise I took care of him when Mimi was at work in her architect's office. I also 

worked on the house, and to relax I did some painting and sculpture for an 

exhibition at the Thérèse Roussel Gallery. Thérèse Roussel was a well-known figure 

in Perpignan. She had managed her gallery for nearly fifty years, and most artists 

from the region had exhibited there at one time or another. Thérèse lived with 

Isaac Mizrahi, who made mosaic frescoes (both have since died). Isaac was born in 

Lebanon and studied art in Paris, and during his first exhibition, Edouard Roditi 

made a laudatory review concerning his work. So, he was very happy to meet me 

and talk about Edouard. 

        
23h. Invitation to my exhibition at the Thérèse Roussel art gallery in November 1992.    

23i. Painted steel sculpture. 

On becoming the owner of an industrial building in Perpignan, we had to transform 

a part of the space into our private house; and do so in an exemplary way. We 

decided to build an independent two-story building as our house within the existing 

structure. Of course, before the purchase, I had made sure that the main facade 

was facing south, and that the northwest could be protected from the prevailing 

wind. 

In designing the living area, we needed to create an important thermal mass to 

store solar gain and stabilize the indoor temperature throughout the year. So the 

first floor was made of solid concrete 33 centimetres thick, and all the main rooms 

were planned on the southern facade to share part of the heat storage walls of 

unfired brick that had been built on both sides of the two-story greenhouse. The 

main problem of a "solar" house in the Mediterranean regions is thermal control in 

summer, especially when there is a greenhouse with walls that can store heat. The 

solution is to shelter the glazed areas in summer in order to reduce solar gain and 

ventilate the house strongly during the night. Indeed, a strong ventilation of fresh 

air accelerated by the chimney effect during the night can neutralize the rise in 

temperature during the day. Nevertheless, global warming is not an abstract topic 
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of discussion; it is a phenomenon that is already affecting us, and will certainly be 

reinforced in the near future. As a result, the notion of comfort in dwellings needs 

to be reconsidered. In France and in most European countries, one thinks first 

about keeping warm in winter. However, this is relatively easy to handle with good 

thermal insulation and with solar energy flowing through the windows. But in the 

summer, one has to be able to shade the glazed areas and make it possible to 

ensure natural ventilation, as in all tropical countries: using cross ventilation, forced 

ventilation by means of the chimney effect, and evaporative cooling. The purpose of 

natural ventilation is to ensure a comfortable temperature without air conditioning. 

This was the case during the first twenty years we lived in our house. However, in 

recent years there have been heatwaves where the minimum temperature during 

the night is too high for cooling purposes, and it becomes impossible to maintain 

the indoor temperature at a "comfortable" level by means of ventilation during five 

to ten days in the year, without the use of air conditioning. The number of 

"uncomfortable" days each year is expected to increase inexorably. 

 
23j. View of the two-story greenhouse entrance, showing the openings for high level ventilation.  

The thermal solar collectors provide shading for the upper part of the greenhouse in summer and a 

store can be lowered for shading the lower part.  

In winter, the sun is less elevated and can shine far into the house. 

23k. View of the greenhouse entrance, with a back-wall made from unfired bricks for heat storage. 

We have always used a solar water heater that works by thermosiphon, that is to 

say automatically, without a pump or regulation. It provides 95% of our hot 

water needs. The photovoltaic installation came later, when we had enough 

money to change the original roof made from corrugated asbestos sheeting. As 

the existing metal roof structure, designed for a lightweight roof, was in good 

condition, we chose a corrugated iron roof made in Italy, with flexible 

photovoltaic panels glued to the surface. These panels manufactured in the 
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United States, use an "amorphous" photovoltaic technology. I would have liked 

to use similar panels made in France, because I had exhibited a prototype in 

Collioure that had been developed at Toulouse nearly forty years ago, but the 

French technology has never been commercialized. Indeed, the American 

inventor Stanford R. Ovshinsky, used the money he earned with other 

semiconductor inventions to invest in the industrial development of his own solar 

technology. On the other hand, the French technology developed in a public 

laboratory, was dependent on investments from the French government that 

never came. This "amorphous" technology is less efficient than the 

photovoltaïque panels more commonly used, but it is much cheaper and lighter 

in weight. We installed an area of 178 m2 of panels with a nominal power of 10.6 

kWp. 

 
23l. View of the house with its photovoltaic roof.      

23m. The summer dining space on the eastern side, under a grapevine trellis. 
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24. Tecsol, the European Commission and ESIF 
When André Joffre was studying to become an engineer, he attended the "Solar 

Days" in Collioure, and the following year I met him at the inauguration of the 

Institute for the Development of Renewable Resources in Corbère-les-Cabannes. 

After graduation, he worked with the solar collector manufacturer "Solefil" in 

Perpignan, and then with three colleagues, he founded his own engineering 

company "Tecsol" aimed at developing the use of renewable energy. I saw him 

from time to time and I helped him with the English translation of the company 

presentation documents. Finally, I worked with Tecsol for 13 years, first as a 

consultant and then as a part-time employee. 

The second half of the 1980's was probably the worst time to start a business 

concerning solar energy, but Tecsol survived because it invented the guaranteed 

results concept for collective solar water heating systems, and took advantage of 

a fortuitous activity that had nothing to do with renewable energy. Tecsol rented 

an office in a Perpignan, where a retired car insurance broker had developed a 

programme that listed the value of all types of cars according to their age on the 

"Minitel". The "Minitel" was a forerunner of the personal computer that was 

developed exclusively in France. The person who had developed the programme 

had become tired of keeping it up to date and he asked André (and Tecsol) to 

exploit it for him. Hudson was looking for work, so André offered him a job that 

involved regularly changing the insurance value of all the different types of cars 

in the database. This wasn't a very interesting job, but Hudson worked on it for 

six months and in the meanwhile and for several years Tecsol made a 

considerable profit from providing the service.  

The other success story was the development of the guaranteed results concept, 

which was much more interesting. The main problem of a solar water heater is 

that it does not work on days without sun, so a conventional water heater using 

gas or electricity is used to back up the system automatically. This isn't a 

problem, except in the event of a failure in the solar system, and then the 

conventional energy backup continues to heat the water without the owner 

noticing that the solar system isn't working. When this happens, the expected 

energy savings are lost. With a guaranteed results contract, the solar system is 

constantly monitored, and if there's a problem, a telephone warning message is 

sent automatically to the operator, who is obliged to make the necessary repairs 

immediately, in order to respect the guarantee. Therefore, it becomes possible to 

guarantee the savings announced in the preliminary study. The members of the 

European Commission were particularly interested in this concept, because the 

guaranteed results made it possible to subsidise solar thermal systems 

throughout the European Union, without having an unpleasant financial surprise 

in the case of a system failure. Therefore, the Commission financed several inter-

European projects set up by Tecsol, because a partnership between at least two 

European countries was required to benefit from European funds. My work with 

Tecsol was mainly concerned with the promotion of this guaranteed results 
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concept. The first major project, for which I worked as an employee, concerned 

about thirty hotels in Tunisia. Tecsol handled the technical studies for the 

installation of the solar water heaters with guaranteed results, and the World 

Bank financed the project. The World Bank representatives were American, and I 

was particularly useful in the Tecsol team because all the documents and project 

preparation meetings in Tunisia were in English. 

The situation was similar for the many other projects in which Tecsol was 

involved. Owing to the fact that whenever there was partial funding from the 

European Commission, the meetings and reports were necessarily in English. I 

was also the speaker at international conferences when Tecsol was invited to talk 

about its current projects or about the guaranteed results concept. I enjoyed 

these trips, where others in the team saw only a waste of time. Sometimes, the 

speakers were very well treated, with sumptuous meals in exceptional places; 

like a lunch in the Egyptian army officers' mess on a barge on the Nile, where we 

were served on golden plates; or an evening in the Almudaina Palace in Palma de 

Mallorca. I also had the task of making market studies, estimating the potential 

for development and the opportunity for European funding in favour of certain 

international projects. Egypt, for example, was a country with a potential for the 

development of solar energy: there was unlimited sunshine throughout the year, 

there were no national fossil fuel resources (at that time), and both the 

population and the energy needs were growing fast. In fact it was difficult to 

understand such a lack of interest in a technology that seemed so well adapted 

to the country. I learned that an American company had opened a factory for 

solar water heaters in Cairo in the 1980's but it closed down a couple of years 

later. The story was simple; the company had offered the Egyptian minister of 

energy a free solar water heater for his private house, and for an unknown 

reason, the minister wasn't satisfied with the installation. Consequently, he 

announced that solar systems were not to be authorised for public buildings. The 

Egyptian middle classes, who represented the main market for individual water 

heaters, followed the initiatives of the government closely, and so it became 

virtually impossible to sell solar water heaters in Egypt. I visited the Egyptian 

research authority that had a "solar" department and I was shown around the 

various installations. All the solar collectors were covered with a thick layer of 

dust and sand, and their efficiency was certainly negligible. I obviously 

mentioned the need to wash the collectors occasionally, but I realised that 

nothing could be done about such a simple problem. The engineers who showed 

me around would never be seen with a water hose in their hands and the 

cleaning staff in the research establishment didn’t have the security authorisation 

to penetrate into the controlled research zone. I had experienced this kind of 

administrative difficulty when wanting to get a copy of a report concerning the 

Egyptian climate that had been made by an American Agency several years 

earlier. I found that I had to have an authorisation from the Minister himself, and 

that the Minister rarely came to his office. Egypt had still not recovered from the 

Six-day war, in which Israel's surprise attack destroyed the Egyptian air force on 
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the ground. The high ranking officers were recycled into the civil service, and the 

Energy Minister was an ex-air force pilot. 

