France Coast to Coast  2005

I remember it well - 1994 I think; I was ill and off work; or perhaps it could have been school half term holidays or something…  Anyway, I was definitely off work watching daytime TV.  It was the name that first attracted my attention, Edward Enfield - Harry’s dad and he was plugging his book ‘Downhill all the way’.  Recently retired, he’d decided at the age of sixty-something to ride a bicycle coast-to-coast, north to south, the length of France from Le Havre to the Mediterranean.  Intrigued, I mused over the idea of such an adventure for quite some time after.  

Eventually I got around to buying a hardback copy.

I found Enfield senior’s gentle dry wit both informative and entertaining.  Obviously proud of his achievement, his self-deprecating humour is that of the ‘well-to-do’ English gent abroad, bewildered sometimes by the inexplicable mysteries of France and the French as he meandered south.           

The book inspired me for sure.  I re-read it several times over the next few years, day-dreaming my plans for the trip that in all honesty I thought I’d never ever get around to making.    

My first taste of cycling abroad was in 2004 when I transported my bike in the   car to the Midi-Pyrenees near Albi, the birthplace of Toulouse Lautrec.  

My wife Sue, daughter Heather and I were staying in a gîte near the gorge of the river Viaur.  I should have realised perhaps from the word ‘gorge’ that billiard-table smooth terrain was not going to be likely… but we live and learn.  The first morning of the holiday I awoke early and armed myself with a local ‘Randonée’ guide book that I’d found amongst the tourist information in the house.  I set off to explore a way-marked circular route to the Viaur river and then along its banks before climbing back to the village.  Small direction arrows are painted on trees, walls, telegraph poles, buildings etc; it’s difficult to get lost as a wrong turn is marked with a painted cross after a few metres.  The guide advised the route would be ‘of 16kms, medium difficulty, with some off road sections’.  

Within a couple of kilometres I was slithering across a steeply descending meadow to the forested valley side; my back wheel was fish-tailing left to right as my brand new slick road tyres fought a losing battle for grip on the bone dry grass surface.  I should have left the knobblies on but I thought I’d be riding paved surfaces.  The track narrowed to a tiny dirt path and became even steeper as it snaked down around rocks and fallen trees. 

I got off and walked, carrying my bike over the obstacles only slowly becoming aware of the potential dangers.

It was getting darker and the early morning sun was struggling to penetrate the gloomy depths of the gorge through the forest canopy.   I was beginning to feel spooked, literally miles from civilisation on a path that was rarely, if ever used.  If anything happened to me it could be months before anyone stumbled over my bleached scattered bones.  I was beginning to panic, realising just how stupid I’d been.  I’d broken all the rules and not told anyone where I was going, I had absolutely no identification with me, and my mobile phone had long since lost its signal - I was totally alone.

Suddenly, a few yards from my side all hell broke loose as a large animal exploded out of the darkness…

I froze with fear and stared into the shadowy gloom of the dried up streambed I’d been following, frantically trying to make some sense of the sound while briefly my imagination ran riot.  It was a boar, with coarse dark grey fur, tusks, and abso-bloody-lutely as wild as they come.  I must have really startled it because in its panic it was crashing and thrashing about amongst the rocks and branches trying to climb out of the stream-bed towards me.

I squealed and yelped like one of Porky’s distant cousins as I blundered through the undergrowth, dragging my bike and clumps of grass and creeper with me as I ran, I was too scared to even look over my shoulder in case staring at him should make him any angrier.

Eventually the sound of porcine pursuit became more distant; probably because we were fleeing in opposite directions, but even so - I didn’t stop running until faint signs of a path emerged from the undergrowth.   I recklessly leapt over the bike’s crossbar, clattered down a couple of gears and pedalled like hell in search of tarmac and safety.

I was so shaken by the wild boar incident that I cut short my planned trip.

Instead, I headed shakily back to the gîte sweating like a pig (excuse the pun) with my head in a buzzing halo of thirsty flies as I slowly climbed the absurdly steep road out of the 250 metre deep Viaur valley.  

I had learned several valuable lessons that morning: slick tyres are useless on steep dirt trails: you should always tell someone where you’re going in case you should die: wild boars are terrifying creatures: I’m not very brave; and lastly, I don’t like cycling up hills. 

Preparations
By the time I returned home I’d decided I was going to have to have a go at Edward Enfield’s French coast to coast trip.   Once I’d convinced Sue that I was serious and that I actually may stand a chance of succeeding and possibly returning alive I began to make plans in detail.  I spent most of the winter evenings with my head buried in maps, hotel guidebooks and cycling kit catalogues.  I found the internet to be a fantastic resource for a staggering amount of information about cycle touring the world over, France being a particularly popular destination.  I surfed my way through hundreds of pages of varied advice about what kit to take, getting there, getting back, where to stay, which route to take etc. 

I armed myself with a mind-numbing amount of information, considered the different possibilities and began to make my plans. 

I eventually decided to travel at the end of May and the beginning of June, I reckoned that the weather should be fine enough at that time of year without it being too hot, and I’d be early enough to avoid the main holiday season rush with the chance of finding overnight hotels to be full.  My choice of bike would be an important matter.  The advice was to buy a proper purpose-built touring bike but as my planned route would involve a fair amount of off-road sections I thought a tourer’s wheels might prove to be a bit fragile.   I already owned a more than decent ‘Specialized Rockhopper’ mountain bike shod with road slicks and my budget wasn’t unlimited, so against all the advice I decided to use the bike I had.   

I bought a load of kit in the January sales; panniers, bar and rack bags, expensive padded shorts, a new trip computer which would prove to be invaluable on the road ,spd pedals and cleated shoes (The shoes have a small metal cleat recessed in the stiff sole which mechanically locks into the pedal and allows one to pull on the upward stroke of the pedal and generally transmit more power)  Practice is needed to use these, as you have to twist your foot sideways to release the shoe from the pedal - not a movement that comes naturally in a panic situation.

I decided to travel from Chester to Portsmouth by train with my dismantled bike in a lightweight flight-bag, then take the P & O overnight ferry to Le Havre where I would re-assemble the bike, roll up the flight bag (which at just over a kilo is about the same size and weight as a bag of sugar) and head for the Mediterranean and Montpellier from where I’d fly back via Gatwick to Manchester.   All the airlines now insist on bikes being transported in protective packaging or flight-bags so I’ll use the lightweight one I’m carrying and buy some foam or bubble wrap when I get to Montpellier for extra protection.

Briefly, my route (based on Enfield’s) was planned to be as flat as practicable using   ‘Voie Verte’ (purpose built cycle routes on disused railway tracks or canals) where possible; the most minor of roads following alongside the rivers’ Risle, then the Eure inland, East across-country to the river Yonne, then along the Burgundy Canal towpath to the rivers’ Sâone and the Rhône and on to the sea.  I discounted the idea of camping en-route very early in my plans because though it would undoubtedly be much cheaper than staying in small hotels I couldn’t afford to carry the extra weight of the tent and kit.  I’d only just managed to keep the total weight of the bike and baggage to just below 30kg which is British Airways’ limit for my flight home.  After a full day in the saddle the last thing I’d want to do would be to lie on the floor in a field anyway!

