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An Introduction

In Part 1 of France – A Journey I referred to events and experiences which contributed to my awareness of France – our nearest neighbour just across the Channel. My father’s service in France during the Great War, day trips to France in the 1930s by family members, also in that same decade sitting on the beach at Weymouth and realising that beyond the horizon lies France and somehow relating that to the numerous young men in naval uniform. Then, of course, came 1939 and the Second World War, France became an enemy territory, accommodating the aircraft which frequently attacked our towns and cities, and constituting a real prospect of a German invasion.

Following the end of the war, my first venture into France was in the early 1950s – a visit to one of the launching sites of the V1 and V2 Rockets (Flying Bombs). A guided visit to Paris followed in August 1952. 

However, my planned journey across France and into other countries in July 1956 ended on the outward crossing with a broken leg. Being incapacitated I was driven home to Camerton in my own car. What a blessing it was that, just a few weeks before, I had met and got to know, Margaret. She visited me regularly during my convalescence and our relationship was cemented for the next 60 years or so.

Cometh July 1970 and, as a family of four, from our camp site in Kent, we made a day visit to Boulogne. It was the first visit to France for Margaret, Paul and Ian. However, our first family holiday in France was not until July 1979. Then, in July 1980, the four of us completed a journey incorporating France, Italy, Switzerland, Germany and France which was very similar to that which I had planned, but was aborted, in 1956. Thereafter, we visited France every year at least once, often twice and occasionally three times until 2015, except that we had to abandon plans for 2012 because of Margaret’s deteriorating health.

Margaret contributed so much to our journeys, not only reliable navigating, but particularly in meticulously maintaining a detailed daily diary. It was indeed her hope and wish that I should prepare a narrative of her diary records. Unfortunately, I fear that my life will simply not be long enough to record all our journeys in a meaningful way, but it has been an immense pleasure to compile these two parts of France – A Journey. 

I hope you will find interest in the journeys described in this part.

		

Gizeux – Le Grand-Pressigny – 
Cajarc – Margon – Cassan – 
Méditerranéen – St-Thibery – 
Causse du Larzac – Vaylats – 
St Savin-sur-Gartempe – 
Le Lude – Montsûrs – Bayeux

MAY/JULY 2011

For many years we have much enjoyed the character and atmosphere, the ‘southern sun’ and the pattern of life of the southern regions of France, the Herault Department, in particular. As this year could well be our last opportunity to do so, we felt we would like to spend a longer period in our ‘summer retreat’ and for the tenth year in succession. Acknowledging that, having reached the age of eighty and, as I might not enjoy the long drive to the Mediterranean so much as in past years, we considered travelling by train to Agde.

However, when we discovered that Barfleur was returning to provide a convenient ferry service from Poole and, in view of the fact that we would very much like to visit our friend Ginette, at Cénevières in the Lot Department, following the death of Maurice and also, that it would be impossible to take with us all that we like to have, we made the decision to once again make the journey by car in comfortable stages.

Day 1 – Friday, 27 May 2011

We left home at 08.50; it was a pleasant journey with only moderate traffic and no hold-ups, reaching Poole Harbour at 10.15. Fortunately, we were allowed to board almost immediately and without being asked any ridiculous questions as in previous years, such as, “Have you any knives, guns, or weapons with you”. Unfortunately, because of weather conditions, the crossing was not one of the most enjoyable, but we docked at Cherbourg at 16.30. Being on the upper car deck it was some 20 minutes before we were able to drive off. However, we were allowed to drive through the French border controls with little more than a salute without really stopping and we were quickly on to the N13 (E46) and driving down the familiar route of the Cotentin peninsula. Because of road works in connection with the construction of the new N174 and its link with the N13 we missed the existing turning for St-Jean-de-Daye and had to continue until the next junction then taking the D5, D11, D6, passing through Moon-sur-Elle (the only information I can offer about this commune in the Manche Department is that in 2006 it had a population of 838) and eventually finding our way through St-Lô before joining our intended route, the N174, to the west of the town. Invariably, and this was no exception, we spend half an hour or so at Torigni-sur-Vire for refreshments before continuing to VIRE which we reached at 19.30. We had driven 134 miles so far and it is 14°C. Finding somewhere to park near the Hôtel de France was always difficult and we had to wait some while for a space to become available. We have sojourned at this hotel on many occasions in the past but not for some years and it was strange not to recognise anyone and not to be recognised as, of course, it has changed hands. As it was a pleasant evening we walked around the quiet and peaceful town of Vire; we noted that we did not see any unoccupied shop premises and neither did we see any charity shops. We could not help thinking of the town we had left in the morning! 

(134 miles)

Day 2 – Saturday, 28 May 2011

After a good night in a very comfortable room and a satisfactory breakfast we left Hôtel de France and Vire at 10.40 for Chinon. We drove non-stop to La Fleche a distance of just about 100 miles – D524 – Tinchebray – D22 – Domfront – D962 – Ceauce – Ambrières-les-Vallées – Mayenne – N162 – D24 – Montsûrs – D24- Vaiges – Ballée – D21 – Sable-s-Sarthe – La Flèche at 13.24. As always it was a most enjoyable drive and, once again parking under the plane trees between the Loir and the road, we had a welcome meal of sandwiches, etc., while sitting in the car. As usual we had some food for the ducks which, not being content to be fed in the river, flew up over the wall and gathered around the car. This is always a very pleasant place for a refreshment stop and, indeed, to linger for a couple of hours for, in addition to its convenient location, it has very attractive views along the river. However, at 15.25 we felt we must continue our journey taking the D306 for Le Lude and then the D307.

When we were driving along the D767 between Le Lude and Noyant on 31 August of last year we discovered the ancient Abbey of LA BOISSIERE. Fortunately, we had found the chapel open and we were able to go inside. However, we did not have time to explore any of the other buildings, therefore, we made another diversion today, at 16.30. On this occasion we walked along the road leading to Dénezé-sous-le-Lude and towards the other buildings of the convent where we were greeted by a rather large and vociferous chien. It was not long before a lady came to our rescue and we had a very interesting conversation during which it emerged that the other buildings, including the former dormitory of the monks, are in private occupation and not open to the public. Also, we found that on this occasion the chapel itself was closed. 

We then continued on the D767 through Noyant – D141 – Breil and Parcay-les-Pins – D86 to GIZEUX where we decided to, at least, find the château. The Château de Gizeux is a very impressive edifice and is a fully furnished residence where three generations of the de Laffon family live together. There is a record of a wooden fortress built in the 11th century on the actual site. However, it completely disappeared, and the oldest parts of the existing buildings are the entry tower, the right wing and the enclosure which go back to 1334. From 1315 to 1660 the Château belonged to the du Bellay family; during the Renaissance Period they enlarged it by building the main building in a ‘U’ shape. Joachim du Bellay, the writer and poet, was born in 1522 and died on 1 January 1560. During the 18th and into the 19th century the Château was in the ownership of the Contades dynasty. This château is open to the public from April to November. As we had parked in front of l’église we spent 10 minutes inside; it contains splendid tombs of the du Bellay family. We also photographed the nearby war memorial. In 2008 the population of Gizeux was 451. 

