
Bonus: Freddy’s France 
	 Readers of the FMF Stamp Project by now should 
know that I have a connection to  France — and  French 
stamps. See, for example, my essay on La Belle France 
(FMF Stamp Project blog post Sept. 14, 2019   https://
mancryfmf.com/2019/09/), in which I celebrate Marianne, 
the patriotic female allegory of France, in all her philatelic 
manifestations over the course of three centuries. Still to 
come is an essay on the designers and engravers of 
exquisite, multi-color stamps featuring French landscapes 
their hundreds of etchings merit special mention in the  
continuing search for the world’s most beautiful stamp. But 
first, let’s get personal.

	 My own collection of engraved landscape stamps from France started 
when my family lived in Heidelberg, Germany between 1960 and 1962. In the 
summer we meandered by car through France for a two-week respite on an  
island in the Bay of Biscay — Oleron. Along the way I would visit local post 
offices in towns and villages we passed through — Grenoble, Avignon, 
Montpellier, Cognac …  As a teenager besotted with art, I would sketch 
picturesque scenes along the way. I didn’t think about it at the time, but no 
doubt I was inspired by the French landscapes engraved on the glorious stamps 
I could pick up for a few centimes apiece at the local Bureau de Postes. 
	 (For some time now I have been searching my effects and archives for any 
sign of the sketchbook or books I must have filled with these drawings. While I 
have retrieved some examples, which I will share with you, I suspect there were 
many more.)

	 Here’s what let’s do for fun. I’ll unearth a drawing of a French landscape 
that I drew on our trips in the 1960s, and contrast it with a French stamp with an 
engraving of the same general scene, town or area, if I can find one. Won’t that 
be fun? You can gauge my choice of a  mise en scene, vis a vis the scene as 
envisioned by the artist/designer/engraver of the stamp.  Please keep in mind 
my tender age — I was 12 in 1960, 17 in 1965. (Actually, I’m no better an artist 
today, I’ll admit.)  My hope is that this kind of triangulation of a subject and 
contrasting views provides visual pleasure, insight, perhaps inspiration. Plus, it’s 
a chance to enjoy some beautiful stamps!

	 I might as well start at Oleron, the destination for our roundabout travels 
through French. Altogether we made the trip three times, taking the ferry from La 
Rochelle to cover the short distance from the coast to Oleron. We stayed for up 
to a fortnight at La Bonne Auberge, a pension right out of a Tin Tin cartoon book 
with small rooms, eccentric guests, shared bathrooms and a central courtyard 

Here is a picture of FMF with 
twin sister AMCF in the 1960s, 
looking very French in the spirit 
of Francoise Hardy and Johnny 
Hallyday. 



where we would gather for continental 
breakfast (no eggs), then simple but 
delicious seaside fare for lunch and dinner, 
accompanied by carafes of vins de pays,  
one red, one white. We’d spend lazy days 
visiting little towns like St. Pierre and St. 
Denis, as well as Vertbois, a wide ocean 
beach with good surf. At la Cotiniere, a 
fishing harbor, smells of the sea mingled 
with the sugary, fruity aroma of the fresh-
baked gauffres, served piping hot from a 
cart. During our visit in August 1962, I 
painted a view of la Cotiniere, en plein air. 

	 What does this have to do with 
stamps? Nothing, sadly. I know of no 
French stamp depicting Oleron, as scenic 
as it is. Or was. The year after our last 
visit, a bridge opened, linking the island to 
the mainland, offering much easier access 
than ferries. While I haven’t been back to 
Oleron, I wonder if it’s quite as quaint. 

	 Here’s an exchange I had with 
brother Jonathan, a fellow philatelist, on 
the subject recently.


 To JRF: … I was just reminded that the bridge across the Bay of Biscay 
between l’Ile d’Oleron and the mainland was completed in 1966. Was that just a 
year after we visited for the last time as a group, on the ferry? I wonder how it 
must have changed since then!


Have you had occasion to “visit” Oleron during your Global Positioning 
jaunts. If you were or are so inclined, I would enjoy a report on what you find. 
Particularly la Cotiniere, that picturesque little fishing harbor where we spent a 
memorable hour or two. I hope they have managed to keep it picturesque! 

By the way, this is for the FMF Stamp Project. I have discovered drawings 
of places celebrated on French stamps, and shall have some fun pairing up  
pictures and places and engravings and childish (but not so bad) sketches. I 
think the effect will be kind of … gripping, but … charming. Or not. Certainly 
profusely illustrated!  In any event, if I proceed to produce this tantalizing essay, 
you will be fully credited for any part you played in my meditation on Oleron. I 
haven’t found a stamp featuring Oleron, but there is a stamp of the bridge when it 
opened. It looks hideous.    Love, FMF



(ED: Above is a “triptych” of images I 

attached to this note.)