I had considered trying to get sponsorship to do the trip for charity, but the furthest I had ever ridden on a bike to date was 37 miles in one day – and then I spent the following week limping and choosing suitable seating with caution.  I didn’t want the humiliation of public failure should the trip prove too much for a novice hoping to ride 750 miles in less than a fortnight. 

I think perhaps for selfish reasons too, I didn’t want my ‘adventure’ taken over or compromised by external or corporate pressures. 

No publicity equals no pressure.  As far as daily distances was concerned, 

I reckoned about 45 to 50 miles per day would be a reasonable amount.  

This was chiefly because I only had just over a fortnight’s holiday available from work and couldn’t afford to take any longer.  

Several people expressed surprise that I was intent on travelling alone but I think that was part of the attraction.   I could start, and stop, as and when I liked and ride as fast or slow as my schedule would allow.  Other riders would be either faster or (less likely) slower than me and without any experience of a cycling group dynamic I wasn’t going to risk any problems.   Although I was travelling alone, I’d made tentative plans to meet some friends en-route; Bernie an old work colleague of mine now works in Geneva and could meet me around the Lyon area, and a couple of motorcycling mates Rick and John were planning a holiday touring the Vercours in June.  

I’d try to arrange a meeting somewhere with them if our schedules allow.   

Somewhere around the middle of January I began to realise that I had the best part of a stone of Christmas lard to shift and I’d got to make a start on getting myself at least reasonably fit.  I’m not, and never have been a proper cyclist; I just like to explore places on a bike in nice weather.  The idea of riding around local country lanes in the cold and rain with the sole purpose of getting fit made me shudder.  Until the weather improved considerably my preparations would have to be 2 or 3 times a week on the gym cardio-vascular equipment - with an mp3 player to drown out the mandatory MTV hip-hop dross.  Apart from a few road rides as spring ‘sprung’ and a visit to the doctor for a check up on my 47 year old ticker, that was it.  I’d elevated physical under-preparation to a near art form.  I knew all along that it would be a wasted opportunity not to raise some money for my favourite charity.   

I left it until the last minute before I finished work on the day before my trip and then asked my workmate Eddie if he’d mind putting together a sponsor form for Cancer Research and passing it around a few people for me while I was away.   

Journal

The following is a diary of my trip.  It was scrawled into a notebook - usually during my evening meals.  I thought it best not to edit too much except for the more obvious fatigue or alcohol induced lies…

Le Havre to Montpellier

Friday 27th May 2005.  Chester to Portsmouth.

I weighed myself first thing this morning and the scales showed that I was 

12 st 4 lbs.  I’ve read that when on a cycling tour you simply can’t eat too much, the body burns so many calories you will almost certainly loose weight.  As a confirmed trencherman and lover of French food this is advice that I intend to take fully.

I Left Chester station on the 12.30 train and waved goodbye to Sue who was in tears on the platform.  I was nearing hysteria as my mind buzzed with the trip’s logistics. I changed trains at Newport South Wales and arrived in Portsmouth at 19.50, it would have been a very pleasant trip but… the train was packed with Friday afternoon commuters in 27c degree heat with no air conditioning.  

I caught a taxi to the port and decided to re-assemble my bike there and then as it was far too heavy to carry any further.  30kg on a shoulder strap had left a huge bruise on my shoulder and hip.  A young lad and his dad volunteered to help and hold things for me as I put the bike back together. I checked in and joined the surprisingly large queue of bikes. I chatted to four thirty-something lads from the Isle of Wight who where doing a charity ride to Paris along the Seine. Soon after I was forced into conversation by a well spoken chap on a rusty wreck of a bike whose riding attire was a striped business shirt and suit trousers teamed with a pair of Jesus sandals – he was utterly and completely barking mad.  He told me he’d ridden the same bike over the Col du Galibier in the 70’s, “You don’t have a cabin for the night, do you?” he said.  I lost him as swiftly as I could. 

We boarded at 22.30 but to my surprise the ship had nothing to safely tie the bikes to, so we just had to leave them leaning against a bulkhead – I hoped the sea wouldn’t be rough and the bikes get thrown about.  I couldn’t be bothered queuing for café food as the ship was packed - I hadn’t realised it was half term.  I got a take away pasty then went out on deck to eat it watching HMS Victory and Valiant slip past as we sailed out of Portsmouth harbour.  Two pints of Stella later, shower, earplugs, and bed for 23.30.

On the ferry

Saturday 28th. Le Havre to Brionne 

47.9 miles 08:00 – 14:00.  riding time 4:5hrs     Avge 10.52mph. 

Woke at 05.45 for breakfast at 06.00 …or perhaps not!  There were huge queues, so I just had coffee and decided to stop at a café once on the road. We disembarked at 07.00 (08.00 French time).  Unlike when leaving a ferry enclosed in a car my senses were immediately assaulted by all things French as I rode along out of Le Havre.  The aroma of baking bread teased me from the boulangeries and the ‘merde de chien’ in the gutters reminded me to keep vigilant.  I decided not to stop for breakfast until out of the town as I had been worried about navigating out of Le Havre but a large-scale street map helped me find the only bike-friendly road out of town - the D982.

The café to have breakfast at never materialised, every roadside café was shut, either boarded up and ‘A Vendre’ (for sale) or derelict. Breakfast had to be a couple of Alpen bars eaten at the observation area of the impressively high Pont de Tancarville - a huge suspension bridge crossing the river Seine.

I was soon back on the small roads, the D39 passed through the Marais Vernier which is a large low-lying marshy nature reserve crossed with drainage ditches.  I must have surprised an otter, he immediately dived and swam away to hide from me but the water was so clear that I could follow his progress by the billowing cloud of silt in his wake.  I stopped for a coffee at a Tabac-bar in Port Audemer and bought a phone card to use in public kiosks which will be much cheaper than using a mobile phone.   I followed the D39 as it gently rose and fell along the banks of the Risle stopping again for a quiche and a beer in a bar at Pont Authou.  I was way ahead of schedule.  

An appalled local looked at my beer in disbelief and asked me “Was I was riding a bike?”  I assured him I only had 5kms left to ride.

I reached my pre-booked hotel at the half-timbered Auberge le Vieux Donjon in the small town of Brionne much earlier than planned, 50 miles a day certainly seems easily do-able or perhaps I’m running on adrenalin today? 

I was ‘welcomed’ and shown to my room by Madame. Some French hotels seem to have the most unfriendly cadaverous witches guarding the reception desk - this one was a fine example.  

Showered and changed I had a brief stroll around the town’s bars.

On my return I was shown into the auberge’s cavernous restaurant - alone. 

It soon began to fill though, first came an over-dressed lady with her yappy dog and husband (in that order) and then a group of about a dozen twenty -something blokes. They all immediately began biftering away, smoking for the republic.  The hatchet-faced trout from the reception desk now became coquettish and girly as she fawned around the young blades and soon became all but invisible as they all disappeared into a fog of Marlboro Lights.  Whatever happened to proper French fags like Gauloises and Disque Bleu?

Replete with pâté, a mystery fish, cheese and dessert the long day is taking its toll on me, it’s still early but I’m knackered.  Maybe the wine and Calvados are taking their toll too.  The lads are getting louder now, but are still much more civilised than their British counterparts would be after that much alcohol. They’re sparking up cigars now…I’m off to bed.