I also attended international conferences outside of Europe and the 

Mediterranean region: in Johannesburg, Santiago de Chile, São Paulo and 

Montevideo. I usually had enough time to go sightseeing, or in the case of South 

Africa to see my family. There was an international conference organized by the 

South African utility ESKOM in their research and development park east of 

Johannesburg. We were received by the Minister of Energy Phumzile Mlambo-

Ngcuka, who was a great supporter of renewable energy in a country riddled with 

coal mines. My nephew Greg lived in Johannesburg at the time, and he picked 

me up at the ESCOM campus outside the city. Otherwise, I would have been 

obliged to stay with the other delegates under high security. 

At the beginning of 1991, André asked me to accompany him to Brussels 

because the commissioner responsible for renewable energy development 

wanted to entrust a specific mission to Tecsol, and he thought that I could handle 

it. One of the objectives of the European Commission was to create a European 

market for each product. This means that the industry concerned is obliged to 

establish common standards so that the products can move easily from one 

country to another in the EU. At that time, the global market for solar water 

heaters in the European Union was totally unknown. There were small isolated 

markets in a dozen countries, some countries had national standards and there 

were a few research laboratories. Most of the products were handmade and there 

was very little reliable information on the subject. The mission was to create a 

solar thermal equipment industry in Europe (the solar photovoltaic industry was 

another topic). The first step was to make a market study in each country, 

establish a list of the professional actors, and identify any political policy 

concerning market development. There were twelve countries in the Union at 

that time and the Commissioner wanted to add three more to the study. So there 

were 15 countries to be visited, one week per country, with the preparation for 

the visits and a report to write, that is to say six months work. So I prepared for 

a tour of Europe. 

I like to travel, especially in places far from the tourist circuits. I discovered that 

most of the major players in the solar industry were based outside the large 

cities and often in the country. For example, the German professional association 

was in Ebersberg, the Danish association was in Skorping and the British 

association was in Newbury, etc. So, I needed to rent a car to visit the different 

actors and spend the night in country inns. In general, I was very well received. 

Serious professionals knew that they had a lot to gain from a Europe without 

borders for their products. But of course, there were others who saw an emissary 

from the European Commission with a bad eye, so they retained information; or 

were unable to answer simple questions, because they were searching for a 

hidden meaning. I had an appointment with an academic in Lisbon who had 

written several books on solar energy, with an English translation paid for by the 
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Commission. He received me in his really sumptuous office, in a palace 

requisitioned by the University. I dared to question the production figures for 

solar collectors in Portugal mentioned in his book; because they were four times 

larger than the reality (I had already visited the main manufacturers prior to our 

interview). He was so outraged that I dared to question his expertise, that he 

called a secretary to lead me out of the establishment. I was expecting a lot from 

my visit to Turkey. First of all, it was the first time that I had returned since my 

childhood, and concerning my work, the production of solar collectors in Turkey 

was twice as much as in all the other European Union countries combined. I 

started the visit in Ankara, as I had to get an authorization from the Minister for 

Energy to visit the main research centre, as well as a state owned solar 

equipment factory. Fortunately, I had met a young woman in Perpignan who was 

a teacher at the Ankara School of Architecture, she showed me around the city 

as well as the University where she worked. Since Ataturk, Islamic headdress for 

women had been banned at the university. When I was there in 1991, the first 

young women braved the prohibition by entering the campus veiled, with a 

bodyguard of several bearded men. My friend was in despair because no one at 

the University dared to forbid their entry, and the political authorities and the 

police refused to intervene. Twenty years later all the women at the University 

are veiled. I often talk about this incident when there are attempts to introduce 

Islamic veils into schools in France. The greatest desire of religious communities 

is to establish prohibitions, and the goal is always to mark their difference from 

those outside the community and to strengthen their power within the 

community, until their chosen prohibition becomes the rule, and eventually the 

law. 

I received my ministerial authorizations and visited the principal factories. I was 

also able to do some tourism in Istanbul while waiting for the planned visit to the 

Research Center; it was 80 kilometres from the city, and I had been told that I 

should go there by taxi. But looking at the map, I saw that this centre was only 

five kilometres from the coast and that there was a regular boat service, which 

stopped at all the villages along the coast of the Marmara Sea. I left early the 

next day, got on a boat and saw the sunrise over the sea. The boat bus passed 

by several fishing villages; before arriving at the village closest to the Research 

Centre. Coming from Istanbul, it was hard to imagine the poverty of the village, 

there were no paved roads, the few people around the dock were dressed in rags 

and I saw a minaret next to the mosque made by piling up and welding empty oil 

barrels together. Obviously, there was no taxi, but by showing money and the 

name of the Research Centre, someone came with a van to take me there. The 

van wasn't authorised to go through the gate that led to the Research Centre, 

but by showing my authorisation papers, one of the guards brought a car to take 

me to the person I was expected to meet. The interior of the centre was well 

equipped; the staff were highly qualified and worked in excellent conditions. At 

the end of an impressive visit, I returned to Istanbul by taxi. 
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One of the recurring difficulties concerned the real production figures. This wasn't 

a problem in northern European countries, but around the Mediterranean, the 

number of solar collectors produced and sold by a company was often considered 

a professional secret. Some exaggerated the production figures to gain 

importance and others reduced the figures for the case that there was a tax 

inspector involved. Greek manufacturers, for example, had developed a clever 

technique to provide a global production figure for the country, keeping each 

company's individual production secret. All the manufacturers met once a year, 

the first added an imaginary figure to the production of his company, noting the 

total on a sheet of paper. The next added his production to the figure written on 

the paper, and noted the total on another sheet of paper and destroyed the 

preceding paper, and so on. Finally, the paper came back to the first 

manufacturer, who removed his imaginary figure from the total to announce the 

total production of all the manufacturers in Greece. 

The report that I made was interesting because most of the information had 

been totally unknown previously. There were 400 identified professionals and ten 

of the fifteen countries being studied had a professional association. The 

European Commissioner Umberto Tiberi was very pleased and prepared the next 

step. I was asked to present the conclusions of the study at the international 

conference "Solar Hotel" in Cyprus, and take advantage of the occasion to 

organize an informal meeting of the solar manufacturers present in order to 

discuss the creation of a European professional association. Following my 

request, about twenty people gathered and decided to organize a formal meeting 

with representatives of the solar industry from all the European countries to 

create the Federation. Panos Lamaris, the President of the Greek manufacturers 

association, proposed Athens as the venue for the meeting and I was responsible 

for the organisation under the auspices of the European Commission. A few 

months later, the European Solar Industry Federation ESIF was created with 

Panos Lamaris as President and me as secretary. I had several discussions with 

Umberto Tiberi on the procedure to follow. He wanted all the initiatives 

concerning the creation of European standards for solar equipment to come from 

ESIF, because the Commission did not want to appear as if it was interfering with 

the industry's business. Nevertheless, the Commission thought that the 

"European" standards should not be limited to the countries of the European 

Union alone, but should also be valid in many other neighbouring countries, in 

Eastern Europe and around the Mediterranean. There were now fifteen member 

countries of the European Union; and there were twenty-two other bordering 

countries, which could be concerned by European standards. Thus, the project 

was to prepare a study of the solar thermal equipment market, with a 

development plan covering 37 countries, as a basis for establishing common 

industry standards. ESIF was to conduct this study and request funding from the 

Commission for its realisation. The members of ESIF were in agreement and I 

was responsible for making a call for tender from consultants throughout Europe 

in order to carry out the study according to a common model. In short, six 

consultants were chosen to cover the different geographical areas, and I was 
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expected to coordinate the work and make the final report. The total budget was 

set at 200,000 euros (in fact ECU as the Euro wasn't yet in circulation), which 

was a considerable sum of money for a small industry study in 1975. I went to 

Brussels with Panos Lamaris to sign the contract that had been prepared by the 

Commission, concerning the funding of the study. Umberto Tiberi presented the 

terms of the contract, and when he arrived at the amount of 200,000 euros as 

expected, Panos Lamaris said that after reflection, it would be impossible to 

make such a study for less than 300,000 euros. Umberto was very embarrassed, 

and so was I because it was the first time that I had heard of this. Umberto said 

that he needed to consult the financial department. When I asked Panos what he 

was playing at, he told me that 200 or 300,000 euros was the same thing for the 

Commission, they had billions to distribute. A little later, Umberto came back 

with a modified contract. Obviously, the extra 100,000 euros were for the 

personal expenses of the President. When I had the opportunity to see Umberto 

again and ask why he accepted such a fraud. He told me that if the Commission 

had refused to pay the amount requested, Panos Lamaris would have certainly 

complained to a Greek Member of the European Parliament, who would have 

created a scandal about the savings being made by the Commission, at the 

expense of the Greeks. Such a story was common, and this is one of the reasons 

why the Greeks found so little sympathy from the European Commission during 

the financial crisis a few years later. 