We proceeded via Bourgueil – D749 – to Avoine, where, in view of the fact that tomorrow was Sunday, we felt it advisable to fill the tank. Unfortunately, the station was closed but, for the first time anywhere, we made use of the automatic facility – 43 litres, €67.47. We duly arrived at CHINON at 18.00 where the temperature was 23°C. The distance from Vire to Chinon was 159 miles – a wholly enjoyable journey. Having parked in front of the hotel we were soon very warmly welcomed at the Hotel Le Plantagenet by Martine and Barbara. We were taken again to the very comfortable room which is equipped for the use of disabled persons (perhaps it was the obviously advancing years that prompted them to provide us with this facility!) and Barbara ensured that all our likely needs were provided for before leaving for home. It was a very pleasant evening and we walked through the centre of the town and to the Rabelais statue before returning alongside the river Vienne. Back at the hotel there was time enough to see the last part of the European Cup Final between Barcelona and Manchester United (I will not mention the result) before l’heure du coucher. 

(159 miles)

Day 3 – Sunday, 29 May 2011

Petit déjeuner at Le Plantagenet always includes a wide variety of food not least the range of lovely jams made by Martine. We left the hotel at 11.20 looking forward to returning at the end of August. 

Our first destination today is Le Grand-Pressigny. From Chinon the D8 took us along the north side of the Vienne with vineyards on our left; continuing on the D760 with the vast cereal lands of Touraine to our right before bypassing Ste Maure-de-Touraine; then taking the D59 for Sepmes and Liguel; the D50 and D60 brings us to Le GRAND-PRESSIGNY. Once again, we left the D60 and drove the few hundred yards to the elevated site of the Château. It was 12.40 and 23°C.

Prehistoric man lived in this area of Touraine 400,000 years ago, attracted by an abundance of high-quality flint which could be fashioned into superb tools and weapons. From the evidence of much excavation work carried out around the Château there was a human presence in this area from the Neolithic Age. The Château is a major monument in southern Touraine; it was a mighty defensive fortress. Construction of the donjon of the Château was begun by Guillaume de Pressigny in about 1193. It was later enhanced by a strong defensive enclosure with towers and was restored in about 1560. It was the scene of numerous combats and it had many owners during the course of its history. In time it was gradually abandoned and was taken apart stone by stone during the Revolution. 

During the past few years we have often spent some time here, viewing the progress being made in the extensive work of preservation and restoration of the Château and the construction of the integrated Musée de la Prehistoire. Fortunately, and wisely, in the early stages of the work the adjacent grassed car park was laid out and young trees planted to mark the parking places.

Today we planned to spend as much time as possible inside the Musée, a contemporary building designed by the German architect Bernd Hoge, which was completed in 2009. However, we found that two hours was simply not long enough; as Margaret wrote, one could spend days looking, listening and reading about the remarkable displays. There is a fascinating illustrated version of the history of the Château. Flint from Le Grand-Pressigny has a place of honour in this museum and is described in all its different aspects; the way in which mankind understood and took advantage of its qualities and uses 100,000 years ago is well demonstrated. There are exhibits relating to the different civilizations found in Touraine from the middle of the Palaeolithic Age, about 100,000 years ago, until the use of flint disappeared and was replaced by bronze about 3,000 years ago. This is an excellently presented exhibition in a very spacious setting, an amazing place and well worth a visit.

Eventually we had to leave this village which proudly possesses, not only this wonderful historical feature but also, it seems, all the necessary shops, services, etc., to meet the everyday needs of its 1,029 inhabitants (2008) and visitors. We hope we shall return. At 16.00 and the temperature having fallen from 39°C to 31°C, we left for St Junien.

Our route was:- D42 – Preuilly-s-Claise – D14 – Tournon-St-Pierre – D950 – Le Blanc – D975 – La Trimouille – D675 – Le Dorat – Bellac – Montemorte – St JUNIEN.

The route from Le Blanc to Le Dorat of about 30 miles is a glorious straight road and rarely have we met more than half a dozen cars. However, it was a tiring day and shortly before reaching Le Dorat we stopped for a 20-minute rest.

We arrived at Hôtel Le Bœuf Rouge at 18.50; it was still 27°C. We have always found this excellent hotel very convenient for an overnight (and longer) séjour. It has a private car park and is just a few yards from the centre of the town. It had been a hard day and very hot. We bought a quiche from the nearby pâtisserie, which we ate in the car park opposite the hotel, and enjoyed a very pleasant walk in the evening sun.

(127 miles)

Prehistory – Period from the first humans (5 million years ago) to the invention of writing.

Paleolithic Age (Old Stone Age) – Period extends from the earliest known use of stone tools about 2.6 million years ago to about 10,000 years ago.

Neolithic Age (New Stone Age) – Period from about 4000 BC to about 2000 BC

Day 4 – Monday, 30 May 2011

I have written about the history of St Junien in the record of our August/September 2002 journey in France – A Journey Part 1.

After petit déjeuner, provided as usual in the foyer of the hotel, we walked into the town and bought some postcards and Le Monde before leaving St. Junien, sadly for the last time, for Cajarc, at 10.50. It was 23°C.

Continuing on the D675 to Rochechouart, still in the Department of Haute Vienne, where we passed again the Garage Mounier which came to our rescue with a new battery in St Junien a few years ago. Then the D901 is a picturesque route and long stretches are particularly attractive where the road is profusely lined with wild ferns. Next to Oradour-sur-Vayres and Châlus, where Richard Cœur de Lion was mortally wounded outside the Château in 1199. Still the D901 to Bussière-Galant and St-Yrieix-la-Perche. Shortly after Glandon on the D18 we crossed, at noon, into the Department of Corrèze which is Anne and Jim country and also that of former President of France, Jacques Chirac! On the D6, we headed once again for one of ‘Les Plus Beaux Villages de France’ – Ségur-le-Château – which we reached at 12.20. This is a gem of a village where one can park under the trees alongside the gentle little river l’Auvézère and at the small cafe just a few yards away Monsieur is always ready to provide an excellent and welcome plate of frites. We had an excellent ‘lunch’ of frites et jus d’orange (and bananas) for €8.50. Although it was a beautiful day at that time Monsieur mentioned that they were expecting rain later in the afternoon! It was a very welcome break, but at 14.00 we returned to our route.