Sunday 29th Brionne to Anet

50.6 miles.  09:00 – 15:00   4:75 hrs riding time Ave 10.61mph. Total 98.5mls

I’m sure I was running on adrenalin yesterday so I thought that today perhaps my legs would start to ache a bit, but I feel fine.

After Saturday’s blazing sunshine I was surprised to wake to a drizzly morning, the square opposite my hotel was bustling with people noisily setting up market stalls.  I’d planned to take a photo of my picturesque hotel but it was a bit spoiled as it was surrounded by white vans.  

I unchained my bike from an ancient oak pillar In the hotel’s lean-to garage and noticed that overnight a pristine ‘60s Citroen DS had arrived – my favourite classic car.

I prepared myself for a wet day and climbed out of the valley on the D137 to Le Neubourg, it was there that I planned to take the Voie Verte (a disused railway line) to Evreux.  The route proved to be a nightmare to find as it was so new there weren’t any signposts to show where it started; it wasn’t even on the map outside the (closed) tourist office.  Eventually I found it and asked a couple of young boys of about 12 years of age if I was going the right way. They assured me that I was; they took great delight advising me of the correct pronunciation of Evreux, and then resumed smoking as hard-faced as you like. 

A few miles on I had decided that I liked voies vertes, it was just like riding along a perfectly smooth tarmac’d bridle path, utterly tranquil with just the old level crossings over roads every few miles to remind you of civilisation. As I neared Evreux the tarmac ended and the trail left the old railway line changing to a loose wet gravel surface running downhill through woods that made the handling of a heavily laden bike running on slicks somewhat interesting.  

I’ll draw a veil over navigating out of Evreux.  Good luck as much as map reading saw me only briefly on the busy N13 and then the quiet D67 through pleasant rolling countryside towards the Eure valley.    By the time I reached the outskirts of Anet it was overcast but dry.  Anet has a beautiful 16th century renaissance chateau and 3 hotels.  Unfortunately 2 of them were closed, as is most of France on a Sunday, the only open one was the ‘Hotel-café du chateau’ a bar-tabac and PMU (a PMU is a sot of state controlled betting shop) which was full of furiously-smoking, horse, greyhound, and trotting punters.  

I was lucky to secure a room as the whole place closed at 7 o’clock and like most of France would be closed on Monday too so breakfast wouldn’t be available. Madame made sure that I paid in advance for my basic but very cheap room and I set about washing and drying out my kit.    

 Showered and changed I went downstairs to the bar for a beer, but as for food… “Desolé,non”.   I ended up walking in the pouring rain to the only open restaurant in the whole town which bizarrely was the café-grill of the Atac supermarket.    One mediocre meal and a soaking saw me back here in my room writing this journal and I’ll probably be in bed for 9 o’clock.    

 After today’s hotel finding problems I asked Madame (very helpful and pleasant she was too!) to ring ahead and book my next hotel in Etampes for me, it’s a bit expensive but as tonight’s is so cheap finances will balance out in the end.   An early night should give me a good early start tomorrow. I’ll try to get some breakfast en-route.   So, mp3 player and a book in bed as the rain lashes down outside. 
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Voie verte and the old Quittebeuf  station
Monday 30th Anet to Etampes    

64 miles   08:00 – 16:00  5:20 hrs riding time Avge 11.99mph   Total 162 mls

Woke up for 7, breakfasted on a couple of Alpen bars and water, packed and moved out for 8 o’clock.  I unlocked my damp bike from the back yard and posted my key through the letterbox as per Madame’s instructions.  Today’s plan was to follow the D116 most of the way to Etampes along the banks of the rivers Eure and Aunay.   The early drizzle soon stopped and I was treated to wonderfully flat and pretty roads - not boring-flat agri-desert, but in wooded valleys with the rather swish houses of the well-heeled rising alongside.   

I found a little café in the village of Cherisy, Madame greeted me like a long-lost friend with a firm handshake, “Bien sûr”, and of course I could have breakfast… and lots of it!  I had 2 baguettes, croissants, honey, jam, real butter in a dish not in little packets, and a huge jug of coffee.  All for only e4.80  –  about £3. 

I set off again, (albeit fuller and a bit slower) on the fantastic little D116 through a small town called Maintenon which has the massive towering remains of a 16th century stone aqueduct in a state of preserved dilapidation crossing the road.  It was apparently built but never finished, for Louis XIV to transport water to the fountains of Versailles.  

I left the D116 behind near Aunay and crossed a huge plain covered in corn and yellow rape fields (why does rape smell of cabbage?) luckily I had a tailwind and bowled along for some miles at well over 20mph, it would have been a different story had the wind been in the other direction.

Today should hopefully be my longest day in the saddle.

Etampes appears to be a staging post on the Route National 20 and my hotel the ‘Auberge de France’ wasn’t as the name would suggest an ivy clad old inn, but an anonymous motel just off the RN20.   I was efficiently checked in and my bike was to spend the night leaning against a whiteboard in a conference room.  My room was a freshly decorated but pokey single in the eaves of the building.

I do seem to be droning on at length with this journal but an evening meal ‘tout seul’ is a lonely place to be without something to do.  My fellow diners were scribbling away in a similar manner but probably on sales reports.     

Tonight’s meal is an ‘all you can trough’ buffet for entrée and dessert, my main course was a ‘double-hard-bastard-canard’ - quite the toughest duck I have ever eaten. 

The forecast for tomorrow is ideal, dry with patchy cloud.  I think it could be another long day tomorrow.  It’s amazing how 5 hrs actual riding time translates into a full day’s hard work on the road with no perceptible breaks.

I’m full now but I’m determined to finish these desserts.

Footnote: I’ve just sighted the chef – he looks like Mike Tyson’s big brother. That perhaps could go some way to explain the duck.  
Breakfast stop at Cherisy

Tuesday 31st  Etampes to Sens

67 miles  08:00 – 16:30     6:1hrs riding time  Ave 10.93mph. Total 229.5 mls

Not a good day today, I had feared today would be my hardest day.

There was a fairly long uphill climb out of Etampes on the D63 and it set the tone for the day.  The terrain was corrugated up and down all day - not a flat section of road all the way to Sens.   My plan was to cover as much distance as I could in the morning and if possible just coast along in the afternoon. 

I crossed the ‘meridienne verte’ quite early in the day, this as far as I’m aware, is an imaginary line of longitude running from North to South through the very centre of France, it meant nothing to my trip really but I took a photograph of my bike leaning against the signpost anyway. 

         La Meridienne verte                                        D63  Etampes
I stopped to buy lunch from a little patisserie in Grez-sur-Loing and ate it in beautiful parkland overlooking an ancient stone arched bridge on the banks of the river Loing.  I took another photograph but by now I was aware that with the exception of a too-dark snap taken on the ferry, all my pictures so far consisted of my bike in front of, or leaning against something.    There never seemed to be anything conveniently close to balance the camera on so that I could use the self-timer and get myself into the shot.  

River Loing

 I’d planned to stay in a chambre d’hôte (bed and breakfast) 55 miles from Etampes in a little hamlet called Lixy but arrived way too soon at 2.30pm.  A difficult part of trip planning is being able to find accommodation in the right place to coincide with daily manageable distances.  I decided that it was far too early to stop; what would I do for the rest of the day in a two-house hamlet?   I pressed on another 12 miles to Sens - a reasonably large city which co-incidentally is twinned with Chester.    I’ve resolved now to book ahead for the next night whenever possible in future as I’ve found myself rushing along to my chosen hotel to be early enough to get a room. 

