
interiors, glorious paintings and tapestries, and arty-farty 
gardens. Next up, straddling a river, was the impressive 
Château de Chenonceau … featuring great stone bulwarks, 
protective moats and acres of flowering gardens. 

  Third on our list: the smaller Château du Clos Lucé … 
stately home of Leonardo da Vinci, his art and his endless 
inventions for the final three years of his life. And number 
four was the Château de Villandry … one of the most 
photographed gardens in Europe – six gardens, in fact, 
featuring an artistic maze of decorative box-hedges.  

  The fifth and last on our short list: the magnificent 
Château Azay le Rideau … an architectural jewel, built in 

the Renaissance on 
an island in the 
Indre River. 

 Each had their 
own stories. Like 
the Château de 
Chenonceau – my 
personal favourite. 
It was built, loved 
and looked after by 
a succession of 
extraordinary 
women! Diane de 
Poitiers, mistress 
of King Henry II, 
added the arched 
bridge across the 
river. But when 
Henry died (in a 
jousting bout) his 
vengeful wife, 

Catherine de’ Medici, kicked her out – then added a three-
story structure atop Diane’s bridge.  

  Much later, in the 20th century, Chenonceau 
marked the border between free-France and Nazi-France in 
World War II. Dramatic prisoner swaps took place here.  

  No doubt about it – when it comes to pomp and 
ceremony, grandeur and castle fun, France’s Loire Valley 
steals the show! But you really have to BE here to eyeball 
the highlights, sample the history, and roam the gardens.  
       So come with us on August 23 …  

 
T WAS HARD NOT TO FEEL EXCITED AS WE DROVE 
down into France’s famous Loire Valley. Ahead was 
untold châteaux-thrills, sumptuous interiors, and 
manicured gardens … cared for by noble families 
who’ve lived there for centuries. The men in our 

group could almost hear the yelping of the hounds as they 
awaited their next chance to hunt. And the women could 
almost imagine they were the King’s mistress, standing at a 
lofty window, watching servants flush deer out of the 
woods so their Louis or Henry or Charles could shoot them.  

  This famous valley is carpeted with fertile fields, 
crisscrossed by rivers, and studded with hundreds of 
châteaux in all 
shapes and sizes. 
Very old Medieval 
castles are here, 
because the Loire 
was strategically 
important during 
the 100 Years War 
(when France 
battled England in 
the 14th and 15th 
centuries). Then 
later, during the 
Renaissance, 
fortified castles 
were replaced by 
pleasure palaces as 
the Loire became 
fashionable among 
rich Parisians. 

  Okay. There 
aren’t 1000 (despite claims to the contrary) – but we still 
had countless châteaux to choose from. Two (possibly 
three, if you’re a fast walker) is the recommended daily 
dosage. So, over the next 72 hours, we Kiwis took a 
leisurely look around five of the most magnificent – all 
hundreds of years old, and all very different.  

    First up was the massive, chunky, multi-  
       turreted Château de Chaumont  
               with its lavish 
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