The study "Sun in action, a strategic plan for development in Europe" was 

published in February 1996. I wrote the executive summary as planned and 

among my tasks, I had to make a prediction for market development over the 

following ten years. Although I ended my collaboration with ESIF when this study 

was published, I continued to follow the annual production figures and I was 

pleased to see that my predictions were not far from the reality. 

Many people at that time (me included) were searching for the ultimate solar 

energy machine. The perfect example was the simplicity of Crookes Radiometer, in 

which a spindle with vanes spaced equally around a vertical axis, is placed in a 

glass bulb in a partial vacuum. The vanes are painted black on one side and white 

on the other, so that when they are exposed to any form of radiation, the black side 

is repelled to produce a perpetual movement. I bought my first radiometer when 

living on the houseboat in Paris. It was particularly beautiful with the bright side of 

the vanes painted in red, yellow, green and blue. However, I realised that very little 

energy was produced; without a vacuum it could not work owing to the air 

resistance and after a few years the point on the spindle becomes less sharp and 

the slight friction stops it turning. Another phenomenon, subject to much research, 

was natural convection and the chimney effect. It was thought that high chimneys 

with propellers attached at the summit could be used as power plants, and a 100 

meter tall tower was built as a prototype in Spain. In fact the most efficient 

renewable electricity generator was already available. But the photovoltaic panel 

was so expensive that few people imagined that the technology could be used for 

everyday needs. I was present at a conference given by photovoltaic industry 

leaders at the end of the 20th century, where the goal was set to supply fifty 

percent of the world's electricity supply by the year 2050. How could this be 
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possible? The expected electricity needs and the investments required for industrial 

production were colossal; however with an exponential annual growth rate it would 

be possible; if the costs could be reduced sufficiently. In the last twenty years the 

cost of photovoltaic panels has been reduced tenfold and the efficiency has almost 

doubled, which means that the cost of solar electricity is now one twentieth of what 

it was. The present production figures are not far from the predictions, which 

seemed to be impossible twenty years ago.  
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25. Computer science and continuing education 
Through this story, it is clear that I have done several different jobs without 

finding the need for specific training; in general, the transition from one activity 

to another posed no particular difficulty. However, for 50 years I have followed 

the development of computer science, always being a little late in understanding 

the rapid development of this totally new technology. When I controlled the 

movement of aircraft on a cathode ray tube during my military service, all the 

data presented on the screen was analogue. It was a few years later that I heard 

about "digital data" for the first time. Indeed, I met a friend in New York in 1963 

that I had known while I was at the University. I knew that the subject of his 

thesis had been "light transmission", and when he told me that he was currently 

a researcher at IBM, I was a little surprised because I did not see a connection 

between light transmission and the business machines or the computers of IBM. 

He explained to me that an optical fibre could also transmit data in digital form, 

and that was his research topic. I think it was the first time I had heard that data 

in computer language was digital. Everything became a little clearer when I 

visited the Philips Museum of Technology in Eindhoven a few years later; I 

learned that texts and images could be translated into digital code before being 

transmitted by cable or electromagnetic waves for our future telephones, radios 

and televisions (in fact for all communications). 

I touched a computer for the first time at the Ferme Durand in 1975, one of our 

colleagues spent his nights trying to program a machine to place a series of 

names in alphabetical order. I think the machine that Paul had borrowed for a 

few weeks was a microcomputer called Micral. But the complexity of writing the 

code needed to program the machine didn't interest me very much. A few years 

later, I was teaching climatic building technology for some training courses at the 

University of Perpignan. One of these courses was intended for public service 

technical staff from the islands of the Indian Ocean, and part of the teaching 

programme concerned the use of software developed in France to simulate the 

behaviour of a building according to the choice of the materials that were used. I 

was supposed to show the prowess of the software on a micro-computer under 

Microsoft MS DOS and I could never remember the protocols needed to enter the 

data. The trainees knew less than me, but I certainly didn't teach them much. I 

used a computer with pleasure for the first time in 1985, playing with MacDraw 

at a store demonstrating the latest computers. The following year, Mimi bought a 

Macintosh for her office and I remember that in 1986, I made my first database 

for the members of the alumni association of the French School in Addis Ababa, 

for which Mimi was the President.  

When I started working at Tecsol in 1991, everyone had their personal computer 

and had assimilated the way to use it, at least for word processing and the use of 

a spreadsheet. However, I was soon using the software available for conference 

displays, and all drawings and project plans started to be made with the recently 

developed software. While working with the World Bank on the solar project in 
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Tunisia, I had to understand how to transfer documents by means of a specific 

protocol (before the development of e-mail software) and as the telephone line 

capacity was limited and very slow, we had to choose the least congested hours 

for sending our reports. 

In 1994, Tecsol moved into its new offices, designed by Mimi, and I cycled to 

work every day. The distance from our home to the office was seven kilometres. 

Going there was simple with the road running downhill before arriving; but the 

return started with a long climb, which became really painful in windy weather. 

So I started to look for an electric bike and this became my first subject of 

research on the Internet. I found three brands of electric bicycles in the United 

States and one in Germany. It must be said that at that time, there were very 

few companies outside the United States with a website. Finally, I bought an 

electric bike conversion kit manufactured by a company called ZAP (Zero Air 

Pollution) in Los Angeles. I used it for the next ten years that I worked at Tecsol. 

The electric bike is particularly recommended for commuting, because it removes 

a large part of the physical effort, and makes it possible to arrive relaxed; 

however the advantages are not only, comfort and speed, but also, greater 

safety. With an electric bike, one can start off faster after stopping at traffic 

lights, and cycle at a speed similar to that of a car in a roundabout; this is 

important considering the lack of politeness of certain motorists with regard to 

cyclists. 

 
25a. Going to the nursery school and then to work, on my electric bicycle. 

It was clear that computer science and the internet were first developed in the 

United States and then spread to Europe a couple of years later. During the 

summer of 1995, I travelled with Mimi and Jonathan to visit Hannah and Hudson. 

At that time, Hudson was doing research in marine biology at the Stony Brook 
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University on Long Island, New York, and we stayed in the house where he lived 

with four colleagues. We all had breakfast together and all of Hudson's house 

mates sat in front of their laptop computers while drinking their coffee. It was 

the first time that I had witnessed this behaviour and they explained that they 

had to be informed of any news concerning their subjects of study before going 

to work. This form of urgent need to be informed was totally new to me; at the 

same time in Europe, most students didn't even possess a personal computer. 

The computer stores in the US were a source of fascination and I bought the 

latest computer games, so that I could play with Jonathan when we returned 

home. I remember a game called "Down under" that takes place on the Great 

Barrier Reef off the Australian coast, you were intended to play the role of a fish 

that had to eat to survive and also avoid being eaten by predators. 

My interest in the internet had become enthusiastic when I discovered the use of 

"hypertext links" to find specific things lost in a mass of documents. I should 

mention that my work with the European Commission gave me access to many 

studies concerning renewable energy and when a colleague at Tecsol wanted to 

know, for example, "the amount of energy needed to manufacture a ton of steel" 

or "the importance of the air pollution caused by a car traveling a thousand 

kilometres", he came to see me. I generally knew that this information could be 

found in one of the studies in my library, but it took time to find the document 

and then the page. I realized that I could create a basic search engine from a 

few keywords and the information loaded on to a website. So I decided to place 

the information I had available concerning renewable energy on to the internet. 

With a little help from my colleagues, I registered the name of my domain in 

1999, and so www.outilssolaires.com was born. 

During a year, I uploaded a lot of information on to my website. The information 

was intended for the general public, and answers could be found to a series of 

questions that potential users might be expected to ask. There were also lists of 

available equipment and the names of professionals throughout France. In the 

beginning of the year 2000, I got the site referenced as widely as possible, and I 

described the purpose of the site with the following text: 

The Catalogue of "Outils Solaires" (Solar tools) was first published in 1980. 

The time has come to republish it, taking into account the current modes of 

communication. 

Twenty years ago, interest in solar energy was sparked by the oil crises and 

encouraged by a large part of the population as an alternative to the "all 

nuclear" policy being put in place. Currently, the fear of an oil shortage has 

been forgotten, energy prices are at their lowest and the protest movement 

concerning energy policy has virtually disappeared. Habit has relegated 

"solar tools" to the range of gadgets, accessories and alibis of an explicitly 

nuclear society. However, air pollution and the state of the environment are 

of increasing concern and most European countries have started to develop 

renewable energies which could eventually counteract the rise of these 
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problems. New industries have been created to design, manufacture and 

sell equipment, and even though the solar equipment market is still very 

small, the prospects are promising. Throughout the European Union, the 

"solar" and "wind" markets are growing by 20% each year and the 

European Commission is actively promoting a sustainable development 

policy. The White Paper "Community Strategy and Action Plan, for the 

Promotion of Renewable Energies", published at the end of 1997, sets an 

ambitious goal: to double the share of renewable energies in the EU's 

energy balance from 6% to 12%, by 2010. 