I spoke to an elderly Canadian lady cyclist on the outskirts of Sens when I was searching for a hotel, she told me she was on a 6 week round trip from Paris to Marseille and back, I was very impressed. 

I negotiated Sens’ inner ring road and booked into the Hotel Brennus.  The patron couldn’t have been more obliging and let me wheel my bike through the lobby and leave it in an alcove under the stairs. 

I’m writing this sitting in a pizza restaurant after a quick stroll around the town and a couple of beers.  I may be getting paranoid but I do seem to be the only person in here not smoking.  I’m rambling now but what else do you do whilst waiting for coffee?   

My legs and especially my bum are hurting a bit for the first time today. I’m going to have a much shorter day tomorrow so I’ve booked my hotel in advance in St Florentine -  I’ll treat myself to a bit of a lie in tomorrow.

Note to self.    If I ever do this again I must bring a little mirror to assist in the application of sun block – I’ve got a face like a barber’s pole.

I’ve forgotten what this place was called!

Wednesday 1st June Sens to St Florentine

40.7 miles  09:00 –14:30   3:45hrs riding time  Avge 10.74mph Total 270.2mls

I’m settling into a routine now, the first couple of days saw me angrily emptying my panniers out all over the road looking for things because I couldn’t remember what was in which bag.  I now religiously pack my things in exactly the same place each morning, anal I know, but at least I can find my stuff easily.  Talking of anal…  Some of the best advice I received was from a mate at the gym who told me to liberally coat my bum and… er …’other things’ in a layer of Savlon each morning before putting my cycling shorts on. The idea is that should one get any blisters or skin chafing on pressure points the antiseptic effect of the Savlon will stop any infection from setting in.  Joking aside, in practical terms an infected blister could put an end to the whole trip. 

Not the best of starts this morning, as I nonchalantly tried to stretch out a leg to rest on the kerb at the traffic lights in the middle of Sens’ rush hour I forgot that I was cleated into my pedals.  I panicked and pulled my foot frantically at the pedal instead of merely twisting my foot which would have instantly released my shoe.  I overbalanced; and in what felt like slow motion (but most certainly wasn’t!) crashed sideways between 2 horrified motorists into the carriageway.  I didn’t even have time to flail my arms about on the way down.

My knee crunching into the tarmac ironically produced the necessary turning moment required to release my cleated shoe from the pedal.   I picked myself up as quickly as I could, hopping around dragging the bike - still encumbered by my other foot which was still cleated in.  I was too embarrassed even to glance around to see how many people were laughing.  I slowly pedalled away with gritted teeth until I found a place private enough to rub Ibuprofen gel into my incredibly painfully throbbing knee and elbow.  I must make sure I back off the spring tension in the cleats a couple of clicks and I’ll definitely un-cleat on entering even the smallest village in future.

In dire need of some light relief, along one particularly lonely stretch of road this morning I took to shouting at and insulting farm animals as I passed by. Sensibly, most of them ignored me.  Having a whale of a time I shouted at a crow to “eff off” it looked up at me in startled terror and flew off.

I was nearly crying with laughter at the crow and the absurdity of it all.

While on the subject of impending insanity, I’m starting to talk to myself out loud, referring to myself and the bike as “we”.    Is this serious? We shall see.

“So, we meet again” said a voice from over my shoulder, It was my new friend the Canadian lady again.  We pulled over to the side of the road and she introduced herself as Jean as we discussed our respective plans for the day.  I was pre-occupied with wondering how long she’d been behind me and more importantly if she’d been within earshot.   Jean left me trailing in her wake and soon became a dot on the horizon of the D72.    

My bike is now making a clicking noise from the bottom bracket (crank) which disappoints a bit because it had a full service only 280miles ago. 

Joigny, from the map at least, looked like it would be a nice place to buy and eat lunch on the banks of the river Yonne.  Unfortunately the old town is in the process of having all its streets re-paved and ALL the shops were boarded up and closed, it was like a ghost town.

I crossed the river at Migennes and took the tranquil D43 towards my destination for today St Florentin.  I arrived nice and early at 14.30.  

I felt I deserved a bit of luxury today and the Hotel Les Tilleuls tucked away in a walled garden just off the village centre provided just that, with a nice big bedroom and the best gourmet food so far. 

Tomorrow I get to the part of the route I anticipated the most when poring over my maps through the winter - the towpath alongside the Burgundy Canal.   The Canal is 245 kilometres long and was built between 1765 and 1832 to link the Atlantic with the Mediterranean via the rivers Seine, Yonne, Sâone and Rhône.  It will provide the central link in my trip too.

The guidebook says the towpath has been restored and improved in places for use as a cycling route but it’s actually a bit vague as to which parts are passable on a bike - I’ll have to find out the hard way. 

Montbard is tomorrow’s destination and I’ve booked ahead for the hotel so there’s no rush. The guide book makes mention of a bike repair shop in Montbard too so I’m hoping to get the clicking crank fixed.    

Thursday 2nd June   St Florentin to Montbard 

56 miles   08:45 – 16:00   5:30hrs riding time  Avge 10.13mph. 

Total 362.2 miles

Once again that inch or so that looked so small on the map turned out to be a different proposition once in the saddle and my backside is really sore.  Worryingly, my bike has been getting noisier too. Luckily I found the bike repair shop easily when looking for my hotel.  After an animated discussion with the mechanic I managed to explain to him that the clicking noise was only audible when climbing gradients or when pressing hard on the pedals. 

He told me to leave the bike with him for the night and he would do his best.   My hotel was only a few hundred metres away so it wasn’t a problem.

But I digress…

Today was my first day ‘on’ the Burgundy Canal – a way of covering distance with the absolute minimum of gradient changes, and effort if possible. 

I joined the towpath at Tonnerre where a very friendly lock-keeper took a photograph for me in front of his flower decked cottage, he also gave me a little booklet showing the numbered locks with village names and the distances between them – I found it absolutely invaluable as it was the only way of knowing exactly where I was on the canal without help from road signs.   Each lock (ecluse) has a keeper’s cottage, although most of them are now uninhabited with many of the keepers being students working seasonally. Their job seems to be to sit around in the sunshine reading until needed.  Some of the locks that are very close together have only one keeper who travels back and forth between them on an old moped or scooter. 

                                     Burgundy Canal Tonnerre

On leaving Tonnerre I found the canal was wonderfully peaceful and quite beautiful with plane trees providing me with dappled shade as it meandered through the Burgundian countryside.  The path is used throughout its length by maintenance vehicles and lock keepers’ cars and has a surface that seems to be mostly hard-packed gravel - really easy to cycle on and I was managing a surprisingly good average of 10mph or so.  

I bought my lunch from the pretty little village of Tanlay and re-joined the canal, as I was settling down to eat I saw a barge approaching.  I realised I had travelled about 15 miles without seeing any boats but I suppose it’s still early in the holiday season.  This barge was converted into a large floating luxury hotel and was crewed by a couple of English chaps who told me that they were living in France and were both semi-retired just working the holiday season crewing the barge for an entirely American clientele - there are far worse ways to earn a living!   I saw very few people the for whole day,  in fact I probably saw more herons - at least one per mile - but I never managed to get nearer than about 50 metres before they spread their huge wings and flew away. 

