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Foreword



THREE MONTHS AFTER MY MOTHER DIED in summer 2011, I found myself in a whirlpool of grief, a mixture of pain and random tears that was in many ways harder to bear than her death. She had not, by Dylan Thomas’s formula, gone “quietly into that good night,” but fought death as though it were an intruder in her house. With few medications and no tubes other than willpower, she hung on to life as an expression of determination, clearly something that she wanted to leave to her family. During some dark hour, she looked at my younger sister and said, “I live only for you.”


When she died in Princeton, New Jersey, I had the warm embrace of family and friends, and I spent much of that summer with my father. Together we shared the aftermath of her loss, exchanging stories and remembering better days. I also had work to see me through the next few months, the details of a legal case that I had brought against a former employer.


Those appointed rounds were perfect to assuage the early stages of grief, as nearly every day I was required to proofread documents, write up strategy papers, or sit through a deposition. Even the most basic lawsuit, like mine, can eat up hours and years, and most meetings end with uncertainty—about the opposition’s strategies, the mood of the judge, or the quality of evidence. By comparison to a law suit, death is a clean break with the past, from which there are no appeals or motions for summary judgment.


In September I was back home in Europe. I wanted to be getting over the pain and thinking about the future, but little felt right. My mother’s final days had lasted more than four years—with a broken hip, pneumonia, memory loss, and aspiration punctuating what might otherwise have been the gradual end of a life. I had been with her through this journey’s end, as had my father and sisters, and that fall we all needed to step back from elderly cares and look to horizons that did not require Medicare forms, prescriptions, and what we called “weekend coverage.”


To break with this past, I decided that I would make a trip around France by train and bicycle. What pushed me across the border that I see from my Swiss bedroom was not anything in particular connected with my mother’s life. She might have loved Quimper china and the Impressionists, and she turned our childhood kitchen into what she called “the French café” (soft lighting, candles, and walls painted with fruit trees), but I did not associate my mother with France any more than with other European countries. She loved Provence and the Mediterranean shores but still spent most of her life in America.


I decided on France as the place to soften my sorrows because, despite living close to its border, there were many parts of the country I knew hardly at all. I had never been to la France profonde that stretches west of Lyon and south of Tours, nor did I know well Alsace or Lorraine or many of the wine regions. The places that I knew—Paris, Provence, and the Alps—were familiar from business trips or family vacations, but rarely had I been anywhere in France with my bicycle.


The plan was simple: I would buy a French rail pass, good for a number of days within two months’ time. In between the train stations I would ride my bike, read my books, and stay in whatever hotels appeared on the horizon. I would pack my belongings in saddlebags—what the French call panniers—that had been kicking around the garage for thirty years, and I would take a Swiss army knife to make picnics more enjoyable and to pry open wine bottles.


While I was indifferent to my traveling comforts, I did have a precise idea of the places I wanted to see. I wanted to trace the arc of French history that connects the 1870–71 Franco-Prussian War, which started in Lorraine, to the disastrous peace treaty that was signed in 1919 at Versailles.


In between I would ride my bicycle to such places as Sedan, Verdun, Meuse-Argonne, Paris, Orléans, and Biarritz, where much of the drama between the Franco-Prussian War and the consequences of the peace treaty unfolded on battlefields or in regal drawing rooms. Along the way I would read from a pile of French histories that had, for years, been growing in the corner of my office. (Fortunately, I managed to condense many of them onto my Kindle.) They would narrate my travels, as I rode by train and bike on a wobbly diagonal from the northeast corner of France (Lorraine) to its southwest coast (Biarritz).


Only in Verdun and Paris would I would be revisiting places that I had gone to with my mother. On our first family trip to Europe, in spring 1970, my father rented a car on our last day and drove the five of us from Luxembourg to Verdun, to introduce us to the trenches that had outlined World War I. And on one of her last trips to Europe, to attend a family wedding, my mother and I spent a long weekend in Paris. For the rest I would be on roads that neither she or I had ever seen.


Practically speaking, I was traveling without GPS on my cell phone, so that at many crossroads I had to stop the bike and peer at the fine print of a Michelin road map. To complement my mapped route along many so-called D highways (those small white lines), I also brought with me battlefield maps that had I photocopied from histories. Often, as I ate breakfast in a hotel dining room, the manager or waiter would come by my table and laugh at all my maps, as though I were planning yet another invasion in Alsace or Lorraine. Nevertheless, I grew fond of plotting my course (on trains and small roads) across France, even if on occasion I would find myself riding into a dead end.


