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PROLOGUE


ONE MORE ADVENTURE?


As we cross over into the autumn of our lives, we must at some point wonder when to call it quits. To quit everything: travel, walking, meeting people—to cease dreaming of all we’d like to do in the world. For how long can we laugh off the ticking clock? Up to what age can we rely on our bodies? When do we accept what some would call “being reasonable” and others “giving up”? I’ve asked myself these questions many times after one unforgettable day in the spring of 2012.


Bénédicte and I were finishing our lunch out on the veranda, enjoying its view of the wild cherry trees I planted, which were in full bloom. When the topic of conversation turned to walking, Bénédicte suddenly asked: “Why—when you decided to travel the Silk Road— didn’t you leave from France, the way you did when you set out for Compostela?”


“What are you suggesting? That a 7,500-mile hike wasn’t enough? That I should have added 1,900 more between France and Istanbul and dodge bullets in Kosovo?” I replied ironically. I then pointed out that, as far as I was concerned, the Great Silk Road was first and foremost in Asia.


But on second thought, I added: “You’re right, though: I could very well have set out from Lyon. After all, in the late nineteenth century, it was the greatest silk-making city in the world. It’s true that the Silk Road really did begin—or end, rather—right here at home.”


At that, my companion raised her eyes to the sky and struck a pose of deep reflection.


“So why don’t you complete what you started by walking from Lyon to Istanbul?”


I laughed.


“Ma chérie, I’m seventy-five. I’m an old man! When I finally set foot in Xi’an in 2002, I was in the best shape of my life. But that was ten years ago!”


“What an amazing journey it would be! And you know what would make it even more marvelous? If I went with you.”


We sipped coffee and spoke of something else. But the seed had been planted. Instead of immediately lying down for an after-lunch siesta, I spread a large map of Europe out on a table and pored over the route I might have taken: the Alps, Italy, the Balkans, and at last the part of Turkey that sits in Europe. A thousand images came rushing back to me: the landscapes, the faces, the deserts crossed, the occasional fears, the countless joys, the unforgettable encounters, and much much more. All hopes of a nap crumbled.


Little by little, a silken dream wove its way into my mind: I envisioned merchants in Lyon unloading large bundles of silkworms from the Far East, Central Asia, and the Balkans; the clickity-clack of the weaving shuttles resounded in my ears; I pictured myself crossing borders. I was soon hooked, my head spinning with all that such a journey would surely bring—the stories, the encounters, the delightful moments of fatigue.


But how am I to ignore all the pains old age has plagued me with? Poor circulation, kidney stones, a slightly enlarged prostate, a faltering memory. Not to mention—and this should amuse those who take me for a natural athlete—my flat feet! Then there’s the carotid artery stenosis discovered only a few weeks ago: a little fatty build-up, which, were it to detach, might easily lead to a stroke, either killing or partially paralyzing me. It’s a kind of biological hand grenade and the pin has already been pulled out. No, too much time has passed! Ten years ago: why not? But today, even with the little walk or jog I do each morning, followed by some stretching, I see that, day by day and year by year, time is imperceptibly, ruthlessly whittling down my strength, chipping away at it. It’s time for me to permanently put away my hiking boots and pull out my slippers. I ought to plop myself down on the couch and buy myself one of those big flat-screen TVs that decorate the living room of every self-respecting retiree. I’m at that age when you say: “I’ve done my part, let others now pick up where I left off.”


Still, the little seed Bénédicte had planted kept right on growing. At what age must we accept dying? I, for one, am not yet ready. For the past fifteen years, retirement has kept me constantly busy. Establishing the Seuil Association to help troubled teens get back on track through long, therapeutic walks,* and writing some twelve books in thirteen years—as a “retiree,” I’ve never lacked for work.


But why another walk? Good question. But here’s another: Why not? Why claim a need for rest when each day draws me a little nearer to eternal repose?