         Towpath near Tonnerre                                           Hotel Barge
I’m actually writing this in my hotel room on Friday morning as I spent last night in the company of a genial Geordie called Tony.  We both got wrecked drinking far too many 9% Belgian beers from strange tulip-shaped glasses held in wooden holders and then wining and dining in the Hotel de la Gare.

Last night’s meal was both the most expensive and mediocre of the trip. 

Bizarrely, the small town of Montbard is apparently one of only two places in Europe where a special steel alloy pipe is made and Tony was consulting at the factory that makes it for an oil and gas company.    I was glad of the lie in this morning; luckily the bike shop doesn’t open until 09.30 so there’s no rush.  I hope it’s fixed?  Tony seemed to have first hand knowledge of the average French artisan because he advised against optimism. 

Friday 3rd June  Montbard to Veuvey sur Ouche.

48.2 miles.   10:00 – 16:00  4:41hrs riding time.   Ave 10.31   Total 374.4 mls

“Je suis desolé” (“I’m very sorry”) he said, he couldn’t find any wear in the crank and even if he had he didn’t have the parts in stock to fix it.  I’ll just have to see if it gets worse and if it does I’ll need to detour into a larger town and find a larger dealer.

I was late in setting off this morning and today was very hot.  I’m not sure if the heat was to blame or the cumulative effects of 7 days and 375 miles on the road but I really struggled by this afternoon.  Fifty-odd miles a day may not seem a lot, but fifty miles every day with full luggage is a different matter. 

I think I’m probably about half way now.  My original guess-timate of distances has proved to be a bit optimistic, the tiny roads and paths I’ve ridden along are much longer than the distances that the computer-routing tools at home gave me.  My plan today was to reach Pont d’Ouche by this evening but by the time I reached Pouilly en Auxois I’d had enough. 

The towpath’s surface had been too rough even for my gel seat for the last 5 miles, and the buttock-pummelling discomfort has made me really sore.  

I think I’ve begun to realise too that 50 miles a day on dirt is far harder in all ways than the same distance on tarmac.    I stopped at a bar for a coke while checking my guide books for a suitable hotel.  I was about 10 miles short of Pont d’Ouche but when I looked at my map more closely I saw that Pouilly was actually at the canal’s highest point* and it was downhill in every direction from here.  Having rested for half an hour and now realising the next 10 miles could  be on the gently descending D18 I decided to press on to Pont d’Ouche.  The hotels in Pouilly were quite expensive anyway. 

Pont d’Ouche is where the Burgundy canal turns 120 degrees and heads north and around to Dijon to avoid a mountain. I planned to save 50 miles by not following the canal on its loop but riding over the hill on the D18 to Beaune instead.  I’m not really looking forward to the climb, but at least it will be cooler first thing in the morning. 

For a small village in the middle of nowhere I had a nightmare finding the hotel and when I did I found a sign on the door saying ‘Open at 17.30’. 

It was 16.00 and I knew there wasn’t another hotel for miles so I sat at an outside table and wrote out the route for tomorrow.

Within a few minutes of settling down to wait the patron appeared in his car and told me his wife would be here in 30 minutes; “they’d surely have a room”

he said.   Then promptly drove away.   

She was, and they did: a basic double room with a wash basin.  

The bathroom is down the landing but it doesn’t matter as I seem to be the only guest and it is an incredibly cheap 20 euro – about £15 for bed and breakfast!  I settled my bike into a downstairs room and did my usual kit washing routine, phoned home and then went downstairs for dinner. 

As the only guest I dined alone, I don’t think Madame was expecting guests because I could hear a microwave whirring away as she served my basic but adequate meal. In all fairness to her she told me the tourists don’t arrive until July - I suppose that’s when the Canal comes alive with hire craft. 

It’s now 20.30 and the tractor-driving clientele in the bar seem to be drifting away home – it is Friday night after all.  As the Patron was locking the place up for the night he handed me a Calvados, punched his fist to his heart and wished me “Bon Courage” for the rest of my trip to the sea - the French really do hold cyclists in high esteem unlike the British who just want to run you off the road.   

* Several nearby reservoirs serve the Burgundy Canal with water supplies at Pouilly.  The directions of flow are marked on the map on the previous page with red arrows. 

Saturday 4th June  Veuvey-s-Ouche to St Gengoux le National.

52.7 miles 09:00 – 16:00  5hrs riding time   Ave 10.52   Total 428 miles.

42 euros for bed, breakfast and evening meal and drinks - about 30 quid! 

I shook the patron’s hand and he wished me “Bon courage” again.

As I walked out of the door I left him serving the singing, van-driving bread lady her third glass of rose - with a bit of luck I’ll be a fairly distant before she ‘hits’ the road to her next delivery.    

I met my nemesis within minutes of setting off - a 600 metre high nemesis. 

30 minutes of endless twisty bends later, each one teasing me that around its apex would be the summit I ground to a sweat-drenched halt, folded double over the handlebars desperately attempting to vacuum in some oxygen.   

I did my best to appear as If I had merely stopped to consult the map when a car passed by, but then crumpled again once it had gone.    

Ten minutes of sitting in the shade, and several wet wipes later I felt able to set off again with my appearance restored; unbelievably around the very next bend was the top!  As I crested the summit a dozen club cyclists sprinted noisily towards me from the other side.  I can’t help thinking that they must have been very impressed with my climbing as they were sweating far more than I was. 

The twisty D2 runs down to Beaune alongside a crystal clear stream and is without doubt the prettiest stretch of road I’ve cycled so far, towards the bottom though the landscape abruptly changed as the road levelled from meadows with Charolais cows to grape vines for as far as the eye could see, or as far as Beaune’s industrial estates at least.  I found it strange that seemingly identical terrain could have such different uses with prestigious Cote de Beaune vineyards sitting cheek by jowl with diy shops and builders yards.

I rode into Beaune’s cobbled touristy centre which seemed very nice, but being Saturday it was very busy.  I must admit to feeling strangely self- conscious with my bike and all my luggage amongst the throngs of shoppers and tourists, so after asking for directions I left Beaune to the tourists and headed off on the D18 to Chagny.  I’ve noticed that everyone I’ve asked for directions has been unfailingly helpful and they have always wished me “Bonne route”.   I’m glad I brushed up my basic French before leaving home.

I was now heading for the Burgundy ‘voie verte’ and the map read like an expensive wine list: Givry, Mercurey, Pommard etc.  This voie verte is a well-established converted railway line that runs for 65 traffic-free kilometres from Givry through Cluny to Macon and is well signposted and used by locals and tourists alike for both serious and recreational cycling.  The line runs through lovely rolling countryside with gentle gradients smoothed out by cuttings and embankments and is totally tranquil.  I arrived in St Gengoux and booked into my hotel fittingly called the ‘Hotel de la Gare’ - The Station Hotel.

While showering I realised that I was getting a lot of pain from my left thigh, on investigation I discovered a huge saucer-sized bruise on the back of my thigh caused by the bike’s crossbar when my leg took its full weight during my 

St Gengoux le National                                                 Voie verte
crash in Sens.  I also sunburned myself really badly today, so when I walked into the village centre I had to dodge about searching for shade.