Our route then was – D6 – D31 – Arnac-Pompadour – D7 – Vigeois – D7 – Le Bariolet to Junction 46 of Autoroute A20 in the direction of Toulouse. Immediately after joining the Autoroute, we made a brief stop at the Aire de Pay du Grace for refreshments – it was 27°C. We resumed the journey at 14.40.


 

This was a very convenient way of by-passing Brive and we covered the next 82 miles in 85 minutes. However, as we passed Cahors and approached the junction 58 for Lalbenque (Cahors South) where we would leave the Autoroute, there were extensive and very threatening storm clouds to our left. Just at the moment that we identified the arrows directing us to the exit we entered the ‘orage’. Traffic slowed and we edged forward slowly moving to the right and stopped where we hoped we were in a safe position as by then water simply poured over us and I could see nothing; the weight of water stopped the windscreen wipers. After some while we were able to see sufficiently to make our way to the péage and to formally leave the Autoroute. We were then able to enter a parking area where we waited while the thunder, lightning and rain took its course. It was a very severe storm and I have never been travelling in the car in such torrential ‘rain’. In all it was 40 minutes before we could sensibly attempt to continue our journey to Lalbenque. We were now on the familiar D19 to Bach and Varaire. We have bought petrol at the Total Station at Limogne-en-Quercy in the past and we did so again and once more using the automatic facility. 46 litres, €73.14.

At 18.00, by the D59, we arrived at Hôtel La Ségalière in CAJARC where we had spent a night last year. As the car park is some distance from the entrance we took as much of our luggage with us as we could, but when we met Madame at the reception, we could not believe her response. It was a little unconvincing, but she had to tell us that there was no reservation and, in fact, no available room. We were very displeased, and we were able to produce our formal ‘confirmation of reservation’. She clearly blamed the Logis Central Booking and made a copy of our document. She suggested that we might continue to Figeac, some 25 kilometres further on, for the night. It was only when we insisted that we wished to stay in Cajarc in order to visit a friend in Cénevières in the morning that Madame contacted, perhaps reluctantly, Hôtel La Peyrade in Cajarc and discovered that they could accommodate us. We found this alternative – apartment 4, with its view overlooking the village nestling in the Valley of the Lot, to be very satisfactory, comfortable and less expensive. I should record that on returning home we found that, after leaving on 27 May, we had been advised that we could not make the reservation and we had also received a letter of apology from Christine Bonay of La Ségalière.

We do not know Cajarc very well, but it is on the pilgrimage route from Le Puy to Santiago de Compostela. Also, it was the birthplace in 1935 of the playwright and novelist Françoise Sagan who died in 2004.

(180 miles)

Day 5 – Tuesday, 31 May 2011

We had had a good night at La Peyrade. However, it was a wet and misty morning and only 15°C, but we did some shopping and bought 12 souvenir cartes postale and the day’s Le Monde.

At 10.15 we took the narrow and twisting D6 road south of the Lot to Cénevières and, as we had arranged during the previous evening, we visited Ginette; she was extremely pleased to see us and is looking forward to doing so again in September. After spending an interesting and much appreciated one hour and 25 minutes with her, we left at 12.05 to re-join our planned route at Limogne-en-Quercy.

We had not travelled very far along the D911 towards Villefranche-de-Rouergue when we reached the little village of Martiel where we know a patisserie which displays two remarkably realistic and lifelike ancient figures in a typical domestic setting. We could not resist stopping here again to buy some nourishment – €8.50 – for later in the day. As we continued south of Rodez, through Rieupeyroux, Baraqueville and Pont-de-Salars towards the A75 the weather was remarkably like it was on the same route last year – wet and misty, indeed at times, with very poor visibility. However, as we reached the A75 it became much clearer. We have found that the Aire de Garrigue, immediately after joining the auto-route at junction 44.1 in the direction of Millau, provides a very convenient rest area. We had a very good ‘meal’ of patisseries, etc; the weather had much improved and after about 85 minutes we left at 16.10 for the last part of today’s journey.

This is a wonderful section of motorway, first crossing the spectacular Viaduc de Millau, which, at 343 metres, is still the highest bridge in the world, then across the Causse du Larzac before descending the Pas de l’Escalette which provides wonderful views. We left at junction 59 for Pézenas and continued on the D13 and D33 for Alignan-du-Vent and MARGON.

We arrived at the Auberge du Château at 18.02 when the temperature was 22°C, but we were disappointed not to find Fabienne and Florent there. We were very courteously welcomed by a lady we had not met before and we soon discovered that it was un jour de repos pour les propriétaires. However, before the end of the day we were welcomed again by Fabienne and Florent.

(171 miles)

Day 6 – Wednesday, 1 June 2011

We had read about the CHATEAU ABBAYE de CASSAN near Roujan and of concerts held there but had never visited it. It was a cold and very windy morning and only 14°C and nothing like the kind of weather one expects at this time of year in Southern France. Nevertheless, at 11.10, we decided to drive the short distance via the D30 and D13 to the Château only to find that it would open at 14.00.

At 12.00 we were in Pézenas where it was beginning to rain; we parked (free) under the trees and made for the nearest cup of coffee. We did not have to go very far to Le Moliere where we were able to have not only coffee but also crêpes with confiture des fraises. It was delicious! After buying some postcards we returned to Casson at 14.30.

Before entering the Château we made a note of the inscription above the door “Prieure Royal N D de CASSAN. En 805 Charlemagne fonde ce prieuré que allait etre, durant mille ans, le plus illustre monastère du Bitterôis. Eglise Romane XIIc – Palais conventuel XVIIIc”. We spent much time inside visiting rooms containing displays depicting life in past times and a number of rooms that are lightly furnished in the style of earlier centuries. We also saw the church which has no windows, and which is devoid of all furnishings other than a stage for concerts.

Afterwards we walked around the whole of the rear ‘gardens’; it was windy but invigorating! Since returning home we have seen aerial views of the Château and also views of the rooms we had visited on French Television during the course of the coverage of this year’s Tour de France which passed nearby. The Château has been built, razed, rebuilt, burnt down and is still being rebuilt and the present owners hope to restore it to its former glory.

Cassan is likely to have been of Celtic origin; the Gallo-Romans took it over; after the fall of Rome in 410 came the Wisogoths; when the Goths were defeated by Clovis in 480 Cassan became occupied as part of the Frankish Kingdom under the Merovingiens followed by the Carolingiens. There is no doubt that a church belonging to the family of Guilhem Alquier a descendant of the Carolingien Counts existed at Cassan. Was the church founded by Charlemagne or earlier at the time of Clovis or even in the early days of Christianity? Studies are still being carried out with a view to determining when Christianity first came to Cassan.