I unfold the map of Europe: the Balkans are both near . . . and far. Some have populations smaller than a single French region. On paper, they’re so interlocked they resemble a jigsaw puzzle. And what does the word “border” even mean in these regions where, for two millennia, history, religion, and war piled one wave of migration upon another, creating a gigantic demographic millefeuille pastry? What jumps out at me from my unfolded map is the existence of three distinct Europes. First, Western Europe, comprised of prosperous countries, despite cyclical crises. Second, the Europe of the former Soviet buffer zone, from Estonia to Romania, whose economies are on the upswing. And finally, a third Europe, which can be summed up as the former patchwork-State of Yugoslavia. A Europe still on life support and licking its wounds. Tito had unified these dissimilar countries, whose cultures and religions conflict. Famous for having resisted first the Nazis, then the Soviet ogre that sought to devour him, he managed to maintain a facade of unity. Ten years after his death in 1981, the region literally imploded.


War, the horrors of “ethnic cleansing,” the sieges of Sarajevo and Goražde, the massacre of Srebrenica—it all made headlines for a time, but then silence returned, that of the cemeteries. The resulting wounds have, it seems, been bandaged. But did anyone succeed in reducing the fever? Nothing could be less certain, especially since war is now thundering just beyond the European Union’s borders. Ukraine, Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya: the violence seems to never let up; death is on the prowl. It’s true that, along the Great Silk Road, up and down the former caravan routes, peace never prevailed: there were wars of conquest, guerilla skirmishes, and revolutions—one Russian, one Chinese, and one Islamic in Iran. There was bloodshed in Afghanistan as I started my journey out of Istanbul. Local conflicts continued unabated between the Turks and the Kurds, the Uyghurs and the Chinese. For my own safety, I had to skirt around Tajikistan. In Kosovo, people have put down their weapons, but for how long?


“By traveling those 1,900 miles from Lyon to Istanbul,” the mischief-maker within me whispered, “you’ll see for yourself the state of this eastern Europe, which people hardly ever even mention anymore. How well are the region’s Muslims and Christians—both Orthodox and Catholic—getting along today after having experienced the worst possible hatred of all, the kind that’s directed at one’s own neighbors and cousins? How are the martyred cities recovering? What has become of the mafias, the minefields, and the various forms of trafficking? Is fear now gone for good? Has trust been restored to these men and women, torn between armies ready to kill in the name of their own particular God . . . and their own interests?” These were but a few of the questions running through my mind.


With leaving a foregone conclusion now that I was itching to walk again, the question remained: should Bénédicte and I travel together, as she had suggested? I’ve always walked alone. Despite plenty of invitations, I never once gave up my right to wend my way in the solitude that suits me so well. Hiking makes me happy, accompanied by the sound of my boots on the sand or asphalt, birdsong from above, the patter of a surprised animal darting out in front of me, or even the roar of passing trucks. Walking is thinking. No words must break the thread of reflection. As I walk, I move toward the world and the world moves toward me. There’s nothing like a healthy dose of solitude out on the trail to turn a quiet fellow into a chatterbox the moment another human being comes into view. Differences of culture, history, or language fall away. Communication takes place through the hands, the eyes, the heart.


I’ve walked some three hundred miles with Bénédicte. In Normandy, Portugal, the Pyrenees, Turkey, and—before the bullets began to fly—in Syria. My partner is a very good walker, and she, too, appreciates silence. Still, having faced life-threatening situations on my long Silk Road journey, I’m well aware of the dangers that come with this kind of adventure. To some, all Europeans’ pockets are lined with gold, and there are plenty of mafiosos out there who’d be more than happy to help them lighten their load. And what’s more: respect for the fairer sex is not the most widespread virtue in these parts. Am I ready to take the risks? For myself, yes, of course. But what about for her?


Still, why would I keep Bénédicte from realizing her dream? She’s strong; difficult weather never puts her off. And it so happens that, when we met for the first time, we noticed yet another trait we had in common, one that delights us: we’re equally tall and walk at the same pace. “When, for the first time, we went strolling along the banks of the Seine and I noticed how we were walking at precisely the same speed, I slipped my hand in yours for I knew at that very moment you were the man I’d been waiting for,” she told me one day.


Alright then. Let’s hit the road!