I had my first non-French chat today at a bar run by an English lady and her daughter, it was nice to talk without having to plan and translate every sentence.  Once again I’m writing with my mouth full, tonight’s meal has been fantastic, gourmet food in a little country town 1 star hotel  - 18 euros for pâté with slivers of truffle to start, salmon served on a sliced brioche with prawn sauce, local cheeses  and patisserie for dessert - brilliant. 

Sunday 5th June St Gengoux le National to Montmerle-s-Saone     

44 miles 09:00 – 14:30    4:10hrs riding time Avge 11.5mph  

Total 472 miles 

I felt good setting off this morning, I’m confident now that only a totally unforeseen accident can stop me reaching the Med in time for my flight.  Once I get to the River Sâone it will be literally “downhill all the way.”   

They really have got this voie verte organised brilliantly, some of the old station buildings are converted into tourist information offices.  The old railway sidings are car parks with bike racks and picnic areas and there’s even

over-night parking for camper vans.

I suppose it’s a bit busier today being Sunday but there’s a surprising amount of people - cyclists, walkers and roller-bladers - using it.  It could probably be a bit too busy in the peak season.  One of the highlights of today’s ride was the traverse of the 1.6-km Bois Clair Tunnel.  This old railway tunnel was opened to travellers on the voie verte in 2004.  Although it’s well lit inside it’s still quite spooky to ride through it alone. 

Tunnel du Bois Clair 

I was sorry to reach the end of the voie verte at Charnay.  I’d really enjoyed riding along it.  I stopped for coffee and asked the bar’s patron for his advice on the best route to Montmerle, to my surprise he insisted that I take the N6, “surely the N6 will be busy?” I said.  “No it’s Sunday “he said, “very quiet”.   

He was right, and I breezed along the deserted route nationale.  I wouldn’t dream of riding along it on a weekday though!

I checked into my hotel on the banks of the river Sâone and did the routine route planning and ablutions stuff.  My mate Bern from Geneva arrived at about 5.30 and we joined the Sunday promenades on the riverbank before dinner.  Dinner was a relatively sober affair for Bern as he had to drive back home this evening but we dined on tales of cycling, and reminisced about driving around the countryside in a yellow BT van some 25 years ago.    

It was great to chat to a mate over a meal for a change; I really appreciate him doing a round trip of over 200 miles just to have dinner with me.  Tomorrow I’ve arranged to meet John and Rick in Vienne if I manage to traverse the huge city of Lyon without getting lost or run over.  I was thinking of leaving the valley and taking to the hills to by-pass Lyon like Enfield did but my bum is really sore so I’m going for the shortest route options now.

Monday 6th June Montmerle-s-Saone to Vienne

53.8  miles.  08:15 – 14:30   4:36 riding time.  Avge 11.67mph. 

Total 525 miles

I had an early breakfast this morning and was on the road for 8.15.  I was daunted by the prospect of cycling through Lyon but it turned out to be quite easy.  The D933 led me to the D433 along an embankment on the west bank of the Sâone right into the centre of Lyon with hardly any traffic.  From there on there were cycle tracks leading me to the only busy section at a bridge near the confluence of the mighty rivers Sâone and Rhône. The Rhône will be my companion for the next 200 miles all the way to the Mediterranean.

The cycling today was easy because the wind was behind me all the way to Vienne.  My plan was to take the N2007 out of Vienne to the Hotel Reventin in the suburb of St Christ - but then things started to go horribly wrong.   

I was already feeling uneasy when the cars started to blow their horns at me, but then when the drivers started stabbing their index fingers at their temples the centime finally dropped.  I was actually cycling along the N7 which had turned into a dual carriageway slip road leading directly onto the A7 autoroute. (motorway)   I must be totally honest - I nearly shat myself.

There was a concrete barrier in the centre of the carriageway so I couldn’t cross over and go back, and there was also a concrete barrier at the side of the road with a 20 foot drop straight into the Rhone; no hard shoulder, no pavement - nothing. 

Panic stricken, I pedalled like a maniac in the hope that an escape route would appear before I got pulled by the police or ‘hedge-hogged’ by an artic.  The concrete barriers changed to a lower Armco steel barrier after a mile or so thank God, and I managed to manhandle my bike over it and along the rough riverbank past a couple of one-way slip roads until I managed to cross to the carriageway leading back to Vienne.  Rather than face another couple of miles of motorway hell cycling back to Vienne I hauled the bike over a fence and made my escape riding across a school playing field getting heckled by teenage girls as I rode red-faced through their netball game.   Luckily the school gates were open and I’d managed to escape both prosecution and near death.   

Being Monday, the hotel was closed for the afternoon when I arrived so I spent a couple of hours cleaning and lubricating my bike and writing up my diary.  Rick and John arrived with perfect timing just as the doors opened. 

I can’t add much more to today’s journal as we spent the rest of the evening getting blind drunk and talking about our past adventures together in the Alps riding unfeasibly large motorbikes up impossibly rough and rocky high mountain trails. 

Tuesday 7th June  Vienne to St Peray.

47 miles 10:00 – 14:30   3:23 hrs riding time Avge 14.1mph.  

Total 573 miles.

Oh dear, bit of a late start - the bar bill from last night was massive.

Our gay hotel patron must have thought that perhaps we were ‘leaning towards the lavender too’ and plied us with drink because we were all in a hell of a sorry state this morning. 

Never mind, we had a good night and we’ve arranged to meet up again - the lads are riding a loop of a couple of hundred miles and we’re meeting up tonight near Valence. 

I’d had mixed advice about the suitability of the N7 for cyclists so wherever possible I’ve tried to use the ‘old N7’ sections that the ‘new N7’ now by-passes.  However, even though most parts have a cycle lane, it’s still far too busy to be safe for my liking so I diverted to the much quieter D4 before crossing the river on a barrage a bit like the Thames Barrier.  Below the barrier I saw at least half a dozen herons patiently waiting for food to swim by. 

I joined the N86 which is the other main road that runs along the west bank of the Rhône and was surprised to find that it was much quieter than the N7 and it some how felt friendlier.   I was breezing along now as my average speed shows, being blown south by the Mistral.   The Mistral is a notorious wind caused by cold air descending from the mountains of the Massif Central, then accelerating dramatically as it roars through the gap of the Rhône valley to the coast.    Today the Mistral was howling south, not in gusts, but relentlessly.  It felt eerie to be riding along effortlessly and in silence; the usual wind noise you hear when cycling is absent when the wind is blowing from behind you.  

I arrived at the Hotel Badet in St Peray well in advance of Rick and John and had plenty of time to shower and wash my kit before they arrived.  One of the best tips I had was to roll washed clothes up neatly in a spare towel, squeeze, then unroll and hang up; nearly dry and completely un-creased. 

My room is air-conditioned which is nice.  There really doesn’t seem to be any correlation between standards and prices in some hotels - this is the nicest room I’ve had so far but it certainly isn’t the dearest. 

Tonight’s meal was a strange affair with bizarre combinations of ingredients: fish sauerkraut, pasta with steak and leek filled pastry anyone?

We went to bed much earlier tonight as last night was a bit extreme. 

Just before retiring we were having a nightcap in the bar when I had a sudden cramp spasm in my thigh.  While hobbling around I attracted the unwanted attention of a drunken ex-competition cyclist and masseur (or so he said) who wanted to give me a massage.  Luckily, I was rescued by the barman and in true ‘News of the World’ reporter style “I made my excuses and left”.  