Saint Giraud constructed the present Priory Church, which was consecrated on 6 October 1115, the same year that St Bernard founded Clairvaux. The Church has a 45-metre-long single nave which spans more than 12 metres and is 15 metres high. The lateral forces pushing the walls apart are enormous and the architects of the period decided to counteract this by placing massive weight on the walls, which are themselves two to three metres thick. There is no wooden frame above the Romanesque vault but an infill of masonry under a stone roof, to which more infill was subsequently added and then covered with tiles; the total weight is some 2,400 tons.

The Château has had many owners, and many uses in its time including housing wine vats in the church, being a transit centre for young workers from the Overseas Territories and, in future, it is to become a European Centre for Disease Prevention and Research. It now hosts cultural events, concerts, receptions, study days, etc. This is a most interesting building.

We returned to the car at 17.15 and were pleased to be able to sit down. At 17.40 we were back at the Auberge du Château; it was still only 15°C and we were looking forward to a meal in the restaurant. Other than petit déjeuner we had not had a formal meal since leaving home and so the repas prepared by Florent and served by Fabienne was much enjoyed and appreciated in the usual friendly atmosphere.

It was an excellent meal:- “M – Agneau. M E – Porc and lovely Aveyron Red for both. Both had a small piece of asparagus – first taste – very nice. Also, first cups of mint tea! – liked that too! Several tasty morsels for afters! Then café décaféiné.”

(23 miles)




Days 7 to 33 – Thursday 2 June to 
Tuesday 28 June 2011

We have always enjoyed our sojourns at this welcoming and friendly Auberge du Château at Margon where les propriétaires work so hard; knowing that we will not visit Fabienne and Florent again does not make it easy to say farewell. It was still raining with the temperature at only 13°C when we left at 11.00 and, as it is only a short distance of about 30 miles to le Cap, we decided to stop in Pézenas for another cup of coffee – €7 – at Le Moliere. At 13.00 and still raining we continued this last section of our journey.

(27 miles)

We arrived at Le CAP d’AGDE at 13.35; it was now dry, 15°C and our mileage from home – 821. We were pleased to see familiar faces again at the reception office and completing the formalities and collecting our keys was a very straightforward matter after so many years. Unfortunately, when we reached our secure parking place, we simply could not unlock the barrier. On returning to the office we were advised that the key no longer works and it was only necessary to press the button! That was true. Then, when we entered the apartment, we found that it was in darkness with the blind closed and the electricity switched off. We were prepared for this and we had a torch to enable us to find the switch. Next, we realised that we had no water, but a quick telephone call brought a response within minutes, we were reconnected and “All was well!!”. In all probability the flat had not been used for some while and these services had been switched off.

This is the 10th year in succession that we have occupied this apartment, which we understood was privately owned. When we came here first in 2002 it was in excellent condition, the decoration, the furnishings, the accessories, the equipment, the facilities, etc., were all very satisfactory; it was very welcoming and so it has been every year since; always the privacy and quietude has been all that we have wished. Year after year we have returned ‘home’ and seemingly found it just as we had left it. How nice it has been to find the same cups, plates, cutlery, etc., ready for our use every year. The building itself is now perhaps 30–40 years old and it is not a luxury flat, but it is very practical, functional and very well equipped. It is very adequate for two persons, roomy and comfortable. In fact, it has long felt like a second home; to enhance the feeling of familiarity, comfort and warmth we tend to take with us much more in the way of personal possessions than is necessary.

It was very helpful to have access to the apartment in the afternoon, although it may have explained why the electricity and water were still disconnected! It gave us time to carry from the car most of what we would like to have for the next four weeks, to get established and, particularly, to do some shopping, before the end of the day. We soon renewed our acquaintance with, and were welcomed by, Madame at the Pâtisserie and staff at the Spar. We quickly sensed a great disappointment in the current poor weather, particularly, as it was the beginning of the main holiday season and also as it had been an exceptional spring for much of France. We had already heard stories of extremely hot days with temperatures as high as 40°C. However, we felt that during the coming weeks we would at least have a variety of weather and so it happened, but there were perhaps too many days when the forecast was described as ‘maussade’ (gloomy).

How often does one enter upon a new day hoping, wishing, or even longing to be able to devote one’s hours to a particular task, a project, an interest, an idea, but which has no degree of priority? Then suddenly one is awakened to all the routines of daily life and the seemingly endless domestic chores of home.

Here in this apartment for the tenth successive year, with virtually all the facilities and attributes of our Trowbridge home, we also feel at home.

So, how did we spend our holiday at home by the sea? Importantly, we did not use the car during our four-week stay and we lived much as we do at home except that we are conveniently able to do shopping as and when we need to. We did not eat or drink (apart from one ice-cream) other than in the flat and we had our main meal in the evening.

Although it was not always particularly inviting, I went out every morning at about 7.00 or soon after – unfortunately after sunrise – with one exception when it was thundering in the vicinity, for a walk/run of about three to four kilometres along the shore. This is a wonderful time of the day when, as the beach is virtually deserted, one observes the many different moods of the sea, varying from calm, to agitated and sometimes to disturbed; sometimes the wind blows in from the sea and sometimes it is the Tramontane which is evident. This strong, dry cold north wind funnels down the corridor between the Pyrénées and the Massif Central and often seems to be the precursor of clearer weather. Another pleasing feature of the early morning is that of often meeting the same people and exchanging a greeting; I recall one or two fishermen, one gentleman who regularly touched his cap and an elderly lady who, even with the aid of a walking stick had difficulty in walking, always greeted me with a meaningful “Bonjour, Monsieur”. Often the drivers of tractors and other vehicles in the process of preparing the beach area for the coming day gave a friendly wave. It was particularly gratifying to be able to run the two kilometres on mon anniversaire – this time the 81st – as I have done for the past five years.

Afterwards and before having our petit déjeuner we both usually went out to buy a pain complet (wholemeal loaf), croissants and often a delicious pain-au-raisin for our lunch; then if the weather permitted, walked around the harbour. Later in the day, we did shopping when it was required, and when the weather was appropriate, we sometimes walked along by the sea and spent time sitting on the beach; on one particularly beautiful evening we stayed until nearly 9pm. There was further physical exercise in accepting the annual challenge of running up the flight of 16 steps to our apartment level almost every time we returned.

Every morning without fail we purchased a copy of the local regional paper, the Midi Libre. This contains much news about the area from the large towns such as Beziers and Pézenas as well as many small villages quite a lot of which we know. There are reports of cultural, sporting and social activities in very small communities as well as personal news items. It makes us feel in touch with and part of the local area.