We will need at least four months to cover the almost 1,900 miles that separate Lyon from Istanbul. I keep a busy schedule, and so does Bénédicte. Twisting our calendars in every imaginable way, we decided to split the journey in two: one month straddling August and September 2013, then three months the following year. With, sadly, an obligatory second violation of my core principles: we’ll carry a cellphone with us, since, for her job, Bénédicte has to stay “connected,” whereas I, for my part, have grown mildly addicted to email.


In 2013, we’ll travel from Lyon to Verona, and in 2014, from Verona to Istanbul. The first leg comprises about 560 miles; the second, just over 1,240. The route includes a dozen border crossings. All we had left to do was zip up our packs and hit the trail. It’s a bit like our honeymoon too, since, after living together for several years, in March 2013, we decided to get “PACSed”, which provided a happy pretext for us to invite all our friends over for a feel-good get-together before our grand departure.*


All things considered, I was delighted to finally be wrapping up my “longue marche,” begun in Istanbul and completed in Xi’an. Bénédicte had been right to question me: a section had been missing from my Great Silk Road journey. And today we embark on its next—and final—leg.


______________


* Website: assoseuil.org. See description at the end of this volume.


* TN (Translator’s Note): The PACS is France’s 1999 “pacte civil de solidarité.” To get “PACSé” is to enter into a civil union. The PACS allows any two adults to legally organize their lives together.
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PART ONE:


LYON TO VERONA




I


THE CANUTS


August 20, 2013. Bénédicte is ecstatic to be heading to the Orient with the one man she considers a bona fide adventurer. As for me, nothing has changed. It may well be that leaving is “to die a little,” but above all, it means stressing out. Every time I set out on a walk it was several days into the journey before the stress finally let up. At Lyon-Perrache train station, with our packs on our backs, we lug a heavy duffel bag. Carefully folded up inside is Ulysses, my pull-cart companion who accompanied me from Samarkand, Uzbekistan to Xi’an, China.


The tour we take of “La Maison des Canuts”—The Silk Workers’ Center—is a tad disappointing for the specialist I’ve become, but I’m sure that the other tourists in our group find it fascinating. Our guide spins the history of silk for us, leaving nothing, or nearly nothing, out. Least of all the legend of the princess who accidentally dropped a cocoon she was playing with into her cup of steaming tea, only to pull out a thread a kilometer long. A royal discovery.


And a royal privilege: wearing the precious fabric was a right reserved for the Emperor of China and his family. The penalty for anyone caught transporting the secret outside the Middle Kingdom was death. For two thousand years it was a secret safely kept until it was finally revealed to the Occident by three monks who, as the story goes, smuggled out cocoons hidden inside their hollowed-out walking sticks. Another legend claims that a Chinese princess, married against her will to a Kazakh sheep farmer and fearing that she would find herself having to wear coarse wool, snuck a few cocoons out in her chignon. The true story is less romantic. When the Chinese attempted to invade modern-day Kyrgyzstan, at the Battle of Talas, in 751, three thousand soldiers from the Middle Kingdom were taken prisoner and sent to Damascus and Baghdad. These warriors, former artisans but henceforth slaves, set about making, on one hand, paper—which, used in printing, would lead to the greatest technological revolution of all time—and on the other, silk.


And so, the Near East acquired the secret of the Bombyx, that curious furry moth from whose eggs emerge tiny larvae. They gorge themselves on mulberry leaves, then, in preparation for molting, wrap themselves in a fine thread until it forms a shell. From Damascus to Constantinople, from Italy to eventually France, silk-making would become a thriving industry.