Me and John.  Hotel Badet St Peray

Wednesday 8th June St Peray to Bollene     

59.2 miles   9:15 to 15:40.   4:22 hrs riding   Avge 13.57mph  

Total 633 miles

We said our goodbyes this morning, took a few photographs and bade each other a safe journey home.

I was alone again – for a while at least because 10 miles down the N86 I caught up with my Canadian friend Jean again.  We swapped stories about our experiences over the last 250 miles or so.   We couldn’t believe the coincidence of bumping into each other three times as we were heading for different destinations with completely different schedules.

My right hand is now partially numb, my little and ring fingers have permanent pins and needles despite my investment in multi-density gel handlebar grips and gel padded gloves.  Strange that it’s only my right hand.   My only other ailment is the painful and ever-blackening bruise on my thigh from the ‘Sens incident’. Well… not quite my only ailment, but the ritual morning application of Savlon to my ‘contact points’ with the saddle have fended off the worst of the ravages of the 633 miles so far ridden.

I left the N86 and crossed the suspension bridge over the Rhône at Viviers, the cross wind was so fierce that I had to dismount and walk across.

From Chateauneuf du Rhône I climbed over the pretty Défile de Donzere on the D144 and descended to Pierrelatte.      

I hadn’t pre-booked a hotel for tonight as with the 50kph Mistral pushing me down the Rhone valley I thought it wise to just see how far I could get. 

Deciding on Bollene as a target I telephoned ahead and booked a room in the Hôtel La Chene Vert.  My route into Bollene took me past the well advertised ‘Ferme aux crocodiles’- it’s clearly marked on the Michelin map too, so it must be a pretty big farm set up. I’m not sure if they just breed them sell them or eat them – probably all three.

There wasn’t much to do this evening as my hotel is on the outskirts of town in the countryside so I showered and went for a walk before dinner. When I returned, as I crossed the courtyard to the hotel’s restaurant I noticed the swimming pool…Doh!  Who’d have thought a little hotel like this would have a pool?  I’d have loved a swim!

Thursday 9th June   Bollene to Tarascon

52.6 miles   08:50 to 14:30.    4:13 riding    Avge 12.44   

Total 685 miles.

It’s been a very strange day today, to all intents and purposes it’s my penultimate day on the road and I should be excited at nearing my destination - but I’m not.  I think the enjoyment of the trip has been in the planning and the actual travelling, not just arriving at the destination. 

It was my last day on the main roads, a few more ‘klicks’ on the N7 and I was back on the yellow and white wiggly minor stuff on the Michelin map.

I Passed through Orange this morning and had a look at the Roman amphitheatre - very impressive.  Then I rode past an infants’ school just as the children were going home for lunch.  It reminded me of my own daughter when she was that age.  I always remember some of the best advice I’ve ever had was from an old ex-work colleague, Vince Murray.  When I was complaining about sleepless nights Vince said to me in a broad Yorkshire accent “Aye, you enjoy her – you’ll not have her for long”   

Sage advice, she’s nearly 15 now and has absolutely no interest in dad’s daft adventure.  God I’ve got to stop this, I’m getting maudlin.  I think I’m getting home sick.

                                   Theatre Antique Orange

Chateauneuf du Pape looked like a good detour on the map; it’s a nice little town but probably best appreciated if you’re buying wine as the whole of the centre is full of vintners’ shops and wholesalers.  The detour unfortunately turned me straight back into the teeth of the Mistral for a time – payback time, this morning’s weather forecast had warned of gusts of up to 60kph.  

My destination for this evening was Tarascon, an unremarkable little town with a remarkable medieval castle which has survived completely intact from the year 1400.  I climbed its spiral staircase on protesting legs to be rewarded at the top with fantastic views over the Rhône and the surrounding countryside.

I’m staying in the Hôtel le Terminus and my bike is in a cavernous old dining salon next to the kitchens. It has to smell better in there than in my room which is situated above what must be an open drain stench pipe.  It’s too smelly to open the windows and too hot to close them.  I’ll put up with it for now as I can’t be bothered moving all my kit and drying washing to another room.  I made my usual phone call home to Sue tonight and told her that for the first time on the trip I’ve been feeling sorry for myself.  I think I must be homesick, because even some of the things that endear France to me are beginning to seriously piss me off. 

I’m dining next to a table with a small brown dog underneath it; though it’s behaving quite well except for the odd whine.  A young couple have just entered the restaurant and have been asked “Smoking or non smoking?”  “Non smoking? - Ok you may sit just there, next to the dog”. 

Don’t even start me on the state of French toilets.  How anywhere other than a fly-blown third world country could accept the toilet in a quality restaurant to be a smelly ‘hover-bog’ lit by a 10 watt bulb with a 20 second timer is a complete mystery to me.  And another thing… (I’m beginning to rant now) at the entrance to each village there is a sign reading “Drive carefully, think of the children”.  Every other shop in the high street is a driving school, and just this afternoon I’ve witnessed a (very impressive) street-long wheelie by a youth on a trail bike and a handbrake turn by a lad driving an old Fiat in the semi-pedestrianised cobbled town centre.  The locals didn’t bat an eyelid! The police are omni-absent and the TV news is showing pictures of carnage on the autoroutes.  It will take a major culture change before the French take safe driving seriously…     It’s been a strange day today.   
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 Friday 10th June  Tarascon to Aigues Mort.

37.3 miles  09:00 to 13:00  3hrs riding  Ave 12.28   Total 732 miles.

I was glad to leave my room this morning as the smell of the drains intensified during the night and I didn’t sleep very well at all.  I felt much better after breakfast and thankfully, a damned sight more cheerful than I felt yesterday when I was unusually depressed.  I headed south west away from the Rhône on the D38 alongside the Rhone canal to St Giles, and then the D179.  Today was just a short hop to Aigues Mortes through the edge of the Camargue – easy riding as it is totally flat, but as a consequence it’s pretty featureless too. Just reeds, flies, ditches and rice fields to see apart from one old windmill tower that had a stork and a couple of its young in a tangled nest of sticks at the top.  There were a few gîtes for rent but I can’t imagine them appealing to anyone other than a birdwatcher with an appetite for flies. 

The Marshes gave way to Listel vineyards and I could see the towers of the old walled town of Aigues Mortes in the distance.  Aigues Mortes (dead waters) is known as the gateway to the Camargue and was once a sea port, but because of silt being washed along the coast from the Rhone it is now well inland.  I was only about 10 miles from the sea but I wanted to visit and stay in the old town. I built a couple of rest days into my schedule and I’ve not yet used them, so I’ll stay over and then tomorrow morning I’ll have just a 10 mile bimble to the sea.   I booked into a tiny quirky little hotel and got an air conditioned room with shower and wash basin for 29 euros – an absolute steal in a tourist town. A waiter locked my bike in a garage for me while I hunted out a diy shop where I bought a 4 metre roll of bubble-wrap to protect my bike in its flimsy bag for the flight home.

I explored the ramparts and the old castle then set about deciding which of the many restaurants in the central square I’d visit tonight.