Professionals in each specific industry have taken advantage of the difficult 

years to perfect their products and manufacturing methods. They have thus 

improved their competitiveness. Of the forty solar collector manufacturers 

listed in France in 1980, only two remain, but distributors can now choose 

from a range of high quality European products. Finally, the French 

government has decided to encourage the development of the solar thermal 

market by offering financial support and we will try to keep this site in line 

with the expected market growth. 

By the end of the year 2000, the web site received an average of 200 visits a 

day. I was very pleased, but it was just the beginning. In 2004, there were 1000 

visits a day and from 2006 the number of daily visits stabilized between 4000 

and 5000 on average, which means that there were one and a half million unique 

visits during the year. Gradually, the content of the site became much greater 

with documents on all applications of renewable energy, passive solar 

architecture and adapted building materials. The directory of specialized 

installers had grown from a few dozen in the beginning, to more than 2000 ten 

years later. 

    
25b. The logo for outilssolires.com  25c. T-shirts sold on the website shop  25d. Published book cover  

In 2004, the last instalment of the loan for the purchase of our house was paid, 

so I had less need for money, and I stopped working with Tecsol to spend more 

time on my website. I had not planned to make a commercial site, however, the 

targeted links "AdWords" developed by Google, provided a revenue of up to 1000 

euros per month. Also, manufacturers and installers were willing to pay to have 
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photos of their work associated with the name of their company, as very few 

companies had their own website at the time. I was surprised to find that it was 

the first time in my life that I made more money than I needed to live. Indeed, I 

bought a new car paying cash, and I had the roof of our house replaced with a 

photovoltaic system 

There was the equivalent of several books disseminated throughout the site, and 

part of the section concerning passive solar architecture was published under the 

title of "Natural ventilation and light", by the Editions Eyrolles in 2011. I had no 

problem adding pages of texts and images to the site, in order to ensure that the 

information was up to date; but with the development of website technology, I 

was unable to reproduce the layouts that I admired elsewhere. Florian, the son 

of friends, was 14 years old when he created a website on skateboarding 

tournaments in France; he used "Flash" software to feature animated diagrams. I 

wanted to do the same, but in spite of his detailed explanations, I had a hard 

time understanding the logic of the manipulations required to produce animated 

pages on my site. I also wanted to follow the trend and use "web 2.0" 

applications with which the user could play a participatory role; I realized that I 

was not able to follow this path alone and I looked for a partner, capable of using 

the recent technology to adapt the website. As I didn't find the partner that I was 

looking for, I sold the domain and the registered trademark in 2012. 

In less than thirty years, the Internet has developed into a service that covers 

the entire planet. Research engines like Google or Baidu can find answers to 

most people's questions immediately in over a hundred languages. Practical 

information, culture, sports, travel and worldwide news is available to nearly half 

of the world's population, all the time and for free. In many parts of the world, it 

has become virtually impossible to live without a connection to internet, and I 

couldn't help feeling the enthusiasm that I had once experienced when plastics 

started to develop worldwide in the 1980's. Since then, I have learned to 

recognise the problem of plastic pollution, and I cannot help wondering whether 

the hidden disadvantages of internet will become even more devastating. 

Already, there is the problem of the loss of civil liberties and the fake news that 

flows through the social networks, but this wouldn’t be such a problem if these 

facilities didn’t also consume enormous amounts of energy. Each innovation that 

needs an internet connection, such as driverless cars, high-definition video, 

generalised facial recognition procedures, medical diagnosis, gaming, finance and 

payments,…. requires an ever growing network of data centres. It is estimated 

that the communications industry will use 20% of the entire world’s electricity 

supply by 2025, hampering attempts to meet climate change targets and 

straining national electricity grids as demand for storing digital data from billions 

of smartphones, tablets and internet-connected devices grows exponentially. We 

have always lived with the proverb of not putting all one's eggs into the same 

basket; however, it seems that all communications are becoming digital data 

managed by a single worldwide network. 
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26. A municipal election - March 2008 
I have never been involved in politics and have never had the occasion to vote in 

the United Kingdom. However, as a member of the European Union, I have the 

right to vote in the municipal elections in France, and my vote usually goes to an 

ecologist party. In Perpignan, where the town hall was occupied by Paul Alduy for 

34 years to be followed by his son Jean-Paul in 1993, the interest of municipal 

elections was limited. I could say that Mimi's opinions were similar to mine. 

However, before the municipal elections of 2008, Jean-Paul Alduy asked Mimi to 

be part of his electoral list, and also proposed to place her in the second position 

on the list, because he wanted Perpignan to become a "positive energy" city, 

which meant that the town should produce all the energy it needed to function. 

The concept was very fashionable, and in order to go beyond a discourse of 

intention, he wanted to have a professional to help him carry out the 

environmental policy that he desired. Mimi, as a liberal architect, knew Jean-Paul 

Alduy well. She had been working for ten years to set up a conservation plan for 

the Perpignan city centre, and she had designed two primary schools for the 

municipality. Nevertheless it was a complete surprise and she asked for a few 

days of reflection before making a decision. 

I did not have much respect for the politics of the Alduy family, but I thought 

that Mimi had nothing to lose by running for office. If she could set up an 

environmental policy it would be excellent; and in any case, she would have at 

least a word to say in the municipal council. Mimi consulted several people more 

politically knowledgeable than me, and they had the same opinion. Also, she was 

64 years old and thought that it would be an interesting way to end her 

professional career as an architect. So, she agreed to run for office. 

In the first round of the election, Alduy's list was clearly ahead of the left-wing 

candidate, but the votes for the second round remained uncertain. Mimi was the 

vice-president of the polling station next to our house, and while the votes were 

being counted for the second round, I stayed at home listening to the radio. The 

first results from other cities were being discussed, when the reporter became 

more excited in announcing an "electoral fraud" in Perpignan. Very quickly, the 

socialist President of the local government in the Pyrénées-Orientales region 

declared that there had been a massive fraud in Perpignan; the president of a 

polling station had been found with votes "hidden in his socks". I quickly realized 

that the problem had occurred in the polling station where Mimi was the Vice 

President, and I went there right away. However, the entrance to the polling 

station was guarded by a line of muscular men, and I couldn't help wondering 

where they had come from. So, I went back home and listened to all the political 

figures of the opposition parties talking about a "massive" fraud by members of 

the Alduy electoral list. Mimi told me later that she was totally surprised when 

someone found the President of the polling station, George Garcia, crouching on 

the floor with ballot papers in his hand, sticking out of a pocket and stuck in his 

socks. As Vice-President, she followed the instructions that she had been given. 
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George Garcia was peacefully arrested, everyone moved away from the ballot 

table and then in the presence of a delegate from the Prefecture, the votes were 

eventually recounted. Finally, Jean-Paul Alduy was elected as Mayor of Perpignan 

with an advance of nearly 600 votes for his list of councillors. But the left-wing 

candidate Jacqueline Amiel-Donat obviously challenged the results and called for 

a public demonstration against the massive fraud of the Alduy "gang". George 

Garcia was indicted and justice took the time required to make a decision 

concerning the validity of the election. There were many comments in the press, 

and a demonstration was organized by all the opposition parties against the 

"sock fraud" which was followed by many people in Perpignan. Personally, I was 

very embarrassed to find myself on the wrong side, because all my friends from 

Greenpeace took part in the demonstration, and personally, I couldn't believe 

that the fraud was as "massive" as the opposition claimed. 

While waiting for the judicial decision concerning the validity of the election, Mimi 

was elected municipal councillor, 2nd Deputy Mayor and delegate to the 

Agglomeration Perpignan Mediterranean. So she began the preparatory work to 

transform Perpignan and the nearby region, into a "positive energy" area, which 

meant: defining a wind turbine zone, making an inventory of the public roofs 

likely to carry photovoltaic panels, providing school canteens with organic local 

products, etc... She was very happy with her work and she had no apprehension 

when she was called to testify before the investigating judge six months later. 

But the "summons to testify" became "custody" for 36-hours that ended with an 

"indictment" for "electoral fraud and complicity in forgery" because nine 

signatures of voters, who had not voted, had been forged on the registration 

lists. The investigating judge did not believe that it could have been the work of 

one person; and anyway, George Garcia denied being responsible for the false 

signatures. Mimi found herself on the front line and was shocked to be accused 

of something she would never have considered doing. When her time of custody 

was over, she especially wanted to inform Jean-Paul Alduy of the situation, but 

he remained unreachable in Paris. The next day, Mimi resigned from her elected 

position. Although she no longer had the right to speak with the other 

councillors, she had no obligation to resign, however she no longer trusted her 

former colleagues, who had filed a legal charge against the fraudsters. Jean-Paul 

Alduy remained Mayor and President of the agglomeration; it took him three 

weeks to decide to write a word of "friendship" to Mimi. 