Francis I, monarch from 1515 to 1547, finding it a bit excessive to allow four to five hundred thousand gold écus to leave France for the purchase of silk goods in Italy, granted silk-making privileges to the city of Lyon. Stefan Turchetti, an Italian importer, was the first to produce silk fabric in the city, having lured over a number of Italian silk makers, our first and most welcome immigrant workers. The city owes its fortunes to them. The precious fabric was first used to dress the Prelates of the Papal Court. In 1541, there were forty looms in the city. By 1548, that number had grown to over a thousand, along with 459 master weavers. Two years later, 12,000 individuals were earning a living from silk-making. Henry IV had 60,000 mulberry trees planted in France, including 20,000 in Paris’s Tuileries Gardens. By 1660, Lyon boasted 3,000 master weavers and 10,000 looms. The Revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685 and the ensuing flight of Protestants from the country drove the number of looms down to 4,000; the French Revolution further reduced their number to 2,000. But the First and Second Empires led to the city’s fabulous revival. By the time Napoleon Bonaparte was crowned emperor in 1804, the number of looms was back to 10,000. Their number grew to 30,000 in 1830, 60,000 in 1848, and 120,000 in 1877. Switzerland, Prussia, Saxony, and, above all, England had silk industries of their own. During this period, Lyon became Europe’s capital of fashion, thanks to the creation of a school of talented couturiers whose designs took every court on the continent by storm.


Our tour guide mentions nothing, however, of the Canut Revolts: how small owners and factory workers rose up on several occasions against their bosses to defend their rights. Clashes in 1831 resulted in some 600 deaths. The Canuts brandished a flag that, in gold letters on a velvet background, proclaimed: VIVRE EN TRAVAILLANT OU MOURIR EN COMBATTANT (LIVE WORKING OR DIE FIGHTING). In 1894, Aristide Bruant’s hit song “C’est nous, les Canuts, nous sommes tout nus,” popularized what is considered France’s first major working-class uprising.*


Today, little remains of Lyon’s silk saga. The invention of the Jacquard loom, more efficient than earlier manual versions, reduced the need for manpower and threw many Canuts out of work. Then came the silkworm plague. Finally, the invention of rayon—a.k.a. “poor man’s silk”—was the final blow. Nowadays, China has regained its status as the world’s largest silk producer. Here in France, we’ve shut down the magnaneries† and pulled out mulberry bushes in order to plant grapes. Among the Canuts who lost their jobs, one by the name of Laurent Mourguet was destined to become rather famous.‡ He loved telling stories, so he created Lyon’s most famous ambassador: the puppet Guignol and his accomplice Gnafron. He made him rebellious and outspoken, a voice for the humiliated and unemployed like himself, for all those whom life had robbed, or who had been robbed of their lives. And he exacts a little payback: Guignol’s the one who wields the stick and it’s the gendarmes who get whacked.


On the morning of August 21, we part ways with Michelle and Georges, our marvelous hosts, and exit Lyon by way of the aptly named “Porte des Alpes.” I take Ulysses out of his bag and reassemble him. We’ve carried him this far: it’s now his turn to carry our bags all the way to Istanbul. These are our first days out walking, and they lead us down narrow roads lined with flower gardens behind which stand graceless detached houses, many with closed shutters since their owners are on vacation. Shopkeepers have also left in search of sun and idle pleasures. Very few people return our booming “Bonjours!” We draw only silent stares. One can never be too careful when it comes to nomads, and our offbeat buggy is cause for suspicion. Victor Hugo makes a reference to wanderers in The Man Who Laughs, saying that every “passer-by was a possible public enemy.”* In Asia, I was day in and day out in contact with rural populations unlike me in every possible way: language, culture, religion, and more. But everywhere I went, I was greeted with wonderful hospitality and immense curiosity. This is an altogether different world. French countryfolk of yesteryear, isolated in their home regions, were hospitable to those passing through. But they’ve been replaced by bedroom-community city folk who work downtown and return to the countryside for its peace and quiet only. They’re uninterested in village life. These days in France, in order to speak to a foreigner, someone has to introduce you first.


The only hotel in the village of La Verpillière is closed. So we do a little camping sauvage beside a marsh drainage ditch, where we’re divebombed by mosquitoes. Except in the desert, I hate camping. I know going into it how I’ll suffer from the lack of comfort, from wetness, and from stones discovered only after the tent has been pitched. Bénédicte, on the other hand, absolutely loves it. In the morning, two highway police officers come bouncing down a grassy path astride powerful motorcycles. Given the conditions, they advance at a crawl. They’re trying to find a motorcyclist who, a short while ago, forced his way through a checkpoint, injuring a cop as he rode past.