There are two recorded events which stand out in our memory. On Monday 20 June a 13-year-old girl called Carla was killed outside her school, the Collège Voltaire, at Florensac near Pézenas. The background to this terrible event was the rivalry between her and another girl of the same age regarding, mainly it seems, their relationship with a boy at another school. This rivalry had become so intense that the local Maire had become involved and that the second girl had not attended school for several weeks. When finally she returned to her classes her brother of 14 years came to meet her at the end of the day. Apparently, he was mocked by Carla and her friends and he was unable to restrain himself from applying one or two blows to her head. These proved to be fatal. There was “immense émotion” in the village and much speculation as to how such a situation could develop in this village. Apparently, there had been a “violent échange sur Facebook” and there is much concern regarding the ease with which ill-conceived messages can be instantly transmitted by Facebook and mobile phones. We understand that the Maire is so concerned about the unhealthy role of the internet and of mobile phones that he has written to the President of France. Some 1,000 people attended Carla’s funeral. Unfortunately, back in England, we do not know more of the consequences (trial of the accused, etc.) of this tragedy.

The second event related to a supermarket near Beziers where concerned customers had noticed a little girl of three years left in a car with the windows closed and the temperature outside was about 30°C; the vehicle bore a German registration. The manager of the supermarket broadcast three messages, one in German, but they brought no response. He contacted the security services and was advised to do something immediately. Without delay he smashed the window of the car and released the girl; just in time it seems. When, eventually, her parents were located, the mother continued to do her shopping and the father has since threatened to make a claim against the company in respect of the damage done to his 4 x 4!!!

It is, of course, helpful and important to understand as much of the structure of the French language as is possible and we are always keen to improve our knowledge and experience by reading and understanding. In addition to the regular reading material provided by Midi Libre, particularly the very descriptive ‘météo’ for the day, we completed several crosswords (with a little cheating). We listened again to the eight CDs of the course French with Michel Thomas, the emphasis of which is on speaking the language.

Many years ago, I prepared a series of notes – some basic principles – on some aspects of French grammar, the parts of speech, etc., with the notable exception of the verb. However, to master speaking and writing French it is essential to understand its verb system.

During our four weeks ‘holiday’ I spent much time studying verbs with the help of French Verb Drills by R. de Roussy de Sales and preparing a chart of the various forms of the most commonly used verbs. At that time, I felt that I had a better understanding of the ‘subjunctive’, the verb form which is used much more in French than in English!!

On an earlier journey, in the shop of the Abbey Church of Saint-Savin-sur-Gartempe, which we frequented often, we bought an excellent book by Patrick Huchet, Les Templiers – de la gloire à la tragédie. We are interested in the history of Les Templiers and, as shortly we would once again be crossing the Larzac which holds much evidence of Templier activity, now would be an appropriate time to begin to read it. I made quite a lot of progress in reading, translating and preparing a summary in English and I hoped to find the time to continue this task in Trowbridge.

We did not purchase a single English language newspaper during those four weeks, but we kept in touch with national (French) and international affairs by watching Le Journal on television almost every evening. Of course, we watched a number of television programmes which have become favourites at home in England.

I feel that this summary gives a fairly full account of how we spent our ‘holiday’ by the sea. It was relaxing, enjoyable, satisfying, rewarding and fulfilling. We left with a feeling of accomplishment.

Day 34 – Wednesday, 29 June 2011

It was an early visit to the pâtisserie for a pain complet and croissants for petit déjeuner.

Although I had returned some of our possessions to the car on previous days there was still the unenviable task of gathering together everything that was still spread around our apartment, as well as food, etc., which we would be taking home, and making many journeys to the car. Eventually, at 11.50, we were ready to vacate the flat and, fortunately, we had not been prompted to do so. It was sunny but very windy as we drove to the reception office to return our keys where the friendly young lady expressed the hope that we would return next year. Then, before leaving Le Cap, we walked the short distance to the pâtisserie to buy two quiches lorraine for our ‘lunch’ later in the day and to say a final ‘au revoir’. We lingered in the office, not anxious to leave, and had refreshing drinks of water. It was 13.40 when we actually started our journey to Le Caylar and the temperature was 28°C.

We had not far to go and so we decided to make a stop at St-THIBERY. We had visited this village some 30 years earlier, but we would like to see again the remains of the Pont Romain which crossed the river Hérault. This bridge is dated to the reign of Augustus (30 BC – AD 14); its missing spans were destroyed by flood some time before 1536. It was on the Via Domitia which was the first Roman road built in Gaul and linked Italy and Hispania. Nearby is a water mill – the ‘Moulin A Bled du XIII C’. Also nearby is the former railway which is now in use as a ’Pedalorail’. While we were there a gentleman arrived on a bicycle with his cat standing on his shoulders; we could see that the cat was wearing a collar and lead which was linked to the man’s waist. A strange sight! This was a very interesting visit which ended with a conversation with two English couples who were staying at Montagnac.

As it was only a short distance along the same road, we continued to FLORENSAC where we saw the Collège Voltaire where Carla was murdered. It is a very modern attractive looking establishment unlike schools as we know them.

Our next stop was at 16.05 in Pézenas for petrol – 44 litres, €1.53 per litre = €67.32 – 35°C – before joining the A75; this part of the journey northwards towards the Pas de Escalette provides spectacular views of the southern edge of the Massif Central. Leaving the A75 at junction 49 for Le CAYLAR on the Larzac, it is only few hundred yards to Hôtel du Rocher and we arrived at 17.25; the temperature here was only 16°C. We were met by a lady we had not seen before, but we were given the key to the same room (21) that we have occupied in past years. Très bon!

(64 miles)

Day 35 – Thursday, 30 June 2011

The CAUSSE du LARZAC is the largest and most southern of the Grands Causses and covers a vast area of 1,000 square kilometres. The plateau is uneven with deep hollows of up to 150 metres. It is often rugged and barren, but its differing soils provide pastureland for sheep and cultivated plains for producing cereals and fodder for animal raising. The area has an annual rainfall of nearly one metre. For many centuries the Larzac has had military associations, beginning with Les Templiers from the XIIth century to the beginning of the XIVth century. They were followed by the Hospitalliers from 1312 to 1789. Since the beginning of the XXth century a military camp has been based at La Cavalerie.

A large part of the Larzac was under the control of Les Templiers for some 200 years and was an important commanderie of the Order. Les Templiers grouped the scattered populations together at Sainte-Eulalie de Cernon, La Cavalerie and La Couvertoirade. This land contributed much to the Order and thus to the Crusades of the XIIth and XIIIth centuries. Following the purchase of the church at Sainte-Eulalie from the Abbey of Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert and additional purchases with the aid of donations, etc., Les Templiers became established as the main owner of the Larzac. However, they were not soldiers, but mainly agricultural producers; their role was to supply the soldiers of the Holy Land. During the past three years we have visited successively La Couvertoirade, Sainte-Eulalie and La Cavalerie and there are two other sites of historic significance.