Sometimes I would find a local train station was out of service, and it would mean riding another ten kilometers to a larger rail junction. At other times, my small agricultural lane would turn into a mud track through the fields. But in all my travels across France, I never had a low moment. To be sure, I ate some makeshift meals and stayed in a few threadbare roadside hotels (many seemed to be named after Ferdinand Foch, the French general during World War I). But even sparse accommodation gave me pleasure, as I was doing things that I love by exploring the contours of history with books, a bike, and trains close by.


Because I was traveling in September and October, I generally had clear and crisp autumn weather, although occasionally I had to pedal through showers, and on several mornings in northeastern France, I woke up to find frost and fog thick on the ground. But usually I was riding in sunshine by eleven in the morning. Most evenings, before going to sleep, I would hand-wash my clothes from the day and dry them on a hotel radiator. That said, when I came home, I set out with a passion to assemble a wardrobe of drip-dry bicycle clothes, as there is nothing more discouraging than having to begin a day on the road with damp socks or pants.


The bicycle I rode across France—a Gary Fisher hybrid—was nothing special, but I valued it, as it also had a connection to my mother. During one of her many “final” illnesses (as I said, she hung on tenaciously for years and at one point shed even the deathly hallows of hospice), I took a break from her nursing rooms and stopped in a nearby bicycle store, as a distraction and to see what might be on sale. It was then February in New Jersey, when few riders are browsing for bikes. The store owner sized me up as someone in need of retail therapy, and he took three hundred dollars off the list price of the Gary Fisher. I still had to drag it home to Switzerland, so much of my savings went into excess baggage fees to the airline.


The bicycle came with disc brakes and thirty-two-millimeter tires, which were a godsend, especially on the cobblestones in cities such as Paris or Orléans. I cannot report that the Gary Fisher ate up the hills in, for example, the Meuse-Argonne, but it was sturdy companion throughout my travels, even when my saddlebags were laden with French history—if not the hovering presence of German chancellor Otto von Bismarck.


Many historians have made the connection between the French humiliations in the 1870–71 Franco-Prussian War and the harsh terms imposed on Germany at the end of World War I. But I had never read an account that describes some of the places of those wars and what they look like today. I had read books about visits to the trench battlefields in World War I and others about the breakdown in European diplomacy that led to four years of fighting over the lost province of Lorraine. But no book in my experience had described a visit to the principal battlefields of the Franco-Prussian War or tracked down where the likes of Clemenceau or Bismarck lived or worked. The abyss into which Europe fell between 1870 and 1919 is often depicted as some grand tableau of statesmen at court—all with their places numbered by the portrait artist—but I wanted to see what places such as Verdun and Gravelotte look like today, and then to imagine how the events there had shaped the modern world.


I also wanted to read extensively about the politics and battles that had so divided Europe. But to do that well, I needed to visualize the landscape that stretches between the German border and Biarritz, so that, for example, when I was reading about the 1870 German advance on Metz, I could see the hillside in my mind or imagine where it was that the French lines had broken. For me to read in depth about a subject or a place, I first need to see it, and then I don’t remember what I have seen or read unless I write it down. It’s why, when growing up, I should have attended something called the Bicycle and Train University of Diplomatic History and Politics, and written my term papers in cheap European two-star hotels. And that may be the college of letters that, since my formal graduation, I have ceaselessly tried to create—even if I am its only registered student.


I cannot tell you exactly why I decided to begin my travels in France with the battlefields of the Franco-Prussian War, but I can say that I knew almost nothing about them when I left home. I did know that the war had ended at Sedan; that was about it. Then at some point I recalled that, when I was growing up on Long Island, outside New York City, my aunt and uncle had moved from their large family house to a nearby apartment building. Their children were out of the house, and they were downsizing, which meant, as both of them worked in publishing, reducing the size of their substantial library.


Around the time that the movers were arriving, my mother drove me to her sister’s house, which was, as might be expected, in chaos. But my aunt Hester found time to walk me to the bookshelves, where she encouraged me to take any book that I pleased. At the time I was about fifteen years old, and my aunt’s and uncle’s books seemed as imposing as the Library of Congress. In those days, I mostly read books about baseball and football, and my aunt and uncle didn’t have much in their collection about Mickey Mantle or Joe Namath. Dutifully, I scanned the shelves and chose, as a keepsake, Michael Howard’s The Franco-Prussian War: The German Invasion of France 1870-1871, which was first published in England. The type was microscopic, and the chapters of dense military history were devoted to such subjects as “The Army at Châlons” or “The Government of National Defense.” I guess even at age fifteen I thought I ought to know more about French military history. But this particular book was beyond me.