Bourgoin-Jallieu, a large market town dear to my friend Florence, is rather sleepy this morning. On Main Street, where luxury shops stand shoulder to shoulder, I count only two or three young couples who, hand in hand, dream of designer garments on display in storefront windows flooded with light.


A woman in a wheelchair traveling on the opposite sidewalk notices us. Laughing, she salutes us, pumping her fist the way athletes do after a triumphant performance. We respond in kind. A sense of solidarity exists among the non-motorized.


Bénédicte, seized with a sudden urge, stops at a crossroads and wanders twenty yards or so off the road. While she’s nonchalantly squatting down, a car suddenly screeches to a halt alongside me, which causes her to quickly stand back up. People often ask me whether long-distance walking is harder for a woman as compared to a man. Here’s my answer for them: in terms of relieving oneself, yes, it is.


Narrow roads snake their way up hills so steep that we sometimes have to work together to hoist Ulysses up to the summit. It’s at the top of one of these hills that we catch our first glimpse of the Alps’ jagged skyline, bathed in bluish light. The village of La Tour-du-Pin is just as drowsy as Bourgoin-Jallieu, and no less so than La Bâtie-Montgascon, which boasts three cafes, a grocery, and a boulangerie. This sizable market town was once famous thanks to a very lively local politician, Gérard Nicoud,* a partisan of hardball tactics and an admirer of Pierre Poujade.* But today, no one knows La Bâtie-Montgascon anymore, nor its onetime hero.


The man running the bed and breakfast we check into for the night wanted to become a pilot. But having lost an eardrum in an accident, he was discharged from the Air Force. He became a pharmaceutical executive instead and bought himself two ultralights. Upon retirement, he earned his pilot’s license for the helicopter that now sits out in his yard. It’s a tiny craft for one person only. We’re astonished by his passion for flying, and he’s thrilled to hear about our odyssey. Happy are those who nurture dreams through many long years of work, then make them come true upon retirement.


As we close in on the Alps, we discover magnificent hilly landscapes crisscrossed by little flower-lined roads. It’s a moment of bliss quickly quashed when a violent storm blows in. The roadway on which we’re walking becomes a torrent, and our boots fill up with water. Bénédicte, who walks ahead of me and takes the celestial cloudburst with stoic resolve, shudders with each clap of thunder. In Novalaise, the only hotel is on holiday. We’re going to have to camp through the succession of downpours. A woman out for a hike tells us that she would gladly let us stay in her garage, but that her daughter is celebrating her twentieth birthday in it with friends. We squat in a large shed on a farmerless farm. All night long, the showers and hail pitter-patter on the shed’s metal roof.


The next day, as we’re getting back on the road that rises to Col de l’Épine pass, a young blond woman with the face of a doll, fumbling with her cellphone in a pink bathrobe out in front of her house, answers our Bonjour! She then asks where we started out.


“In Lyon.”


“You’ve come from Lyon on foot? And where are you going?”


“To Venice.”


“To Venice? On foot?”


“Yes,” I tell her with a straight face. “We’re on our honeymoon.”


By the time she has pinched herself to make sure she’s not dreaming, we’re already long gone. Not quite a mile and a half down the road, a car passes us up, then screeches to a halt. From it springs the blond woman. She wants to take our picture and write an article. She asks us for our email address. Chuckling to ourselves, we go along with the idea. We never do see the photo, though. Perhaps, in the end, she didn’t believe us. But we really are walking to Venice, though! And we really are on our first trip together as freshly PACSed lovers, spending all of our time with one another, which hasn’t much been the case since we’ve been together, given how crazy our schedules are.