With the end of her political life, Mimi thought that she would be able to continue 

her work as an architect. However, after searching for work for a year, and 

receiving negative replies to the many calls for tender around Perpignan, she 

realized that the political powers had eliminated her from the work circuit. 

Eventually, she was chosen for an architectural project at Font-Romeu in the 

Pyrenees. In the meantime she had engaged a criminal lawyer to prepare her 

defence. Two graphological studies were made concerning the false signatures, 

and the two studies concluded that Georges Garcia was the only one responsible. 

In addition, the people for whom there were false signatures were among his 
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acquaintances. It is also interesting to know that the prosecutor did not want to 

charge Mimi because there was no evidence against her, but the civil parties (all 

the political parties involved) insisted that her alleged complicity should be tried 

in court. At the end of the trial, a judicial non-suit was pronounced. But it is 

frustrating to be acquitted owing to "lack of evidence" when you are innocent. 

Besides the 20.000 euros of expenses for the graphological studies and the 

lawyer's fees, the stress of this two-year judicial ordeal had a serious effect on 

her health. Fortunately, Mimi had good friends who remained faithful, they also 

raised funds to help her, and not surprisingly, no ex-political colleague 

participated.  

Although Perpignan has never become a "positive energy" town, the wind 

development zone around Calce, that Mimi had time to circumscribe, now has a 

wind farm with a capacity of 96 megawatts producing the equivalent of a quarter 

of the electricity consumption of the Pyrénées-Orientales region. 

Slowly, the reality of the fraud became clear to me. Georges Garcia was alone in 

the polling station for half an hour during the lunch break; to pass the time, he 

looked through the registered list of voters. When he came across the name of 

someone he knew and who he was certain would not be able to vote, he added a 

false scribbled signature. Arriving at the end of the list, he had forgotten the 

exact number of false signatures that he had made, but he slipped a small 

package of envelopes containing the name of the Alduy list in to the ballot box. It 

must be remembered that George Garcia was born, went to school and lived 

throughout his active life as an electrician in the neighbourhood; so he knew 

everyone. During the vote count, he began to panic thinking that he had added 

too many votes compared to the number of false signatures, and he decided to 

remove some of the envelopes and put them in his pocket. But he had forgotten 

that he was wearing a sports tracksuit with pockets too small to hide the 

envelopes, and in despair he squatted down to hide the envelopes in his socks. 

This reconstruction is personal and was never mentioned in court. Indeed, the 

many lawyers spoke a lot, to say nothing of pertinence. The truth did not seem 

to interest anybody and the affair of the fraudulent signatures remained 

unsolved. There were many liars in the case, first of all George Garcia who 

denied everything about the false signatures, and then his brother Manu Garcia, 

who was the friend and confidant of Jean-Paul Alduy; he was elected City 

Councillor at the same time as Mimi, and finally Jean-Paul Alduy himself, who 

had certainly been informed by Manu Garcia. The State Council eventually 

cancelled the 2008 elections, and the town voted again the following year. Jean-

Paul Alduy was re-elected with a larger majority, but it is interesting to note that 

Manu Garcia was no longer on the list, and Jean-Paul Alduy was forced to resign 

from the post of Mayor and the Presidency of Agglo, after a couple of months, in 

favour of his first deputy Jean-Marc Pujol. 
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27. Travelling and contradictions 
I have always enjoyed travelling. Even at a very young age, I have no memory 

of being bored on very long journeys. I have crossed the Atlantic many times, for 

work and also to see my children after my separation with Sheila. I went to join 

them for the first Christmas that they spent in their house in Accord, and we 

were joined by our friends Gus and Christine from London, with their two 

children. That winter was extremely cold; all the pipes in the house froze, as well 

as the river nearby. I remember that the temperature dropped to -40°, because 

I realized that it was the temperature at which the scales of Celsius and 

Fahrenheit intersect. The cold bothered me a lot but fortunately the freezing 

temperature inside the house wasn't a problem for the children, who remained in 

good health. 

Since I met Mimi, we have been to Greece almost every year. She has never 

lived in Greece, but her family came from the Epirus region in the north of the 

country near the Albanian border. We often went to Crete, mostly because of our 

friend Maria. It was thanks to her that we discovered the extraordinary beaches 

of Xerokampos, and that's where we went for our first holiday with Jonathan 

when he was 15 months old. We rented a cabin in an olive grove by the sea. 

There was a chapel on a promontory nearby, where I took Jonathan on my 

shoulders every day to see the icon of Santa Barbara. During our stay, there was 

an earthquake, but in the cabin, there was not much to fall on our heads. I 

enjoyed swimming with a mask and a snorkel because there were many fish to 

be seen. A few years later, while swimming with Jonathan, we tried to recall all 

the different fish that we saw, in order to draw them when we returned home. I 

think that we saw about fifteen different species, but each year the number 

decreased. In 2015, there were no fish visible near the coast. One day I saw a 

young Greek returning from the sea with his submarine fishing gun, he had not 

caught anything; but I asked if there were still any fish to be caught. He replied, 

that there was still a Grouper living in a cavity in one of the rocks, and that he 

was going to get it one day. Fortunately, fishing with dynamite was not 

widespread throughout Greece and there are still many places where fish can be 

found along the coast. We have travelled to Greece by car several times, 

crossing the south of France and through the 200 tunnels to Genoa, in order to 

take the boat from Ancona or Brindisi to Igoumenitsa. I always enjoyed spending 

a few days in Italy, visiting the architectural sites on the way, and enjoying a film 

festival in Bologna or an opera in Verona. 

Apart from the many journeys across Europe for my work and holidays, I have 

made several distant trips with Mimi: three times in Ethiopia, three times in India 

and once in Japan, Vietnam and Cambodia. I have already made an account of 

our first trip through northern India to meet Mimi's parents in Addis Ababa at the 

outbreak of the revolution. The revolution had ended in civil war, and for my 

second trip twenty years later, there was peace at last; however, travellers were 

advised not to venture out of supervised areas. We went to spend Christmas with 
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friends of Mimi, who had a house and a "toucoule" in braided reeds, on the edge 

of Lake Lugano. Jonathan was five years old and we hung some garlands in a 

tree to remind us of Christmas. One day, we went with our friends by car to visit 

another lake that was known for its vast colony of flamingos. To get there, we 

had to cross a few kilometres of uninhabited bush land, where there was no trace 

of human life. We walked along the lakeside looking at the compact mass of 

thousands of colourful birds. After a while, there was a kind of mirage on the 

horizon, and with the passing minutes we realised that something was really 

moving. Indeed, three men in shorts, holding spears, came running towards us. 

Our friend and guide asked us to get into the car, while he remained outside to 

welcome the barefoot runners, after a discussion, and the payment of the sum 

that was considered to be reasonable, they ran back to where they came from. 

   
27a. Mimi with Jonathan at 15 months, on the deck of the boat going to Crete. 

27b. In front of parabolic collectors in a solar power station at Kramer Junction in California. 

   
27c. Jonathan with his friends at Lake Lugano in Ethiopia, Christmas 1995. 

27d. Drawing of the Statue of Liberty by Jonathan at 5 years old. 

27e. Hudson and Ila at their family wedding party in Mumbai, 2007. 

I could tell many anecdotes about my travels. But in the end all travellers have 

similar stories, and by keeping our eyes open, we often witness a destabilized 
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world; the destruction of the fish on the coast of Crete or the intrusion of the 

modern world in to an underdeveloped country like Ethiopia. These testimonies 

show us our contradictions. I try to save energy at home; but at the same time, 

I do not hesitate to drive to Barcelona, and then fly to Budapest to have dental 

implants cheaper than in France. Like many of my fellow citizens, I am against 

the government's lack of environmental awareness. However, I know that all 

political decisions are aimed at economic growth to reduce unemployment. In 

order to have an effect on climate change and the destruction of resources, a 

country must start by reducing economic growth, and no government would be 

elected with such a programme. It is very difficult to correlate our actions with 

our convictions. 

   
27f. A farm in Amhara country, a hundred kilometres north-east of Addis Ababa. 

27g. Ploughing in 2017 

During a third trip to Ethiopia in 2017, it was possible to walk freely in the 

country and see how the majority of the population live and work. The 

impressions were good, the people seemed to be healthy, the children went to 

school; they were well dressed and gave the impression of enjoying life. The 

countryside is beautiful and the agricultural land is well maintained. Yet, there is 

no mechanism or manufactured product to be found on most farms. The walls of 

the farm buildings are built in clay over a wooden structure, or sometimes in 

stone (if there are stones in the fields), with a roof structure in local wood, 

covered with thatch. The plough, drawn by oxen, is made of wood with a single 

metal plough-share. Coming from Europe, one cannot help but wonder why the 

peasants do not share a small tractor to pull a plough with three or four plough-

shares. However, in moving from a pastoral life to the industrial world, the 

farmers also change their entire economy by becoming dependent on 

importations from the outside, and so, they lose the control of their farms. 