It was a lovely morning but with a cool breeze on the Larzac and the temperature was 18°C when we left the hotel at 11.15. We drove along the D609, pausing again alongside the site of the Le Pezade graves and memorial of resistants, then by the D7 through Cornus to Fondamonte where we joined the minor road, D93, for St-Beaulize, St-Jean-et-St-Paul and finally to St-JEAN d’ALCAS which is situated far from any major road. It was 12.30 and warmer here – 22°C. In 1356 the first signs of a defence system appeared at the beginning of the Hundred Years War; the church was raised and fortified so as to serve as a refuge for the population. However, it soon became insufficient and the need to have a fortified site became very real. St-Jean d’Alcas is neither of Templier nor Hospitallier origin, but this enclosed rectangular fortified village defended by four little corner towers is contemporary to the XVth century work of the Hospitalliers; the parallel streets are lined with almost identical houses, reminiscent of monk’s cells. It owes its construction in 1439 to the generosity of an abbess of the neighbouring Cistercian abbey of Nonenque, to whom the place belonged. Above a window of the courtroom the arms of the founding Abbess can be seen.

At 15.30 – the temperature was now 27°C – we left to make our way to Viala-du-Pas-de-Jaux following the excellent direction signs of the D559 and D23. Before climbing up onto the plateau we could see high above us a very prominent cross; unfortunately, when we reached the Aire de la Croix de Crepounac at 16.00, although we could see the cross through the trees, we were still some distance from it. As we continued, we passed, then stopped to photograph, an artificial dewpond which contained goldfish!

When we reached VIALA-du-PAS-de-JAUX we were able to park in a nearby field from where it was only a short walk to the tower. This village already existed at the time of Les Templiers but it was Les Hospitalliers who developed it, installing a farm which was managed by one of the brothers of the Order and building a church there in 1315. In about 1430 during the Hundred Years War, due to the very insecure climate and the long distance from the commanderie of Sainte-Eulalie, an enormous tower was built adjacent to the dwellings so that the villagers, together with their goods and animals, could take refuge there in times of danger. The tower is 27 metres high with five levels; for security reasons the ground floor was vaulted, and the door was put on the first floor. About 40 years ago the XVIIth century vault collapsed; it has just been restored and it is now possible to reach the terrace built on the top of the tower. However, the XIVth century logis leaning against the tower is in an advanced state of ruin, but it is being restored to its previous state. We did not ascend the tower, but we visited the shop, etc., and saw some of the restoration work being carried out in the dwelling. In the surrounding area are ancient transhumance routes which cross the Causse.

At 17.53 we left this very interesting site to return to Le Caylar. Along the D23, before joining the D2009, we passed the road for Ste-Eulalie-de-Cernon (D56) and the sign for the 6th century Chapelle St-Amans. We have not visited this building as we have not discovered how far it is along a track from the road. A little further on we stopped briefly at the Pic-de-Cougouille, where, at 912 metres, one has a view of Ste-Eulalie. We have had a pique-nique at this viewpoint!

It was 18.30 when, back at Le Caylar, we had to park in an adjoining car park; the temperature was 24°C. As we had not, so far, met ‘Madame’ we had come to the conclusion that the hotel had changed hands. However, as we had decided to have our second and last restaurant meal of our journey here, we were extremely pleased to be greeted by the lady we had known from all our previous visits. We had an enjoyable meal – although we were too late for lamb – which we followed with a short walk to see again the ‘sculptured tree’ – the fascinating carved elm tree.

(51 miles)

Day 36 – Friday, 1 July 2011

Today, entering into our third consecutive month in France, we leave Hotel du Rocher for the last time – time for more final farewells, but retaining many wonderful memories of the fascinating historic and physical features of this area. It was a pleasant morning and 21°C as we purchased our last possible copy of Midi Libre and a postcard and left Le Caylar at 10.50 for Frayssinet.

We have crossed the Causse du Larzac before construction of the Autoroute A75 commenced, using the N9 with its difficult ascents and descents. We have driven along the D992 from St-Affrique, along the valley of the Cernon, towards Millau to visit the splendid Visitor Centre and to view the progress of the work during construction of Le VIADUC de MILLAU – “A structure of great technical complexity”. We have spent time in the viewing area at the northern end of the Viaduc, admiring this spectacular construction; standing in amazement that those slender pillars can support such incredible weights and we have been thrilled to drive across this highest bridge in the world a number of times – sometimes from the north and sometimes from the south when the steelwork glistens in the early morning sun.

It is not very far from Le Caylar along the A75 before crossing, for the last time, the Viaduc de Millau; it was 11.05 and the altitude 780m; the visibility was good and suitable for yet more photographs. I have no doubt that Margaret had alerted Inge that we were approaching this ‘wonder of the world’, as she has taken a great interest in its construction.

At 11.25 we left the autoroute at Junction 44.1 to join the D911 for Pont-de-Salars and Baraqueville in the Department of Aveyron; there is a very extensive wind farm (ferme d’éoliennes) along this section of the D911 with five turbines near the roadside. Near La Primaube, between Pont-de-Salars and Baraqueville, our progress was slowed by a large farm tractor which was transporting and, unfortunately, discharging a very smelly substance. After Rieupeyreux we stopped for a ten-minute rest; then it was Villefranche-de-Rouergue. Again, we visited the pâtisserie at Martiel to buy some food (€12.40) for lunch. In fact, the D911 continues all the way to Limogne-en-Quercy, a distance of 129 km. Here we knew we could park in the car park which serves the local doctor’s surgery as well as other establishments. Arriving at 14.05, we made use of the public seat in the shade of the trees to enjoy our quiches, chocolate biscuits and drinks. etc., while observing the comings and goings at the cabinet de médecin. We think it was an infirmière who wished us “bon appetit!” This park also provides a convenient toilet.

We left Limogne on the familiar D19 at 15.55, but at 16.23 we parked at Vaylats to explore some memorials we had spotted. In fact, there was much more to see. VAYLATS is a very small commune with a population of only 150 at the last census, whereas there were 900 inhabitants at the end of the 19th century. The land here has been worked since distant times, perhaps since two or three centuries BC. The church of St Peter is very interesting; it stands on the site of a previous church dating from the 16th century and which had become too small for the population of the village. The convent of the Daughters of Jesus was constructed at the beginning of the 19th century on land sold by a descendant of the Goddaille family to a priest born in the family of Vaylats. He founded a community that became a school in 1820. Vaylats, if not the memorials, was a very interesting discovery. It was very hot – 30°C – when we returned to the car at 17.35 to continue our journey.

After Lalbenque, at 18.00, we joined the A20 autoroute at junction 58 as the short section to junction 57 offers some excellent scenery and is a very convenient bypass of Cahors. After the autoroute, the D820 is about 15 miles to PONT de RHODES just beyond Frayssinet, and at 18.40 we were welcomed at Le Relais by Madame Leveaux in the usual warm and friendly manner and directed to our familiar room, No. 3. It was a beautiful warm evening and after a cup of coffee we went for a short walk.