I’m trying to decide whether to stay in Montpellier until I fly home on Monday or whether to stay a few miles away on the coast at the resort of la Grande Motte.  As French towns all but close on a Sunday I may well be better off staying in a beach resort.  At least then I can show off and top up my ludicrous cyclist’s tan*      *Cyclists tan:  Brown arms from bicep to wrist, and brown legs from mid-thigh to ankle
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First sight of the Med – note bubble wrap!

Saturday 11th June  Final day.  Aigues Mort to La Grande Motte (Montpellier)

7.8 miles    53 minutes   Ave 8.76 mph   Grand Total  730 Miles

It was a misty start this morning but the sun burned through within a few minutes of me setting off.  I saw the sea for the first time in Groi du Roi where the crazy one-way system continually tried to send me back to Le Havre. Eventually I gave up and pushed my bike against the traffic flow until I escaped to the D255 to La Grande Motte.    La Grande Motte is a creation of the late ‘60s when miles of salt marsh were re-claimed and a purpose built resort was created.  It can be seen from miles away with its crazy mixture of ‘sci-fi’ meets ancient-Egypt pyramid-style architecture.   Although it’s quite a large resort it has a ‘village’ feel to it and you’re seldom aware of any resort type naff-ness.  I decided to treat myself to a bit of luxury and booked into the 3 star ‘Hotel Europe’ that Sue and I once stayed at some 15 years ago.

It looks like a 2 storey 1970’s moon-base but is very comfortable and well equipped. 

Journey’s end – La Grande Motte

I left my luggage in the room and set off for the beach where I immediately accosted a likely looking couple walking at the water’s edge; I blurted out an abridged version of my story, handed them my camera and asked them to take some photographs.  Luckily they were delighted to oblige as I stood in the sea holding my bike. 

I was on a bit of a high now so found a bar and had my first daytime beer since the first day near Brionne.  I sent text messages to everyone I know to tell them my news.  Good news from home is that lots of people have been sponsoring me and the total so far is getting towards £500!  

I’m glad I didn’t know that before I left or the pressure to succeed would have really spooked me.  Cancer Research is a charity very dear to me as my Dad died of cancer in 1986 and my Mum beat breast cancer over 15 years ago.

Anyway, on a cheerier note; I bought a box of Kronenbourg 1664 beer to stock the hotel room’s mini bar (cheaper than drinking at room service prices!) and spent what was left of the afternoon dismantling and mummifying my bike in bubble-wrap before packing it into the flight bag. 

I’m dining tonight in a very swish harbour-side restaurant that Sue and I visited once.  Well…It’s all over now – I just want to go home.

Sunday 12th June   La Grand Motte.        

I was asked while I was planning my trip if I thought I would be lonely?

With the exception of the other day the answer has been no.  I’ve been quite happy with my own company.  During the daytime there has been so much to see and do while on the road, navigating too has also kept me fully occupied.   

After booking into hotels and washing my kit, planning and deciding on the next day’s route, I’d have a quick walk around the town and phone home.

Then I’d go straight to a restaurant where I’d write my journal and I’d usually be in bed for 10 o’clock at the latest.  

Talking of navigating, you really cannot get lost in France.  You can lose your way briefly, or take a wrong turn, but you won’t get lost because unlike some of the UK’s unclassified roads all French roads are numbered and very well sign posted.  I used a yellow Michelin road atlas 1:200,000 which is approximately 3 miles to 1 inch scale.  I removed only the pages I needed from the atlas so just 17 pages covered my whole trip.

Yellow Michelin maps have fantastic detail and I can’t recommend them highly enough.  To augment the maps, I listed the village names and road numbers of the day’s route on an easily read strip of paper in my bar bag’s map holder.  

This worked so well that I only needed to glance at my maps occasionally for confirmation. 

Would I do it again?  Emphatically yes.  I’ve had a truly wonderful time.  

Some days were really hard work but I never once climbed onto my bike in the morning without being excited about what the day would bring.   In fact this morning while walking on the beach I realised that I was actually missing riding off to somewhere else for the first time in a fortnight.  My only regret is not having had the luxury of enough time to meander around and explore a bit more.   I suppose I could have waited for retirement but sod’s law would have ensured I had a dodgy knee or something by then! 

I’m writing this lying by the hotel pool and the sun has just gone in.  Talking of weather, I’ve been so lucky; I only had one day of rain and only 2 really hot days.  My bike served me well, I didn’t have any punctures at all and the noisy crank luckily didn’t get any worse.    My legs and lungs had few if any problems, but no one warned me how sore by backside would get!

The sun has completely disappeared now so I think I’ll go for the 15:30 boat trip around the bay.  I must remember to book my taxi for the short trip to the airport for tomorrow too.  I may not get the chance to write anymore so to anyone with the stamina to be still reading this far on - thanks.    

On my return home I found the total sponsorship money raised was £700 and my weight was…. 12st 4lbs. 

This is now in serious danger of sounding embarrassingly like an Oscar winner’s speech but here goes anyway…

Thanks to Sue for indulging and encouraging me.

Thanks to all at BT, Airbus and the Big Trail Bike Club who sponsored me.

Thanks to Bern, Rick and John for the en-route company.

Thanks to Edward Enfield and ‘Downhill All The Way’ for the inspiration. 

© Paul Atkin 2005.
[image: image4.jpg]



For the Anoraks…

My Bike was a 1998 ‘Specialized Rockhopper’ fitted with

‘Specialized Nimbus’ EX 26 x 1.5 slick tyres and ‘Shimano’ PDM520 SPD pedals.  The rear carrier was a ‘Blackburn Mountainrack’ and the luggage: 

26ltr (per pair) panniers, rack pack, and bar bag with map holder were all ‘Altura Skye’.    ‘VDO Cytec’ trip computer.  1.5ltr ‘Trek’ Water bottle.

2 spare inner tubes, a puncture repair kit, cycling multi-tool and steel tyre levers.  And…a few metres of rolled up gaffa tape just in case!

To protect the wheel-less frame from the airline baggage handlers; I made 2 axle-length spacers to fit into the wheel drop-outs from some threaded steel bar inserted into 25mm plastic water pipe. All secured with washers and 

ny-lock nuts. 

My riding kit included…

Short sleeved jersey, socks, helmet and ‘Sonoma’ shoes, all by ‘Specialized’. 

‘De March’i shorts, ‘Spray Way’ wind jacket and ‘Ron Hill trackster’ long pants.

Accomodation guides from Logis de France and Routard.

Maps were 1;200,000 (1cm = 2km ) Michelin torn from a yellow spiral bound atlas.   ‘Silva’ computer map measurer. 

Clothes included 2 ‘Berghaus’ tee shirts, ‘North Face’ cargo pants and shorts

(all fast drying technical fabrics). 2 pairs of underpants, a pair of lightweight moccasins and a lightweight fleece jacket.   I washed all the above using a small bag of soap powder and an absolutely invaluable ‘Lifesystems’ elastic washing/drying line.

First aid kit   comprised, ‘Savlon’, sticking plasters, mosquito repellent, antihistamine cream, ‘Neurofen’ gel, ibuprofen tablets, laxatives and ‘Diocalm’ (both thankfully not needed!) Hay fever inhaler and eyedrops.

Sun block, and ‘Malibu dry oil’ factor 8 sun protection spray for my er…scalp.

The above isn’t an exhaustive list of kit and I didn’t use all of it,  but you never know!
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