On the narrow, zigzagging road that ascends to the Col de l’Épine, a parade of vintage automobiles comes hurtling down the mountain in a roar. The sixty-something, graying drivers are clad in sporting attire: leather or motorcycle helmets, off-white driving gloves, and dark sunglasses. At full tilt, they take themselves for Formula One race car drivers. These “kings of the road” cut the curves . . . and come mighty close to cutting us off as they do. It’s a foretaste of what we’ll encounter later on, for all along the route we’ve chosen, as we pound the pavement, we have to fight cars for our share of the road. If we were to stick to the footpaths, our trip wouldn’t take four months, but several years! For, outside France, they’re rare. Long-distance hiking trails are a French invention that dates from the Revolution. After 1789, the government lacked the funds to maintain roads in thousands of French parishes. So it opted to maintain national roads only, while leaving secondary routes to the departments and footpaths to communes.* The communes pampered their trails. While in all other European countries, footpaths were abandoned or privatized—and, in some cases, annexed by farmers who thereby gained a significant strip of arable land—in France, hedges were pruned, brambles pulled out, and depressions filled in. And so today, with its thousands of miles of marked and passable pathways, our country is a walker’s paradise.


Le Col de l’Épine rises to about one thousand meters (3,280 feet). The long descent ends in Chambéry, which, on this Sunday in August, is a ghost town. I phone Michel Grenier. A former teacher who loves hiking, he’s a member of the “Chemins de Saint-Michel” Association, founded by Marie-Paul Labéy, an admirable woman whom I met a little while back on the old pilgrimage route from Rouen to Mont Saint-Michel.* Michel Grenier and his wife Michelle, both incredibly welcoming, offer us room and board for the night. Michel has also prepared a series of 1:25,000 maps to guide us all the way to Mont Cenis over footpaths. So we won’t have to portage our gear, he selected trails that would be large enough to accommodate Ulysses’s wheels. In the morning, Michel takes us back to the spot where he found us, that is to say, on a square nicknamed the “Quatre sans cul.” Inspired by the “good ole days of the colonies,” it’s a colossal monument, representing four elephants’ front portions, oriented to the four points of the compass. The absence of the animals’ hindquarters explains why Chambéry’s residents call it this.† Michel took friendship to a whole new level by marking on his map the best way for us to exit the city.


Autumn is already here: the morning air is crisp, the first poplar and wild cherry leaves have turned yellow, and some have dropped. Flowers appear to be making a last valiant stand. They’ve sprung up along the edge of the road in a final burst of color, in preparation for their long nap. At Étang de Carouge Campground, a bittersweet, end-of vacation feeling hangs in the air. Last week, the supervisor tells us, the campground was 85 percent full; today, only a quarter of the sites are taken; and next week, it will shut down for the season.


Our arrival in the Bauges Mountains is a magical moment. Grapevines heavy with fruit scale the hillsides. In a few weeks, tractor-trailers will be running back and forth, carrying ripened grapes off to the cellars. A warm aroma rises from the soil and adds to the pleasure of walking. I try to ignore the sharp pain in my lower back, which has been bothering me from day one. I cling to the belief that, since walking heals all ailments, it, too, will soon pass. On the other side of the valley, near the main highway, some prostitutes are trying to lure motorists into a pitiful minivan for a quickie. These are the last signs we’ll see of “civilization” before confronting the solitude of the summits towering overhead.


The road grows increasingly difficult. In certain, especially abrupt sections where we’re unable to pull Ulysses up, we have to unload our backpacks and strap them on. With one of us pulling our load-lightened cart while the other pushes, we head up the steep grades. I admire Bénédicte who, in a contagious display of motivation and joy, never gives up when problems arise. Fond of good food, the edibles she pulls from her sack were prepared with all the skill of a nomadic chef. I’m moved by her stamina and good spirits. To think that I used to prefer solo journeys! The one I’m on now is making me more love-struck with each passing day.


In the valley, we have to look way up over the treetops in order to glimpse the steep path that heads to our first real challenge: crossing the Alps by way of Mont Cenis.


______________


* TN: “We, the Canuts, have nothing to wear.” From the Chant des Canuts, written by Aristide Bruant in 1894. This song of revolt was later recorded by many French singers, such as Yves Montand, and is still cited today by politicians whenever they seek to defend workers’ interests.


† TN: Silk-making factories.