We have sojourned at Le Relais in the past to enable us to visit friends Beatrice, Marc and Tristan at their home in the nearby little commune of Beaumat. Beaumat had a population of about 80, but in 2016 was merged into the new commune of Cœur-de-Causse. Beatrice and family formerly lived next door to us during our annual visits to La Taillade!

(159 miles)

Day 37 – Saturday, 2 July 2011

We had read that as this was the first weekend of the holiday season a 100% increase in the volume of traffic on the roads was anticipated. In fact, on most of our journey of 185 miles to Saint Savin we could hardly have encountered less traffic.

After a short conversation with Monsieur Leveaux, particularly about the very hot weather they had endured earlier in the year, we said au revoir and left Le Relais at 10.50; it was 25°C. We joined the D704 at Pont de Rhodes stopping at the Total Garage in Gourdon for petrol – €1.61 per litre, 45 litres, €72.45. At Groléjac (11.35) we entered the Department of DORDOGNE and after crossing the River Dordogne passed through Sarlat-la-Canéda which was busy as usual, but we did not get delayed. The D704 took us through Montignac (near Lascaux) and along the course of the Vézère to Le Lardin-St-Lazare and then to Hautefort.

We have passed the village of HAUTEFORT (population in 2008 was 1,100) on a number of occasions and observed its imposing château on the skyline. Today, we decided we would have time to find the actual entrance and take some photographs, Indeed, at 13.00 we parked near the entrance and had our lunch of bars and a drink. This ancient fortress dates back to the early Middle Ages; the first document quoting its existence as early as 987. It is certainly worth a visit.

Still on the D704 to Lanouaille, then approaching St Yrieix-la-Perche, at 14.00, we left Dordogne and were in the Department of HAUTE-VIENNE in the Region of Limousin. Most of this part of our journey was particularly delightful, cruising comfortably along quiet peaceful roads passing pleasant scenery with occasional small villages or hamlets and interesting-looking buildings. Through the north of Périgord there are vast areas of fruit trees, most of them covered with what would appear to be polythene sheeting! PERIGORD is a former province of France, which corresponds roughly to the current Dordogne Department. It is one of the most unspoiled regions of Europe. Due to its wealth of prehistoric sites the area is known as the ‘cradle of mankind’; the painted cave of Lascaux, whose depictions of animals date back some 17,000 years, is the most famous site. The Périgord was one of the main battlegrounds of the Hundred Years’ War.

From St Yrieix-la-Perche it was a very familiar route on the D901 – Bussière-Galant, Châlus, Oradour-s-Vayres, Rochéchouart and the D675 to St. Junien where, at 15.30, we stopped for refreshments, and a welcome cup of tea – €4.60 – at Le Boeuf Rouge where the temperature was 29°C. It’s still the D675 to Bellac, le Dorat, and la Trimouille, but then the D32 for Béthines and, finally, St. SAVIN-sur-GARTEMPE. It was 19.00 and 27°C.

We have a special attachment to Hôtel de France and, particularly, to Chambre 20 with its view of the Spire of the Abbey; it is one of our ‘special places’. We are always warmly welcomed by Bruno and we feel very comfortable here. While having a cup of coffee (and after) we had a long and interesting conversation with a lady (perhaps of the 40s age group) who now lives nearby and who formerly lived in London. She was very emphatic about the superior quality of life in France compared with England and made it clear that she considers that she had not left London, but that London had left her.

There was still time to take a stroll along the side of the river where we had another conversation. Our path coincided with another on the right from which a very elderly lady cautiously emerged for a little exercise in the cool of the day. We felt she would like to speak, and it only required a comment about the weather, “il fait beau ce soir” to begin quite a long conversation. She was interested to know where we had been and where we were going in France but, as we often find when talking to French people, had not heard of some of the place names. She was a charming lady to whom we eventually said “bonne nuit”. As we were walking away from her, her mobile phone began to ring – no doubt she had exceeded her expected period of absence and someone was concerned for her well-being; we shall never know. It was then time for us to return to our hotel for the night.

(185 miles)

Day 38 – Sunday, 3 July 2011

First, we had another ‘chat’ with Bruno during which he told us that he has a target to cycle 3,000 kilometres this year; we have arranged to return for a longer visit in September when we will check Bruno’s progress. We then visited le tabac opposite where we were able to buy an excellent magazine Planète Cyclisme which included Le Guide du Tour 2011 for €5, but no Le Monde today! We also bought food for the day at the patisserie. At 11.20 we drove from the Hôtel and St Savin, to the Elan Garage (again) in St Germain on the other side of the river Gartempe, and purchased as much petrol as we could accommodate – 25 litres, €1.53 per litre = €38.25.

It was another beautiful day and, at 11.35 we set off for Chinon. We took the D5 for the lovely old village of Angles-sur-l’Anglin – a Plus Beaux Village de France, then by the D6 on to Tournon-St-Martin and briefly slipping into La Brenne country – the land of a thousand lakes, D14 – Preuilly-sur-Claise – D50 – Le Petit-Pressigny – Ligueil – D59 – Sepmes – Noyant-de-Touraine – D760 – L’lle-Bouchard and along the D8 to Chinon. We passed many fields of tournesol (sunflowers) and observed the extensively cultivated areas across the vast open plains of Touraine until, as we approached Chinon, vineyards predominate.

We had only driven 71 miles but, at 13.40, Chinon was a suitable place for a rest and something to eat and drink from our larder. It was 24°C. Supplies are getting low; we salvaged what we could and threw some food away, but keeping stale bread for the ducks at La Flèche tomorrow. At 15.30 we left this pleasant car park amidst the trees by the river Vienne and with the view of the magnificent statue of Jeanne d’Arc on horseback.

From Chinon it was only 41 miles via Beaumont-en-Véron – D749 – Bourgueil – Gizeux – D86 – D141 – Noyant and D767 to Le Lude and we arrived at Hôtel La Renaissance at 17.00. The temperature was 26°C.

We knew that the hotel would be closed today (Sunday) but we followed the instructions on the door and went to the door of the restaurant on the other side of the road. We were greeted by a most polite and courteous gentleman who took us back to the hotel and to our room (No. 3) on the ground floor. He gave us a note of the code to open the door and gain access to our room, a basic but comfortable room on the ground floor and we parked the car in the hotel’s private park.