As I went to college and afterward moved around, I kept the Howard book with me, perhaps thinking that someday I would be able to master the tactics of the Battle of Spicheren or understand where the French emperor threw down his sword. Only after my mother died, when I was hunting around my own library looking for ideas about where I might go on my bicycle in France, did I rediscover Howard’s 512-page tome, which in the intervening fifty years had not become much easier to read. (He writes in the dense style of an old-world military historian, with lots of divisional advances and corps flanking movements.) That said, if Howard’s book is the reason that I headed on a bicycle toward Sedan after my mother’s death, it deserves an honored place in my library. But I might shelve it in the section on grief therapy.


Flipping through some of the chapters, I finally saw where Sedan was in relation to Verdun (just up the road but across the American battlefields of the Meuse-Argonne), and where the Franco-Prussian War had ended in Orléans and Paris. These were all places that I could get to on the train with my rail pass and explore on my bicycle. And for whatever reason, they worked their magic on my soul. As I pieced together my rides, I went from being an aggrieved son, sad about the loss of my mother, to someone with his eyes fixed on the road ahead.


As I packed my saddlebags and set out for Lorraine, I knew it was more with my father (who was still living) that I shared conversations about the Franco-Prussian War, Napoleon III, Otto von Bismarck, Georges Clemenceau, and the Treaty of Versailles. (For example, he liked the aside of Queen Victoria’s consort, Prince Albert, that Napoleon III “wishes for peace, enjoyment, and cheap corn.”) But my mother had spent her professional life as a social worker concerned with others’ mental and physical well-being, and I could easily imagine her nudging me on a dark day toward a bike ride in France, perhaps with the comforting words: “It would do you some good.” Or as Honoré de Balzac wrote: “How Paris changes one’s ideas!”
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More Maginot Lines in Eastern France



Strasbourg


TO GET FROM GENEVA TO METZ—the besieged city of the Franco-Prussian war in northeastern France—I had to change trains in Basel and Strasbourg. In Basel, I only had time to buy a sandwich and walk the bike across the border (in the same building) to the French side of the railroad station. In Strasbourg, I had two hours to explore the European capital, where one week out of four the European Union relocates its deliberations from Brussels—at vast expense, with containers and moving trucks that shuttle everyone’s inboxes and umbrella stands to the Alsatian frontier.


Strasbourg’s shared capital status is the result of a French hissy fit at the time of European integration, so that France could claim that it was home to the European capital, here where Charlemagne a millennium earlier had his seat of power. On my only previous visit, all that I did with friends was walk around the city center, which a cathedral dominates, and peek into the many restaurants, galleries, and shops that fan out from the center on narrow cobblestoned streets and squares.


This time I had my bike, and I decided to ride along the river and see where the European Parliament has its headquarters. I found it several kilometers from the center, in ultramodern buildings that may explain, in small part, why the union is approaching dissolution. The parliament, surrounded by a number of equally modern administrative buildings, is housed in something that looks like Star Trek’s Enterprise.


The exterior is reflective glass, and the entire building looks like a starship, the prow of which faces toward the rest of Europe. (Later I wondered if maybe it wasn’t a boomerang that had come back to haunt the French.) In an earlier generation, the Maginot Line ran through Strasbourg, its turrets also pointed toward the German frontier. The hope of the parliament is that its community regulations on such things as wine and butter production can achieve what André Maginot’s line failed to do.


In glorious sunshine, I looped my bike around the parliament and navigated along river paths, until I was back at the Strasbourg railroad station, hunting for the train to Metz. Such an inconsequential local train was dwarfed amid the many high-speed TGVs (train de grande vitesse, meaning high speed) getting ready to race passengers to Paris, Lyon, Luxembourg, or Brussels. I found the coach marked with the silhouette of a bicycle, where I would hang my bike from hooks at the end of the car.


Never having biked in Lorraine, I spent the last twenty minutes of the train journey looking out the window at the hills around Metz, trying to figure out if the terrain was as up-and-down as I feared from my maps. The skyline of Metz appeared as an enchanted city—church spires disguised as the peaks of a king’s crown—rising out of gently undulating valleys. I left the train, wondering how far I might get in the Indian-summer sunshine.


Not all French railroad stations are glorious, especially in second cities like Metz. This one had the look of a cathedral, one that had kept the faith of German militarism. Built between 1905 and 1908 with military appropriations from the German government—Metz was a spoil of the war in 1870—the station was designed with the goal of accommodating twenty-five thousand soldiers a day. Its completion allowed the German general staff to roll out the Schlieffen Plan that, at the start of World War I, concentrated troops in Lorraine and sent them on a long arc through northern France toward Paris. Metz was a designated hub for the German invasion forces, and the station, through which I walked with my bike on polished marble floors, felt as though it could at the same time both marshal and bless an invading army.
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