
Mother Tabitha of 
the Holy Assump-
tion Monastery in 

Calistoga happened to mention to 
someone, who happened to men-
tion to me, that the nuns enjoyed 
my column.  That got me to reflect-
ing on those who contemplate, and 
the power of listening.  

There are times when we all fall 
in love with the sound of our own 
voices. In the wine business it is a 
curse of our employ, as we are en-
couraged to ‘educate’ the visitor ad 
nauseum on the wines, winemak-
ing, and viticulture of our area. 

I sometimes wonder what it 
would be like to soar above the 
wine country hearing that tower 
of vinous babel rising up to the 
heavens.  ’m quite good at the 
gab, but in my graying years have 
been trying to listen a bit more. It’s 
surprisingly interesting, nourishing, 
and rewarding, when I do occasion-
ally put the mouth brakes on long 
enough. 

The self-importance that comes 
with enjoying your own pontifica-

tions reminded me of a trip I made 
25 years ago to Pluscarden Abbey, 
near Elgin, in the Highlands of 
Scotland. It was founded in 1230 
and is still inhabited by a commu-
nity of Catholic Benedictine monks 
who live in “…the only medieval 
British monastery still being used 

for its original purpose.”  I was 
working for BBC Radio Scotland 
as a producer at the time and had 
come up with a program called 
‘Out To Lunch.’  The idea was to 
eat lunch with different groups and 
find out what they ate and why. As 
the monks at Pluscarden grew, or 
raised, all their own food, and then 
prepared and cooked it themselves, 
it was a strong segment for the 
series.

I called the Abbey and after 
some back and forth the Abbott 
welcomed me to come interview 
him. I drove for a few hours and 
got there with my old, and heavy, 
reel to reel BBC recording unit 
over my arm. He welcomed me 
serenely into the Abbey just before 
lunch and asked, “What would 
you like to do?” I told him I would 
like to have lunch with him, and 
the monks, and talk about their 
approach to food and meals in gen-
eral. He gently said, “You have not 
worked with Catholic Benedictine 
monks before I presume?”  

I had not, so he explained that 

the Benedictines did not speak 
during meals. That put a hole in the 
basic concept. I decided to have 
lunch anyway and recorded a lot of 
‘nom noms’ and cutlery clinking, 
and a brother reading Chaucer (I 
think) while everyone ate silently. 
Occasionally there would be a 
ripple of mirth, but Chaucer is not a 
ripping ‘can’t put it down’ read for 
me, so I was way out of my depth.

Eating with a large group in 
silence is an interesting experience. 
One thing I did notice as the lunch 
unfolded, was that the two monks 
who’s turn it was to cook, started 
the meal by ceremoniously pro-
ceeding round the long table with 
two beautiful baskets piled high 
with crusty home-made bread. 

I took a slice and it was deli-
cious.  But I also noticed that most 
of the other monks took 3 or 4 
big hearty slices each. At the end 
of the meal the two monks who 
had cooked and served the meal 
returned with the baskets. Almost 
all of the bread was handed back 
in by the monks, one after another, 

around the table. It was odd.
Later I was interviewing the 

Abbot in the nave of the abbey.  
He was telling a story of how all 
their chickens got electrocuted in a 
storm one night, and then how they 
had one beer night a year, when 
I remembered the strange bread 
behavior. Rather than ask a simple 
question I got carried away with 
my own BBC-ness.  I asked a long 
involved question about whether 
it was something to do with bread 
being  “the body of Christ” and 
a “symbolic taking, then giving 
back.”  “No,” said the patient Ab-
bot, “It’s simply insurance.”  He 
elaborated, “Some of the brothers 
are such terrible cooks that every-
one takes 3 extra slices incase the 
meal is inedible.”  

I edited that bit out later, but as 
an older and wiser man I wish I’d 
left it in. It was probably the best 
part of the whole interview. So, 
here’s a toast to talking less, listen-
ing more, and to the spiritually led 
in our midst - who add a calming 
presence to our small town.

Poetry Corner
Ted Kooser,

U.S. Poet Laureate,
2004-2006

Startled
By Sally Bliumis-Dunn

Massive and black
the frigate birds,
on brambles in the distance.
 
Their bright red gular sacs,
full as spinnaker sails
billow from their feathers,
 
like giant hearts of skin and air.
They remind us of our own
 
hearts, oversized and awkward,
quivering in the lightest wind.
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I’ve never seen 
a frigate bird 

(or a frigate) but 
wanted to offer 
you a poem to 
prove that the 

hawks and crows 
of the Great 

Plains aren’t the 
only ones that get 

attention in this 
column. Sally 

Bliumis-Dunn’s 
poem comes from 

her chapbook, 
Galapagos 

Poems, from 
Kattywompus 

Press. She lives 
in Armonk, New 

York, where there 
are frigates, but 
no frigate birds, 
or so I’ve heard. 
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Perspectives

Vinfabula
by Colin MacPhail

The Weekly Calistogian 
January 6, 1905 - “New Year’s 

Day was celebrated in Calistoga 
by the raising of the flag that was 
recently presented to the town by 
Calistoga’s Parlor No. 86, Native 
Sons of the Golden West.

The day was an ideal one for 
such an occasion, and the beautiful 
ceremony was witnessed by a 
large group of people.

At 12:30 o’clock the members 
of the Parlor of the Native Sons, 
about fifty strong, marched from 
their hall to the flag pole at the 
junction of Lincoln Avenue and 
Washington Street, headed by the 
Calistoga band playing the nation-
al anthem. They formed a square 
about the pole and were joined by 

the town officials, veterans and 
citizens. Rev. E.R. Piepenburg 
pronounced the innvocation. Dr. 
H.L. Parish made the presentation 
speech and his remarks were 
appropriate and well chosen. 

Ten girls then made their 
appearance in a flag drill under the 
direction of Principal J.A. Snell. 
the girls acquited themselves 
admirably.

Miss Irma Brown then pulled 
the string that unfurled the flag to 

the breeze and a mighty roar went 
up from the large crowd of people.

Miss Minnie Powell then sang 
the “Star Spangled Banner” in a 
very credible manner and Rev. 
O.E. Steward pronounced the 
benediction. The band then played 
another selection and the program 
was brought to a close with three 
cheers for the flag, three cheers for 
the Native Sons, three cheers for 
the town of Calistoga and three 
cheers for the Calistoga Band.”

Calistoga: Past & Present
By Ray Breitenstein

Three cheers for Calistoga

Tribune MysTery PhoTo by Yvonne Henry

Last week’s mystery 

Last week’s mystery license plate belongs to Sonia Mur-
phy, who gave it to husband Lenny “WooWoo” Murphy 
on their seventh “aluminum” anniversary. Guessers were 
Tammy Pelter, Martha Casselman, Margaux Singleton 
and Dan, Jennifer, Ethan and Vincent Herndon. This 
week’s winner is Jennifer Herndon. 

t

t

WE’VE CHANGED 
THINGS UP! 

No, we’re not getting 
rid of the Mystery 

Photo, but Yvonne’s 
whimsical nature 

came up with a new 
twist. We’ll print a 
local license plate 

(yes, with the owner’s 
permission) and you 
guess what it means 
or who it belongs to. 

We’ll give you the 
answers next week 

after you send in your 
guesses. We’ll alter-

nate with our 15-year-
long mystery photos 
of buildings, fences, 

outdoor art, signs, etc. 
The reward is the 

same, a free ice cream 
treat from Calistoga 

Creamery!

The power of listening and contemplation


