France 2008

It had been a few years since our last annual May trip which hardly makes it annual any more. A few emails and phone calls got a few of the crowd back together for a week in France. Derek Tansley and Deon Eckhart have been regulars on our trips since we first met at EKAM back in the early 90's, along with Bill and Gay Watkins, also previous regular members going as far back as KAMG East Kent Section, and Melvyn, a friend of Dereks and a newcomer to the party. So along with my wife Jane, we had a group of seven people on five bikes.
For some of us it was an early Eurotunnel start, Derek and Melvyn were following on three hours behind. Despite a wet start, we made our way down through Rouen, Dreux and just past Chartres where we stopped for lunch. Being France it had to be 3 course and wine for the ladies.

Going was steady and we managed to miss most of the showers. A brief stop just north of Poitiers and a phone call from Derek to say he was at the services north of Poitiers – not the same one as us, but the one behind. Not bad going although they did take the new motorway and there was clearly some confusion between kph and mph. Travelling time is about 7 hours plus fuel, food and biologicals.

Our accommodation for the week was a farmhouse, Le Tournesol, in the small hamlet of Chillac, about 40km south of Angouleme. What a place! In had acres of space, in fact it sleeps 14 so if you want to do a group holiday of about 10 this place comes highly recommended. Steve, the caretaker, met us and showed us round and had already been to the supermarket and stocked up on essentials including beer and wine which are, of course, very essential.

Once we had decided on the sleeping arrangements, who was sleeping where, not with who before you get the wrong idea, we settled down for our first of many evenings of sociable banter and seeing who could drink the most stubbies. We also started to come to terms with the enormous beams that were holding this place up and I think the sore head award went to Gay.

Sunday morning saw a few of us heading off to the supermarket. Those that know me will have already been bored of my lecture on the advantages of shaft drive and hard luggage, the latter being especially useful on Sunday trips to the supermarket (I used to ride BMW's while all those around suffered on their CBYZRX's). In fact most of us are of those years where we all have panniers and top boxes, so shopping is not an issue, although I'm sure Deon would protest his youth and remind everyone he has toured on his R1 for the last 10 years. I can also claim this was my first tour on a bike with a chain since this was the first outing on my Varadero so I may have to change my lecture to the advantages of a chain with Scottoiler and hard luggage.

Lunchtime was a trip to the local recommended restaurant in Bardenac. Very French, you eat what you are given, whatever is in season and all home cooked. 6 courses for 20 Euros! Top restaurant of the week award.

Since we were only 50 miles from Bordeaux I had a route planned that would take us along the south side of the Gironde through the famous Chateaux areas of Margaux, St Estephe and several other names recognisable at your local Waitrose. We were able to remind Derek that these are vines for growing grapes and not bonsai trees that he had noticed growing in the wine regions of the Languedoc some years previously. We had always wondered why Derek couldn't navigate, it wasn't his Venus side, it was just that he couldn't see. Anyway, I digress, another fabulous lunch along the river front at Paulliac – food and wine is an equally important factor along with good biking roads on these trips. 

Jane's brother lives just north of Angouleme in the small historic village of Tusson. We have eaten in the local restaurant, La Compostelle, on many occasions and it has been superb. There is no where in the UK that you can get that quality of food for the price you pay in France. Another feast, a stroll around the village and a lie down in the sun. Why didn't we book two weeks and not just one?

In the region, and a decent ride from Chillac, is a place called Oradour. It's where the Germans in WW2 invaded and killed everyone. The village has been preserved since that day and makes for an interesting, if possibly uncomfortable and haunting, visit. However, with crowds of school kids its not quite as eerie as the middle of winter where once there were only three of us walking round. The church still bears the scars where all the women and children were taken and shot, cars remain in driveways, bicycles and sewing machines remain where they were last used. 

Back in Chillac, the accommodation has two kitchens and a fabulous BBQ and patio area. On a couple of nights we did a BBQ, there's nothing better than dining outside in the peace of the countryside with glass of wine discussing life, the universe and exaggerated tales of past biking trips.

Another day we had a ride down to Duras, a small village where we have rented a farmhouse on a couple of previous bike trips. Duras is on the edge of the Dordogne and another great place for exploring. We had the obligatory French lunch before finding another decent route back to Chillac.

If you have never been to the Charente region of France I can thoroughly recommend it. It’s a days ride and with only two or three possible main routes the choice is limited. Alternatively, as we did on the way home, take a couple of days and use the back roads, find a cheap hotel and discover another restaurant. There are some fantastic, traffic free roads, the scenery is great, and the food is superb. There is lots to see and do. If you are into wine St. Emillion isn’t far, the seaside town of La Rochelle is within reach along with Limoges and Bordeaux. The farmhouse is ideal, loads of space, very well equipped, secluded, quiet and if someone snores you can put them in their own room out the way. Find more details on the interwwweb at http://frenchfarmhouse.tripod.com.  I'm no expert but we have been to the Charente several times so can always offer some advice on the area.

I hope we don't leave it too long before the next trip together.
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