‡ TN: Laurent Mourguet, 1769–1844.


* TN: L’ homme qui rit, Paris: Nelson, Éditeurs, 1869. Quotation from The Man Who Laughs, The Kelmscott Society Publishers, New York, translated by Isabel F. Hapgood, 1888, T. Y. Crowell & Co., 42.


* TN: Gérard Nicoud (born 1947) ran a small bar-restaurant in La Bâtie-Montgascon. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, he was active in politics, defending the interests of small business-owners and artisans against big government.


* TN: Pierre Poujade (1920–2003) was a populist politician. In the 1950s, he founded an anti-intellectual, pro-French Algeria, low-tax, and anti-immigrant movement, known as “Poujadism.” Later populist movements around the world have been compared to Poujadism, such as Viktor Orbán’s election in Hungary, the Yellow Vest movement in France, and Trumpism in the U.S.


* TN: A French department (département) is a regional division (there are ninety-six in metropolitan France, and five overseas departments); a commune (commune) is the smallest French division (city, town, or village), and is headed by a mayor (maire).


* See Bernard Ollivier, Sur le chemin des Ducs, Phébus, 2013.


† TN: The square is formally known as the Fontaine des Éléphants.




II


FIRST BORDER


After the farm-covered Bauges Mountains, we reach the industrial Maurienne Valley and its aluminum smelters. The trail is sandwiched between the railroad, the national highway, and the mountain stream. Summer has just ended, the gîte d’étape is empty.* In the villages, children are no longer playing in the streets. They’re in bookstores where they’re spending the school year’s best moments under their mothers’ watchful eyes: buying school supplies. At Hurtières Lake, a young Beur just pulled from the water a carp weighing some eight pounds, which he then let’s go.† All he’s interested in is “catch and release”: when he catches a prize fish, he weighs it, snaps its picture, then puts it back in the water. I ask him if he hopes to catch others. “I snagged the mother, so I’m looking for the grandmother,” the easygoing fellow tells me, while adding that he doesn’t eat fish.


Saint-Jean-de-Maurienne is a cyclist’s paradise. Roads lead out from it like spokes of a bicycle wheel to ten or more mountain passes that figure on every champion’s bucket list. Mont Cenis Pass, at 2,000 meters above sea level (6,500 feet), is said to be one of the easiest. While we’re lunching out on a restaurant terrasse, vehicles go by that belong to the national cycling teams of the United States, Italy, and Ecuador. The city is decorated with white jerseys covered in red polka dots, just like the one given to the best climber in the Tour de France.


Mechanical trouble: a small steel cable that prevents Ulysses’s wheels from doing the splits breaks. It’s another Beur who offers me a piece of cable and lends me the tools I need. Two wonderful encounters on the same day, characterized by a sense of fraternity between travelers and homebodies. Does this augur well for what lies ahead?


In Orelle, there’s not a soul in sight, except for two old women who think we’re headed to Rome. Thrilled, they tell us how they had a brief conversation with a priest—either a Benedictine or an Oratorian, they don’t recall—who’s walking ahead of us to get to Siena. The campground is deserted. Since there is no host-camper, I drop a check into the letterbox at the Tourist Office. It’s my first self-service camping experience.


In Modane, we stop briefly at a memorial commemorating those who died in the two European bloodbaths of the twentieth century. It bears witness for all time not to the glory of the combatants, but to the pain of “those left behind,” the inconsolable ones. It portrays a woman whose upright posture expresses her great courage. An eternal tear, cast in bronze, wells up in a corner of her eye.