	 My brother responded to my note a couple of days later:

… First of all, I'm struck by the fact that this gem of an email is just to me. Much of your 
philatelica seems like it's just for me, because of its nature, but given the testimony of 
Dr. Gordon G. Shepherd, it circulates more widely and performs the miracle of getting 
normal healthy people's attention to stamp stuff. (I've told you about feeling guilty after 
talking to my secretary one day about stamps. [my "admin"?] The poor woman was 
helplessly imprisoned for the duration.) Beyond that, the triptych is a terrific blend of that 
thin slice of the reality you and I (and Lindsay and Anne **) had the extraordinary good 
fortune to experience; a stamp (that I don't remember being even aware of before) 
whose ugliness is truly remarkable, given its association with recollections of that 
experience, and that picture!  (** ED: Our sister Anne died in 2019.)

Wow! That picture! I began not too long ago to fancy myself an art critic. It may 
have started with some satirical exercises following an exhibit by Robert Tuttle called 
"small sculptures of the seventies".  I thought it might be a fraud or joke, because the 
items looked like they might have been selected from the dustpan after one of my rare 
sweepings out of my workbench area in the basement. I started a conversation 
with Anne about my theory; that conversation never got finished. Right now I want to 
talk to Anne about the picture here, but obviously I can't do that. But I wanna talk to you 
about it, too. You did it, right? I think it's wonderful. There's lots more verbal stuff I would 
like to unload but just for now I'll observe that the way those neutral brackets cause the 

Above left is a portrait of the four Fiske siblings 
posing at La Cotiniere harbor in 1962. (That’s 
me, second from the right.) Above is the painting 
I did of the harbor that same day. Left is the 
French stamp commemorating the !@#$! bridge 
linking Oleron and the mainland that opened in 
1966. 



joyfully chaotic bleu, 
blanc and rouge to 
surge from lower right 
to upper left gives those 
simple gull forms a 
palpable lift.   ...  
Keep 'em coming.  
Love Djons ** (** a 
family nickname for 
Jonathan)

From my diary:
… Ile d’Oleron, 28. 
August 1962: … After 
lunch of lamb roast, 
we had a tennis 
tournament. I played 
pretty badly. Then we 
hurried to Vertbois for 
an hour, then to la Cotiniere, where I painted a quick picture and ate a crepe, all 
in time back for supper. Whew! … 
29. August:  Morning up at 8. After breakfast left slowly at 10. At 12 were 
through ferry. Had a picnic in cow-dew. Mileage 30954. Made 445 today. Spent 
the night at Mont St. Michel. Had omelette and all sorts of stuff. Bed in 
wonderful room 101 at 10. 
30. August:  In morn painted picture of le Mont St. Michel, but didn’t get the 
spire in. Stopped in Caen for picnic in green field with cow-dew 
again. …  

Mont St. Michel is a church and village improbably 
built on a rocky outcropping, such a distance from the 
Normandy coastline that it was surrounded by sea water 
except at low tide. (How French!)  My family was so 
entranced by the place that we visited during each trip to 
Oleron. Both Jonathan and I drew pictures of the striking 
citadel. (Mine is to the left; his to the right.) 

One of the earliest French 
landscape engravings (1930) also 
depicts Mont St. Michel (right). Note 
how each version of the scene is 
from a different vantage point.  

I’m somewhat reassured to present this image which I grabbed from the 
Internet showing what La Cotiniere harbor looks like more or less today. 
Still quaint!



The picture at right is the 
one I did of Mont St. Michel in 
1962. In another note to brother 
Jonathan describing the picture, I 
explained: 
 … I painted this days after I did 
the quick one at La Cotiniere. At 
first I was kind of miffed that I 
couldn’t fit in the spire — poor 
planning; now I’m not so sure that 
was a mistake …  

Jonathan quickly 
responded:  … Geez.  I've done it 
again.  It's at least partly the time 
of day. Late morning, halfway into 
my 16oz sort-of latte, I'm kind of 
pumped. I think of it as being like 
the sweet spot on a tennis 
raquette.  I now have the first few 
phrases in my head for a dozen 
essays on art, career choices, Mt. 
St. Michel, each of which could 
probably inspire six other 
directions for essays — or at least hour-long conversations. …  I love your 
Mt. St. Michel. My desk grotto has long had a folded map of France in a 
visible spot, whose cover illustration features that island in total profile. It is 
my life-favorite architectural image, save for the Taj (no pictures; none can 
do it justice). (The third place, is represented in the grotto by a large 
sprawling image on one of those extra long postcards — a red sandstone 
affair on a wooded hillside above an old city. Take a wild guess.**) (** ED: 
The castle overlooking Heidelberg, Germany, the beautiful city where we 
lived for three years.) Coincidentally I just weeks ago unearthed My MtStM, 
in black marker on manila paper and gave it a spot nearby. It includes the 
spire, but only just barely, and is probably done from someone else's 
image, even a photo, since it's so accurate, but still I like it because it is 
evocative and it's mine.  Re: yours, there's something subtly very cool 
about omitting the spire. Spires generally are sort of like C, G7th, C, F, C 
chord progressions. [Where'd, that come from? This pumpedness can 



seem a little like inebriation, but I swear it's just coffee in my mug.] Maybe 
I'll make a color printout and study it for a while. …        

	 I was enchanted when 
we visited the small church 
near Ronchamp, Notre Dame 
du Haut (Our Lady of the 
Highland?). The audacious 
project by Le Corbusier had 
recently been completed, and  
was a dazzling spectacle of 
modernism to this young 
tourist — who promptly sat 
down and dashed off a  
picture, right.