Autonomous pastoral life can be difficult because the supplies are not always 

sufficient after a bad harvest, but the monetary costs are negligible. On the other 

hand, during the good years, it becomes possible to sell surpluses in the market, 

and buy the extras absent from the farm (soap, matches, shoes, ...). The choice 

of these extras is not obvious to foreigners; however, it can already be seen that 

the basic cell phone is becoming the first imported product to find the favours of 
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the rural population, followed by a small photovoltaic panel to charge the phone 

battery and possibly light up a room at night, so that the children can read. The 

next investment is to replace the thatch on the roofs with sheets of corrugated 

iron, because the frequent repair of thatched roofs is tedious. The government 

has invested in irrigation to reduce the dependence on an uncertain rainfall, and 

it will probably be very difficult for a country like Ethiopia to avoid an industrial 

transformation of the countryside. However, the farmers have nothing to gain if 

they lose their autonomy. 

Our second trip to India was mainly to celebrate Hudson's marriage with Ila and 

her family in Mumbai. But before the festivities, Mimi wanted to follow an 

Ayurvedic cure in Mysore. I also tried the massages bathed in oil, without being 

convinced of their beneficial effect. In Bombay we were lodged in the Royal 

Bombay Yacht Club behind the great arch called the Gate of India that was built 

during the British occupation. Indians give the impression of integrating the 

cultures of all their invaders without feeling the need to destroy them. A few 

years later, I followed Mimi on another Ayurvedic experience in Kerala, on the 

banks of the Kabani River flowing through the Kuruva Nature Reserve. We 

witnessed the beautiful countryside far from the pollution and overpopulation of 

the Indian cities. 

I recognize the effects of global warming and the catastrophic carbon footprint 

on the planet. I know that my travels make all my energy saving work negligible; 

I know that the food industry is dangerous and unsustainable, that air pollution, 

and the proliferation of plastics have a detrimental effect on all that is alive on 

earth. In reality we all know it, but what to do when the most informed and 

militant people like me and many of my friends don't restrict their needs. We 

cannot be surprised when other people, less well informed, don't take our 

concerns about the survival of the planet seriously. The inhabitants of several 

countries are already suffering the consequences of climate change, without 

having the means to live with it, and thus they become climatic migrants, from 

which all the developed countries try to protect themselves. 
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28. Friends and family 
My early years during the war were out of the ordinary course of life. I spent a 

few years in the countryside, I was sent to a boarding school when I was very 

young and I did not see my father for a long time. But in the end, everyone is 

forced to live in an unusual way during a war, and I was rather lucky. It was 

after the war and perhaps after our visit to my father's family in Turkey that my 

parents decided to leave the community of their childhood in Manchester in order 

to become more "English". My sister and I continued our schooling in boarding 

schools, like the majority of children from "good" English families. My parents 

were at ease financially and after family reunions at my grandparents' house, 

they often talked to each other, about other family members who had not repaid 

a loan or wanted to borrow even more money, and finally the relationship with 

most members of the family was quite painful. At thirteen, when I went to the 

elite English private school in Shrewsbury, my parents were very proud; as there 

weren't any other members of the family with children going to such a school. 

They did not understand that I hated this school, because I was probably proud 

myself. After all, the Queen had joined us to celebrate the school's four 

hundredth anniversary, and few people could say that. Moreover, I would never 

have said that I did not like "the spirit of the British empire, omnipresent in the 

teaching at school". Because I only realised that it was the case several years 

later.  

Unfortunately, I think that this nationalist education for the children from a cast of 

elite has not changed much since I was at school over sixty years ago. Politicians 

like David Cameron and Boris Johnson went to the same type of school (Eton 

College), and they were able to create the Brexit chaos with a superb assurance, 

based on totally false assumptions. Great Britain has always had problems with the 

European Union as it marked the end of the British Empire. The countries on the 

continent also mistrusted Britain, to begin with their application for admission was 

refused twice, mainly because the French President De Gaulle considered that the 

interest expressed by the British government was limited to the "common market", 

and he had greater ambitions for European unity. Then after becoming a member 

of the European Union, Margaret Thatcher scandalised the other heads of state my 

refusing to pay for the development of the less wealthy member states. In fact, the 

European civil servants in Bruxelles have always been considered the cause of the 

difficulties experienced in the changing way of life in Britain, in spite of the fact that 

all European decisions and laws have had to be ratified by the British government 

before being applied. However, blaming "Europe" for national problems isn't limited 

to the United Kingdom; all the 28 member states have expressed their difficulties in 

applying common laws and policies "forced" upon them by Bruxelles. Having lived 

through the Second World War, I have always thought that the primary purpose of 

the European Union was to ensure peace over a continent that has always been at 

war, and seventy years of peace within the European Union is already an 

achievement. The Schengen Area, comprising 26 European countries, has officially 

abolished passport and all other types of border control; and every year, nearly 

300.000 students benefit from the Erasmus programme that makes it possible for 

them to study in a University in another European country. So I have never 
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hesitated in being a fervent supporter of the European Union as additional countries 

become part of the community. But it is hard for part of the population to forget 

past victories or defeats long gone by; they forget that the wars were the cause of 

unlimited hardship and destruction: an Italian leader recently stated that 

Mussolini's heritage wasn't all negative, and neo-Nazis have been elected to the 

German parliament. The plague of nationalism is spreading across Europe; 30 

kilometres from where I live in France, on the other side of the "non-existent" 

border with Spain, part of the population of Catalonia are fighting (still peacefully) 

for their "independence"; and after a thousand years of religious conflict: 

Protestants, Catholics, Jews and Muslims still show their hatred for their 

neighbours. 

Sometimes I think that if my parents had sent me to the Manchester Grammar 

School, which is a normal English high school with an excellent scholastic record, 

my life would have been very different. I would have avoided boarding school, and 

I would have had friends in the vicinity of Manchester. I probably would have 

passed the same examinations with similar results, but I would not have become an 

officer in the Royal Air Force during my military service, and I probably wouldn't 

have gone to Cambridge University. It's also possible that I would not have felt the 

need to leave the country, and might have become an architect with a practice in 

the North of England. 

While I was at the university, someone knocked on the door of my apartment, 

and I was surprised to see the master of my "House" at Shrewsbury School. He 

was the one who had never encouraged me during the five years that I had 

spent in his "house"; and who had tried to prevent my admission to Trinity 

College. He told me that he had heard that I lived there and that he wanted to 

see me again. I could not stop him coming inside, and he explained that he was 

in Cambridge to become ordained as a clergyman in the Anglican Church. I 

certainly must have showed my astonishment, and he explained that he had 

become too old to train the school cricket team and he had decided to make a 

change and offer himself a supplementary occupation. I was already convinced of 

the hypocrisy of the Anglican Church and its clergy, but this exceeded all that I 

could have imagined. 

I understood that it was better to rely on a community of friends with ideas in 

common, than to be part of a religious community. Nevertheless, we are 

surrounded by people who believe, and it is often difficult not to be involved. 

Thirty years ago, I visited my daughter Hannah in her home in Connecticut. On 

the way between her apartment and the town centre, there were a dozen 

churches of different faiths. She told me that she intended to visit them all, so as 

to make an opinion concerning each community. Also, she regretted that I had 

not given her a religious instruction when she was small. She was a graduate 

from Harvard Business School, and a few years later, part of her work was to 

distribute money from a charitable foundation, to fund projects that promoted 

education and health in the state of Connecticut. I attended one of the meetings 

for project leaders, in which each leader had to present his or her project, so that 

the others could judge its pertinence. Coming from France, I was very impressed 
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to witness the transparency of the selection process, but also to note that in the 

United States social assistance is largely managed by religious communities. 

During the presentation, all the project leaders represented a religious or ethnic 

community and they could not help themselves from starting prayers, and 

inviting the audience to follow them. 

In England, "divinity" classes were compulsory, and religious instruction was 

subject to a national examination; but in France the schools are secular. After 

Jonathan's birth, I read him stories every night before he fell asleep. I had seen 

an advertisement for an illustrated Bible that had been rewritten for children by a 

well-known French author; I decided to follow Hannah's suggestion concerning 

religious instruction, and I began to read a few pages of this simplified version 

every night. There are many good stories in the Bible, and all went well until we 

reached the story of Abraham, who was ordered by his god to sacrifice his son. It 

was indefensible. Then we discovered that the land promised to the Israelites 

was already occupied, and to live there, they had to make war first in order to 

get rid of the inhabitants before settling in their place. Decidedly, there was no 

morality in these stories, and we stopped there. Unfortunately in many places, it 

isn't so easy to turn the page. 