At the city limits, a section of GR5E, which travels through the Maurienne Valley,* bears the sweet name of “chemin du petit bonheur,” or “path of little delights.” And the trail has indeed begun to work its magic. Walking among the flowers, the fir trees, and the beeches and oaks that are shedding their leaves at the approach of cold weather, a kind of peace of soul settles over us as we go along. In their little gardens, families are busily harvesting the last vegetables and pricking out winter salads. But the little delights of this first day of September are marred by a little problem: Ulysses’s overused tow bar suddenly breaks. Yet it had been reinforced long ago in Uzbekistan thanks to a helpful welder and a piece of pipe recovered from a Russian tank. The Soviet steel held firm, but the tow bar broke right next to it. The only garage in the village that might help us weld our traveling companion’s shaft back together is closed. Jonathan, who steps out from a cafe, fetches a drill from the trunk of his car along with a miraculous tungsten bit, and I manage to fix the problem temporarily. Jonathan works for an insurance company and is also quite the traveler. He attempts crude descriptions of those living in different French regions. “The people here are quite kind, just as they are in the Vendée or the Jura. But Basques,” he says with a frown, “are like Corsicans.”


At the Col du Mont Cenis, at an altitude of 2,083 meters (6,834 feet), our first border and our first selfie. Arms around one another, we act as if we’ve just conquered Mount Everest. The plateau is beautiful at this time of the year: blue thistle, bellflowers, and, we’re told, eight varieties of gentians embellishing the shores of a large artificial lake whose water grows dark as evening falls. Bénédicte had suggested that we phone ahead and reserve a bed in the one and only gîte. “Nothing doing,” I boastfully told her. “I’m a purist, out for real adventure.” Now my partner ironically asks: “How much did we bet that all the beds would be taken?” For a group got there ahead of us, and there’s no vacancy. Spending the night in a tent at over 2,000 meters doesn’t exactly thrill the “real” adventurer who, only a short while ago, was blustering up a storm: it’s chilly out. But by some miracle, the couple running the hotel Les Roches blanches, which was supposed to close this very night, agrees to work overtime at the request of the gîte’s manager. The welcome is warm and the room cozy. I find all kinds of literature on the rich history of this border area.


In 1866, on the impetus of British engineer John Barraclough Fell, the English built the Mont Cenis Railway Company, which made it possible to travel from Lanslebourg in France to Susa in Italy in six hours, down from the twelve it took the stagecoach. This shortened time benefitted the “Malle des Indes” (The India Mail) service between London and Bombay, which passed through France. It was an enormous construction project for the time. The locomotive pulled six wagons: one first-class, two second-class, and two third-class. The sixth car carried freight. Since the line ran along precipices, the cars’ small windows were located higher up to spare passengers suffering from vertigo. Just to be safe, seats were also turned inward, and travelers faced one another . . . just like in the London Underground.


This border plateau was also a place of confrontation between France and its transalpine neighbors. In 1888, following in the footsteps of an Italian initiative, an elite Army corps specially trained for mountain operations was deployed here, dubbed the “chasseurs alpins” (the Alpine Rangers). I also come across an old photo of a play the soldiers performed, terribly bored as they must have been in this remote location. The role of the friendly servant girl was played by a strapping lad with a mustache. Laughter guaranteed.


After the war, lines shifted. Since the Italians, allied with the Germans, had built a fort overlooking France, in 1945, it was tit for tat: the French, on the other side of the plateau, would now overlook Italian territory. Generals are always preparing for the previous war. A historian strolling about the premises tells us that General de Gaulle wanted to annex the Aosta Valley in 1945. There was a certain logic to his request, since a large part of the population in those days was French-speaking. But the Americans and the English opposed the idea. Mont Cenis became a major worksite yet again when, between 1962 and 1969, a dam bearing its name was built, along with a huge artificial lake and a high-powered hydroelectric plant. The supply of abundant, inexpensive electricity brought an influx of aluminum smelters, for they require large amounts of energy to operate.


On the morning of September 2, we travel along a section of the “Via Francigena,” originally opened for pilgrims on their way to Rome. The trail is marked by the symbol tau (τ). It’s the cross of St. Francis of Assisi. It lacks an upper section, and in some representations, resembles a coat stand topped with a dove. At intersections, the dove’s beak indicates which way to go. The trail’s descent into the Aosta Valley is steep and stony. We don our backpacks and Bénédicte, using a rope, holds Ulysses back whenever the slope makes it hard for me to slow down. More than ever before, we’re working as a team, and I love it. We picnic out in the sun on a large boulder and gorge ourselves on wild strawberries for dessert.
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