	 Even as we were 
visiting and marveling (and 
sketching) at the Chapelle de 
Notre Dame du Haut, post 
offices in the region and 
across France were offering 
for sale this beautiful 
rendering of the new 
architectural masterpiece 
(right), engraved and printed 
in at least three colors. I’m 
trying to remember if I saw 
the stamp before or after I 
drew the picture. In any case, 
you can tell by the angle and 
the details that I was not 
influenced by the stamp’s 
design. I’m drawing the 
church from a different 
vantage point, including many 
details not present in the 
stamp. The shading is 
different, and my crude 
landscape touches betray my haste and inexpertise. (I was just turning 17.)  My 
hope is that while you enjoy looking at the wonderful stamp — surely a finalist 
candidate among the World Beauties — you also enjoy comparing the other 
view in the drawing by FMF at the scene in 1965; in doing so, you can indulge in 
a delicious feeling of almost being there yourself.  




	 Please indulge me for a moment while I 
delve a bit into my brief career as a youthful 
sketch artist during our European tours in the 
1960s. The pictures in this particular display  
were not from France, but Italy — the town of 
Gubbio to be precise, where we spent some 
time in 1964.  My practice would be to grab 
some time — an hour or so — to make a quick 
sketch of the quaint scenes around me. I have 
no memory of what my family was doing at the 
time. Sightseeing? Napping? I may have 
missed a lot of interesting landmarks as I sat 
sketching on a wall, a bench, stairway, patch of 
grass —  or even, apparently, dangling a leg 
from a parapet!  The others did not share my inclination. Brother Jonathan was a  
fine  sketch artist, but was not driven to draw as I was at the time. Sister Anne 

(the one who later became an artist!) did 
no sketching that I can recall. For me, 
drawing was a concrete way to unite 
with my exotic environment, to feel it in 
my eyes and fingers, to engage my 
senses and center myself by this act of 
artistic documentation. 




	 Now, back to stamps! In the following pairings I would like to offer for your 
inspection a number of drawings I did in our travels that included scenes also  
captured on the beautifully engraved stamps of France. I may not have been 
aware that the drawings I was making mirrored some of the stamps I was 
collecting. Yet surely my sense of the landscapes and their artistic potential was 
piqued, stimulated and sustained by the gorgeous stamps I would buy whenever 
our travels allowed me to stop by the local post office to spend my francs and 
centimes and these colorful gems. What is my purpose here? To showcase my 
budding talent as a sketch artist (a talent that never really bloomed)?  To grasp 
at strands from the past to make sense of the present? To play with images and 
dimensions of time and space? To illustrate the way well-made stamps can 
stimulate and inspire? The answer to all these questions is: Yes!


	 I prefer my 
minimalist sketch of the 
church at Etampes to 
the rather austere 
photo supplied here for 
comparison purposes. 
(No stamp, sorry!)


	 


Three views of Chartres Cathedral — two of my sketches, and at right, an engraved beauty from 1944. 



	 The Lion of Belfort is a 
striking monument, mounted 
on rocky cliff below what 
presumably is Belfort. It is the 
work of Frederic Bartholdi, 
who also created by Statue of 
LIberty. Here is my sketch, 
left, along with a photo below 
it and an engraved stamp 
featuring the lion as well as 
Col. Denfert-Rochereau, hero 
of the French resistance to a 
siege of Belfort by the 
Prussian army in 1870-71. By 
the way, the French lost the 
Franco-Prussion war. If you 
want more history, look it up!




	 At left is my sketch of the cathedral 
at Laon. Below is the French engraver’s 
version, a beautifully executed stamp 
design — though I am intrigued by my 
drawing with the ruined wall in the 
foreground. What’s that about? And why 
doesn’t it show up on the stamp? 


The famed chateau at Fontainebleau, near Paris, was the subject of this elegant French engraving (above left). The 
sketch I made during our family visit to the chateau (above right) focused on an entrance gate, with the royal 
residence extending  into the background. Interesting angle, eh?



	 	 My sketch of the 
roofs of Paris, left, was a 
good idea with so-so 
execution. The stunning 
1,000-franc French 
stamp at right, on the 
other hand, portrays the 
city in its full glory. 


THE FMF STAMP PROJECT CONTINUES

On to Paris. The view I sketched, above left, bears uncanny similarities to the engraved French stamp, right. It 
almost feels like both artists were sitting near each other while they worked …