We have passed through LE LUDE many times without being able to see the Château and we had decided to spend one night here with a view to, at least, locating it. We set off from the hotel following the signs for ‘le château’, but, of course, these signs were for the benefit of motorists and we realised that it was a rather long way round. However, eventually we were there and we knew that, as it was late in the day, we would not be able to visit the inside of the building. The ‘shop’ was still open and we enquired if it would be worthwhile paying to visit the grounds and gardens. We were told that it would be closing in quite a short while, but the lady at the counter very kindly told us that if we purchased the necessary tickets we could stay within the grounds for as long as we wished and she showed us how to open the large heavy door to let ourselves out. We did have time to collect some leaflets, purchase a book for €7 and a thimble for Judith, etc. before the official closing time.

We spent some considerable time walking around the grounds and viewing the majestic château in its splendid setting alongside the River Loir, after reading some of the information about it, and enjoying the scenery of the surrounding countryside. It was a strange sensation being the only persons in this wonderful and, as we realised when we saw a couple of young ladies return with some ‘shopping’, private place, at this time. Yes, it is, or part of it is, occupied by a family. Eventually, and somewhat reluctantly, we ‘released’ ourselves from this enclosed haven of peace and tranquillity. We found that there was, of course, a fairly direct route back to our hotel, but we did not hurry. We strolled along the streets of the centre of the town noting, in particular, the town hall; it was a very quiet and pleasant place. Back at the hotel it was certainly time for bed.

Situated at the crossroads of three regions, Maine, Anjou and Touraine, in the valley of the Loir, Le Lude was a strategic place in Roman times, and it was named ‘castellum lusdii’ due to its position near the river. The origins of the CHÄTEAU du LUDE go back to the 10th century. Built on an outcrop on the banks of the Loir and flanked by six towers, it was well-suited to defend Anjou against incursions by the Normands and then by the English during the Hundred Years War. It was occupied by the English in 1425 and two years later it was liberated by the legendary Gilles de Rais also known as ‘Bluebeard’ who then joined Jeanne d’Arc at Orléans. In 1457, Jehan de Daillon, then chamberlain to Louis XI, acquired the château; it had been uninhabited for three decades following the Hundred Years War and was in ruins. He immediately undertook to renovate the building and his descendants converted the grim fortress into a comfortable residence. Henri IV and Louis XIII are known to have visited Le Lude. It was here in 1685 that Henri, Duc du Lude and the last member of the Daillon family, died leaving no descendant. Joseph Duvelaer, a member of the East India Company, acquired Le Lude in 1751 and subsequently restored the edifice considerably. When he died, he left it to his niece, the Marquise de la Vieuville who, at the end of the 18th century and before the Revolution, built the west wing which faces the Loir; this is an example of Classical French architecture at its best. The Marquise de la Vieuville let the château to her daughter, wife of Louis Celeste de Talhouet and when the Marquise died the château became the property of the Talhouet family who made many alterations, especially to the North façade, during the 19th century. Le Lude is now owned by Count Louis Jean de Nicolay, a descendant of the Talhouets, who lives there with his wife and their four children. Behind the façade of the château the elegant apartments which can be visited include the dining room, the drawing rooms and the library.

(112 miles)

Day 39 – Monday, 4 July 2011

We can only describe the Hôtel La Renaissance as excellent. Our rooms left nothing to be desired and the service and attention at petit déjeuner was exceptional. In fact, the gentleman, Dany, who greeted us when we arrived and was the only person we saw, was the owner and (we believe) the chef; he was most polite, courteous and helpful. We would be very happy to return and we told him so. We left the hotel at 10.30 and a short distance along the road we were able to buy bread, etc., and also a journal; not Midi Libre now, but another excellent regional paper, Ouest-France.

We left Le Lude at 11.00, but after travelling a mere 14 miles on the D306 we stopped at 11.30, by the River Loir again, at La Fleche to spend “10 mins avec les canards” – they were waiting. We fed them the stale bread we had reserved for them. It was 23°C. At 11.40 we continued by the D306 over the Sarthe at Sablé-sur-Sarthe then taking the D24 for Ballée, around Vaiges to MONTSURS. We could not resist pausing at this village which reminds us of Somerset as it has been twinned with Chilcompton since 1992. It was 13.00 when we arrived, 25°C and we stayed for 40 minutes; this is a delightful spot by the little River Jouanne.

Passing through the departments of Mayenne, Orne and Calvados one observes that the scenery is now of trees, hedges, fields with cows grazing and some sheltering from the hot midday sun, as well as cultivated areas; this is Northern France. After Montsûrs by the D24 we skirt Mayenne, then to admire the floral decoration on the bridge at Ambrières-les-Vallées – D23 and D962 – Ceauce – Domfront – D22 – a view of Lonlay-l’Abbaye – Tinchebray and D924 to VIRE at 15.40.

This Norman town of 12,000 inhabitants in the Department of Calvados suffered greatly during the Second World War. On 6 June 1944 at around 20.00 hours it was subjected to heavy British bombing and was largely destroyed; it was a distressing night for the people of Vire when many died. However, from the 1960s it was reconstructed and is now an attractive and pleasant town. We could not park near the church as we had planned as the area was reserved for some festive event, but eventually we were able to park near the Hôtel de France as on our outward journey. It was very busy and hot (26°C) in the town; we bought some bread and two pains au raisin for €3.85, for the evening and enjoyed une tasse de thé (€5.40) while sitting outside at the Central Café; we photographed the beautifully decorated nearby traffic island which included a wonderful display depicting a Viking boat. While in the town large notices reminded us that this year, 2011, is the 1,100th anniversary of the founding of Normandie. It was in 911 that the Treaty of Saint-Clair-sur-Epte was signed between Charles III of France and Rollo, the Norwegian or Danish Vikings leader, allowing the Normans to settle in Neustria and thus to protect Charles’ kingdom from any new invasion by the ‘northmen’. We shall probably hear more of this in September.

Returning to the car, which was very hot inside, we resumed our journey at 17.05. We left Vire on the D55 and D26 to Aunay-s-Odon – D6 – Villers-Bocage – Tilly-s-Seulles, where the clock was striking 18.00, and to BAYEUX at 18.30. At the Campanile Hotel we found that Room 9 had been reserved for us. As this room was looking inwards towards the restaurant and not, as where we have often been, with a view of the meadow, the railway and the great Cathédrale de Notre-Dame, we decided to take our food and go straightaway (19.00) to Arromanches. On our way we purchased petrol – 42 litres, €1.51 per litre = €63.42 – at the Esso Station on the ring road which we often visit and we parked at the usual car park near the small supermarket in ARROMANCHES at 19.25. It was a lovely evening, although as we enjoyed our food and then sent text messages the temperature began to fall. We have no idea of how many times we have visited this historic site, where the remains of the famous Mulberry Harbour are ever more visible, but they have been very, very numerous. Again, we had to leave one of our favourite places in France and return to Bayeux for our final night in the Hexagon. Back at the Campanile at 21.15 where the temperature was now only 17°C we made a cup of coffee in our room.
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