Hannah married Marc, the son of a rabbi. The colourful ceremony that was 

followed by a party with their friends, took place in a holiday camp by the side of 

a lake in a beautiful part of Connecticut. There were bungalows to house some of 

the guests, and a central building with a kitchen and a common room. Above the 

fireplace in the common room, there was a large embossed map, which I thought 

was a good way to visualize the local hiking trails. But on looking closely, I 

realized that the modelled relief didn't depict mountain trails in Connecticut, but 

in Israel. Once again, I found that it is very difficult to escape the self-promotion 

inherent to religious communities. Later Hannah and Marc adopted three children 

from Guatemala. When Jonathan was fifteen, he spent part of the summer 

vacation with them; So that he could get to know his half-sister and her family, 

and learn to speak English. Unfortunately, over time my relationship with Hannah 

has degraded, but I see Marc with their children occasionally. 

My son Hudson came to France after graduating from Cornell University, and 

after three years, he wanted to resume his studies in the United States. He was 

thinking about teaching but he also took courses in biology, and about ten years 

later, he obtained his doctorate in marine biology. He then specialized in 

scientific education programs by working first with the Globe program that 

prepares schools around the world to collect environmental data locally, in order 

to share it with the international community on the Internet. Then he developed 

the teaching department at the American Museum of Natural History in New York 

City. It's clear that his work interests me a lot and I remain in close contact with 

him, his wife Ila and their daughter Mira. 
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28a. Hannah with Ariel standing, Noé and Luna-Leila, in front of their house  

in Hartford, Connecticut 2003 

28b. Jonathan, our dog Murphy, Hudson and Mira at our house in Perpignan, Christmas 2008 

My relationship with Sheila has remained stationary since she left Vachères in 

1971. At the time, I could have contested her right to custody of the children, as 

many divorced parents do. This would have been handled in a courtroom, and I 

almost certainly would have won, owing to her psychiatric background, her lack 

of a home and means of livelihood. However, I knew that if she was forcibly 

separated from the children she would be devastated. I also knew that she 

offered the totality of her strength to the children's well-being. After leaving 

Vachères, they moved to live in several different places, but this didn't trouble 

me, as the children were always well and happy when we met. When they 

returned to the United States and finally had a home of their own, I knew that 

Sheila would attend to their schooling as best as she could and I never had any 

reason to doubt her decisions. Unfortunately she has always thought that I was 

responsible for her problems in Europe, which was painful and obviously untrue, 

but finally it has been of little consequence. 

During a trip to South Africa, I met my nephew Greg. He came to get me out of 

ESCOM campus in the suburbs of Johannesburg. We visited the city centre 

together, and the Carlton Hotel where he had been the manager at the time of 

the regime change in South Africa; it was where the ANC with Nelson Mandela 

and Frederik De Klerc discussed the post-apartheid agreements. But at the end 

of apartheid, the downtown offices were abandoned by the white population and 

were squatted by the homeless black majority. When we met, Greg lived in a 

new neighbourhood, bustling with restaurants and music bars. I then went to 

Durban, where both my parents had died, and where my sister Ruth was living 

with her daughter Maxime. It was the first time that we had seen each other, 

since she came to see me in Paris, probably during a visit to our parents in 

London; I remember we went to listen to Edith Piaf sing at the Olympia music 

hall together. A few years later, Greg came to see us in Perpignan with his sister 
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Jo. It was a very agreeable visit and since then we have seen Jo and her 

husband several times, at their home in Norwich with their two children, and also 

at our house in Perpignan. I was very pleased to see the surroundings of Norwich 

again, where I had spent more than a year of my military service, and also to 

discover that Jo was a talented painter. She decided at 60 to return to school in 

the Norwich University of Arts, from where she is now a graduate. Several 

members of the family have artistic inclinations, my daughter Hannah makes 

beautiful patchwork quilts, Hudson paints and my granddaughter Mira likes 

making things.  

    
28c. Hannah preparing one of her patch-work quilts for an exhibition in 1995 

28d. Jo in her home studio at Norwich in 2014 

Another member of my family that I still see is my cousin Jane, who I met for 

the first time when visiting her parents in Youngstown, Ohio in 1958. A few years 

later she came to Paris to work "au pair" and she started on our houseboat. 

Subsequently she moved to Vermont with her husband and children, and we see 

each other from time to time, at their home or in France.  

     
28e. Mimi and Jane, by the lake at Post Mills, Vermont in 2003 

28f. Me and Don, at Malibu beach in 1995 
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Don is a more distant cousin with who I have kept in touch over the last sixty 

years. After first meeting in Los-Angeles, he came to visit me when I was living 

in Paris. Several years later he took over his parents' furniture store and 

travelled to the Milan furniture show nearly every year as a buyer. On one 

occasion, I joined him in Milan, sleeping on a coach in his luxurious hotel suite. 

In 1985, we both happened to be in Paris at the same time and witnessed 

Christo's artistic performance "Wrapping the Pont Neuf" together. We met in Los-

Angeles again in 1995. He came so see us in Perpignan with his wife about ten 

years later, and then when he heard of Christo's "Floating Piers" project that was 

planned to be assembled on Lake Iseo in the North of Italy in 2016, he 

telephoned me so that we could plan to go together. We decided to meet, but 

there was a difficulty with the dates and finally we both went at a few days 

interval without being able to meet.  

Family stories are of interest to many people and ultimately this is the only 

reason for writing these memories. Sometimes, this family interest becomes a 

topic of research and this is the case with Mimi concerning her grandparents. Her 

grandfather left Greece at the beginning of the 20th century to settle in Ethiopia, 

where he married a young Ethiopian woman. Both lived interesting and 

successful lives, which led to their building the Majestic Hotel in Addis Ababa in 

order to welcome guests to the Emperor's coronation in 1930. Their hotel was 

destroyed during the Italian occupation and they became active members of the 

resistance. Mimi is trying to retrace this story and document the research by 

making a movie with Bruno as producer and Jonathan as cameraman. Jonathan 

graduated from Eindhoven Design Academy and works freelance in Paris, like me 

fifty-five years ago, and I can only hope that his life will be as rich as mine has 

been. 

   
28g. Me in front of the poster for "The Playground Project" Zurich 2016                         

28h. Jonathan and Mimi on the way to search for the family in Ethiopia, Rome airport 2017 
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I must also mention our family of friends. Ten of us have known each other for 

more than forty years, and we try to meet somewhere at the beginning of each 

year to drink champagne together in the open air. 

  
28i. 1st January 2011 at Paulilles: Carlos et Christine  

28j. 1st January 2015 at Perillos : François, Jean-Jacques, Mimi, Anne,  

Carlos, Joëlle, Christine, Francine, David, Jean-Pierre 

Amongst the many men and women that have accompanied me during my life, 

very few have been mentioned in these pages. Certain of them had a great 

importance for a short time and others are part of a personal relationship that 

was foreign to the series of events that I have described. I have tried to find a 

link between my various activities, passing from one to another in a logical way. 

However, most of my family and certain good friends disappeared from my life 

on coming to live in France. When I returned to England for short visits, I 

generally tried to keep in touch with a few of my colleagues from the university, 

however over the years the number has steadily dropped, as we have nothing in 

common except old memories. Other friends were part of projects or places, 

where we worked or lived together, and our relationship which was intense at 

certain moments, came to an end, when I or they moved on. I am also at a time 

of life when certain friends die and others are in bad health. Personally, I have 

been lucky in receiving excellent medical care when needed, with the help of an 

urologist to remove a prostate with cancer, an ophthalmologist for cataract 

surgery, an osteopath to treat several other difficulties, and a bicycle to alleviate 

my poor blood circulation. 
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29. Photography 
I generally considered my camera as a working tool, occasionally adding photos 

of family and friends. When I first went to live in Paris, I saw Alain Resnais' film 

"L'année dernière à Marienbad". I really appreciated the film, particularly 

because of the strange atmosphere created by the camera that caressed the 

actors and the architecture. The camera's slow movement over the baroque 

surfaces of the palace in which the action took place, seemed to describe the 

architecture perfectly, and I began to think that architecture could be defined 

just as well by the surface of the walls, as by the volumes. Visiting London, I met 

my friend John from the University, who had become a director of TV news 

reports. I spoke about Alain Resnais and his technique of describing architecture 

by caressing the surface of things. I even proposed that we work together to 

produce a television show about architecture, but this was soon forgotten. 

However, 10 years later in Vachères, I had the opportunity to take many abstract 

photos of surface details, the alignment of stones in a wall, floor paving, stacks 

of firewood, shopping displays, etc. and more recently I have been interested in 

trying to capture the still image of water surfaces: the sea, lakes and rivers, with 

the variations of colour, the transparency and the ripples due to the wind. 

  
29a and 29b. Shores of the Aegean Sea 2016 

In 2009, I built a pond in the garden behind our house, and I added goldfish and 

aquatic plants as in most garden ponds. Since then I have been photographing 

the richness of the light effects on the surface and in the depths of the water. 

