2008 Science History Tour - France

Science History Tours 2008 summer tour will be to France. We will start the trip in Provence (most probably in Avignon) on Wednesday June 18th, and end the trip in Paris on Wednesday July 2nd. During the trip we will include as many aspects of science as possible, but the focus will be on chemistry of the nineteenth century.  We will look particularly at the life of the French chemist Joseph-Louis Gay-Lussac (1778-1860). The scope of Gay-Lussac’s work, his connections to the great men of 19th century science and his influence on the way that science developed seems to be little known by many and greatly under-appreciated.

Our itinerary for this trip will include several days exploring the area around Avignon seeing science sites, ancient salt making areas, the interesting ecology of the Rhone delta and the Camargue, with its famous white horses and bulls. Vineyards, started by the Greeks and Romans, occur nearly everywhere we go. We will also see the wonderfully preserved Roman ruins of Nimes and the Pont du Gard and make a visit to Van Gogh’s much-painted Arles before moving on to the Languedoc  and the city of Montpellier. The first medical school in France was founded here in the 13th century, and then during the 18th century the ideas of Vitalism were developed. This philosophy influenced the direction taken not only by medicine, but other branches of science, such as chemistry. Avignon is also a focus for the schism in the Catholic Church. 

We will then travel west and north, traveling via Carcassonne and taking in some history of aviation in Toulouse, where a visit may be made to the assembly plant of the new Airbus 380, the European rival to the Boeing Dreamliner. Onward, we go towards Limoges, looking at the lovely old towns of Cahors and Sarlat before visiting the village where Gay-Lussac was born and his home and museum. From here we will travel to the Loire valley, with a visit to one or more of the famous chateaux of the Loire and (if I can manage it!) a visit to Lavoisier’s country home; then on to Paris for the last few days of the trip. Here we will visit places relating to Gay-Lussac, such as the Jardin des Plantes, and other “must-see” places such as the Musee des Arts and Metiers - a treasure house of objects, especially science-related, dating back to the period immediately after the Revolution. Here may be found, for instance, much of Lavoisier’s laboratory equipment, the design model of the Statue of Liberty and Foucault’s pendulum, installed in the Pantheon in 1851. (There is still one there, but it is a reproduction!) There will be a day of leisure for you in Paris, so that you can explore on your own and of course you have the option of staying on a day or two at the end of the trip. There are always many group members who do this. It is also normal for those who can do so to travel to Europe a day or so ahead, either to get acclimatized before the trip starts or perhaps to travel to places of personal interest.

As always, we will pay attention to matters of cultural and general historical interest - such serious matters as the effects of the Revolution and then Napoleon on science and also the equally serious matter of French cuisine and wine production. I have no doubt that Lee will be on his usual quest for black pudding - in France it is Boudin noir - blood sausage - and my research indicates that it is one of France’s oldest charcuterie preparations. It’s part of a sausage making tradition in France that has lasted well over 2000 years. “There is evidence of the activities of the lardarius, the Gaulish charcutier, in a number of bas-reliefs and inscriptions found at Narbone, Bordeaux, and at Rheims, where a bas-relief shows two of these specialists at work…. All the items of charcuterie shown in the relief are easily identifiable: [blood sausages], strings of sausage, joints of pork, pig’s heads.” (Toussaint-Samat, Maguelonne. A History of Food. Translated by Anthea Bell. Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers, 1994, 411.) Mmmmm…Narbone is almost on our route!

All accommodations during the tour will be in comfortable, welcoming hotels and all rooms will have private bath. Room-sharing arrangements can be coordinated for those traveling alone but who would like to avoid a single room supplement cost. We will travel by luxury coach that will stay with us while we are touring. Please Note! Inexperienced international travelers will be given any advice that they need and those traveling alone will find a warm welcome in this congenial and interesting group where it is easy to make friends.

Getting to the starting point for the tour will be easy. One way would be to fly to Paris and then take the TGV (TGV is the very fast, very comfortable train) to Provence. It takes about 2 1/2 hours from Paris Gare de Lyon to Avignon TGV station or about 4 hrs on the ordinary train. Either will take you on an interesting journey through many fields of lavender and sunflowers into the heart of Provence. There are a number of trains throughout the day. For those who might want to visit London, an interesting option is to take the Eurostar train to Paris or right to Avignon from newly renovated St. Pancras station in the heart of London. This service just started in November and takes you under the Channel and gets you to Paris and then, after a change of train, on to Provence very quickly (the TGV travels at speeds up to 186 mph) taking just under six hours. There are many other options, depending upon where you might want to go first. Returning at the end of the trip from Paris is easy. If you stay on, you might want to fly home from another airport. “Open-Jaw” tickets make all this possible, so decide what you want to do before buying your ticket.

The dollar has depreciated about 11% since this time last year, so as yet, I cannot give an exact price for the trip, but it will not be less than last year’s cost of around $3600 per person, double occupancy.  I hope it will close to that figure. If you look elsewhere for comparable trips to ours you will find them to be significantly more expensive. Our trip is in June, we will be staying in comfortable, conveniently located hotels of at least 3* standard. All visits, lectures, any other admission tickets, surface transport, breakfasts and at least (on average) one other meal per day are included. You will have a comfortably filled program with no hidden extras. Your additional expenditure will be for airfare to and from Europe, the few meals that are not included, personal expenditures such as laundry, drinks other than those provided, and travel insurance. Many of our members receive funding from their school, college or district; please enquire of them early if this is available to you. Also, some have been able to take a tax deduction for part or all of the cost - check with your tax advisor. 

Sign-up for the trip will start in February and continue until either all places are filled or until May 1st - whichever comes first. For a sign-up package or further information, please contact Yvonne at the e-mail address listed below. Three hours of graduate credit at a very reasonable cost will be available to those who are interested and teachers get CPDUs for free. For information about graduate credit, e-mail Lee. If you would like to see some presentations and information about previous years’ trips, please go to Lee’s web page at: http://www.chem.uic.edu/marek/ and click on “History of Science Stuff”.

We are hoping to see you this summer! Our last trip to France was fully subscribed, so do let us know early if you are considering joining the group for this summer’s tour - we are expecting it to be a sell-out.
All best wishes,

Lee Marek: Lmarek@aol.com 

Yvonne Twomey: ytwomey@mindspring.com