Shadows and reflections move incessantly, reflecting colours from the sky and 

the surrounding vegetation. Sometimes the water is clear and smooth with areas 

of flat colour, and sometimes the water is disturbed by gusts of wind that scatter 

the colours and the reflections. The camera is a witness that can capture these 

multiple changes, so I have taken thousands of photos without finding a reason 

to stop, as the passage of the seasons change from year to year. I often think 

about Claude Monet's paintings, I know them well and appreciate his work. After 

all, I lived for four years on a houseboat moored below the Orangery where the 

large "Nymphéas" are exposed. Monet painted about 250 paintings of the water 

lily pond at his home in Giverny, during the last 31 years of his life. Many of 

these paintings are similar because they were painted in the same place and 

sometimes at the same time of the day, yet they are never identical. I think I 

could spend many more years taking photos of the pond and then work on the 

images, playing with the contrast and the colour saturation. Finally my last 
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activity is "photographer", although the triviality of photos on social networks, 

gives the impression that photography has lost its importance owing to the 

unlimited number of images available everywhere. But the images always reflect 

the vision of the photographer, either in his aesthetic choices or as a testimony 

of the state of the world in which he lives, or simply about himself. 

  
29c and 29d. The pond 2018 

One of the attractions of Perpignan is the International Festival of 

Photojournalism "Visa pour l'Image". For the last 30 years, at the beginning of 

September, photojournalists and news agencies from around the world gather in 

the town to talk about their profession, to present exhibitions of their work, and 

to look at thousands of images, taken by their colleagues, projected on a very 

large screen. The principal purpose of photojournalism is to witness events, with 

a preference for dramatic news, such as wars, natural disasters, earthquakes, or 

floods. Each year there is a large amount of misery that photographers have 

witnessed in order to inform the public about the troubled world. But there is 

another hot topic that I have always followed with attention, which covers the 

environmental disasters, such as river pollution, the effect of acid rain, or 

uncontrolled logging. There are antidotes to some of these disasters because 

nature is resilient and over time it can correct the aggression of human 

interference. Rivers can be cleaned: the waters of the river Seine, for example, 

where I lived using the river as a sewer (like everyone living on a boat at the 

time), have been regulated for the last twenty years. The new found cleanliness 

means that the river in Paris can be used for water sports and open-water 

swimming events during the 2024 Olympic Games that are in preparation. Acid 

rain is caused by smoke emitted by industry and coal-fired power plants. 

However, these harmful emissions can be greatly reduced by filtering the smoke, 

and over time the forests and lakes that had suffered from the acid rain can 

recover their original properties. Destroyed forests can grow again, if there is the 

will to let nature do its work of restoration. The documentary film "The Salt of 

the Earth" made by Wim Wenders, shows how the photographer Sebastião 

Salgado has restored and reforested nearly 700 ha of land exhausted by years of 

exploitation by members of his family in Brazil. All these actions that repair the 

destruction due to the cupidity of man are admirable. Unfortunately, there is still 
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another category of disaster that can be called "ecocide" for which there is no 

solution, the earth cannot repair the damage caused by elements that were until 

now unknown. Again it was a photojournalist Samuel Bollendorff who 

documented the subject with his report "Contaminations" to show the parts of 

the planet that are destroyed forever by the chemical, mining or nuclear 

industries. The city of Anniston in Alabama is a city made toxic forever by 

Monsanto, the Canadian province of Alberta is tainted and permanently 

disfigured by the exploitation of oil sands that poison rivers, lakes and the local 

Native American population; the nuclear disasters at Chernobyl and Fukushima 

are well known, but there are also more than 450 nuclear reactors in the world 

with their mountains of deadly and indestructible waste. However these cases of 

ecocide and the destruction of the world's biodiversity rarely concern us directly. 

Studies show that over the last fifty years, 80% of the insects, a third of the bird 

population and 60% of the wild animals have disappeared in Europe. But, apart 

from seeing fewer insects squashed on the windshield when driving, the changes 

are barely visible; we can still walk through the woods with pleasure, go hiking in 

the mountains and ride a bicycle peacefully along country roads. However, what 

we see around us is subjective; we can take pleasure in watching a couple of 

butterflies in the garden without thinking about the number and the variety of 

butterflies that fluttered around the same garden a few years ago. It is only in 

extreme cases, generally in countries less wealthy than those in which we live 

that we feel a panic concerning the coming years. While cruising in the Bay of Ha 

Long off the North East coast of Vietnam in 2018, I saw a black bird swoop down 

over the water. What could be more normal, except that I realised that there was 

no other bird to be seen in an environment where numerous fishing boats were 

sailing around the uninhabited islands covered with vegetation. I even checked 

the many photos that I had taken, hoping to find the trace of a bird that I hadn't 

noticed, and I became very attentive, only to find that there are virtually no birds 

flying wild throughout Vietnam and Cambodia. I discovered that there was a 

custom perpetrated in front of the Buddhist Pagoda Wat Phnom in Phnom Penh, 

in which the faithful can buy a number of small sparrow-like birds in a cage and 

then standing in front of the Pagoda they open the cage to liberate the birds that 

they believe to fly away with their sins. These were the only birds that I saw in 

Phnom Penh, and I imagine that the person selling them had trained the birds to 

fly back to him and so be recycled for another "believer". It is obvious that the 

wide use of the chemical herbicide and defoliant "Agent Orange" by the US 

Military forces during the Vietnam War nearly fifty years ago is largely 

responsible for having started this environmental disaster. However, a similar 

situation can be found in many parts of the world, due to air and water pollution, 

and the extensive use of pesticides for agriculture. 

The "Earth Summit" organised by the United Nations in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, 

marked the beginning of concerted international actions concerning climate 

change and biological diversity. But in spite of an increased knowledge 

concerning the mysterious mechanisms that regulate the ecosystems in which we 

live, little has been done to recognise the danger and act accordingly. Part of the 
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problem can be attributed to the emission of carbon dioxide and methane into 

the atmosphere; however the regular conferences and the international 

agreements have had little effect and the emissions continue to increase on all 

the continents. The book "Collapse" written by Jared Diamond in 2005, describes 

the definitive disappearance of certain peoples and their cultures, such as the 

Mayan civilization or the Polynesian people of Easter Island. He explains that the 

unsustainable foundations of these communities were often clearly visible before 

their collapse, but for various reasons, the leaders and the population were not 

able to react. Currently, we know the causes of global warming and we know 

what actions could be taken to slow down the process. But no government will 

intervene in a unilateral way, because the problem concerns the entire world, 

and the population of one country will not sacrifice its short term economic 

benefits for others. Difficulties have already begun for the people living in the 

most environmentally fragile parts of the world, and this will inevitably affect the 

richer countries that depend on the human and material resources throughout 

the world. Therefore, it seems that the global society we know is in danger of 

extinction. The rich and the powerful that thrive on the exploitation of the world's 

resources will probably monopolise what's left to their advantage…. but for how 

long? 

The question of time is important, as the world is changing fast. A large part of 

the world's population is unable to intervene, and because of this the most highly 

developed parts of the world have an even greater responsibility for finding 

solutions to the expected collapse of the civilisation that we know. The primary 

problem that has been addressed by the international community is climate 

change and this led to the Paris Agreement within the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change signed by 195 nations in 2015. The long-term 

goal was to limit the increase in the average temperatures throughout the world 

to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels, since this would substantially reduce the 

risks and effects of climate change. This agreement was considered to be a 

remarkable success as virtually all the countries in the world agreed to work for 

the same objective. However, three years later, the objective is already 

considered unattainable. It's true that certain countries such as the USA have 

decided not to ratify the agreement, but even the parts of the world, such as the 

European Union, that have been the strongest advocates for international action, 

have already slipped behind in their specific targets. It is also clear that global 

warming is not the only major problem that the world's population has to face; 

the loss of biological diversity, and the reduced access to fresh water and healthy 

food, has become equally critical.  

Over the last forty years, I have worked for the development of renewable 

energy and energy saving in housing. The work has been exciting in as much as 

ideas that were considered to be science fiction have become mainstream, but 

also frustrating as politicians and governments seem to be unable to act against 

policies promoted by industrial and financial lobbies, and the desires of their 

electors are largely dictated by jobs and purchasing power. There is however a 
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sign of optimism, as students in the high schools and universities throughout 

Europe have at last become aware that their future is at stake. A movement of 

anger against political inaction, with weekly discussions and strikes, was started 

in Sweden, and then moved across Germany, Belgium, France and Spain… A 

petition in France summoning the state in justice for environmental inaction, 

acquired more than two million signatures in a few days. It has become clear 

that our current economic model is not sustainable as it generates pollution, 

diseases, inequalities and injustice. The state simply does not even respect the 

commitments it has made for itself, undermining the protection of our most basic 

rights: to feed ourselves, to find shelter, and to be in good health.  

In March 2019, I participated in a demonstration in favour of actions against 

climate change. Amongst the 2000 people gathered on the Place de la Republic 

in Perpignan, I met Clair with her 8 year old son Martin. He had prepared a 

placard with a slogan for the occasion and as the cardboard sign was very large, 

I held up one end during the march, whilst he held the other. The slogan was "I 

don't want to grow up on Mars", although I don't think that we will colonise the 

planet Mars in the future, I'm very interested in the incertitude of the coming 

years. Indeed, I would like to live another eighty years to see how future 

generations manage the world my generation has left them. 

 

   

 

 

Perpignan, April 2019 
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