French Travels
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Lyon

On Saturday afternoon, we departed London’s Stanstead airport on a Ryan Air flight to France.  We arrived into St. Etienne and then a shuttle bus into Lyon.  Our evening arrival precluded many activities, so we merely enjoyed a nice dinner at a small local restaurant near the hotel.  There was no English on the menu and the waitstaff only spoke French, which made ordering our meal into a small adventure.  We experimented with a Lyonnaise Salad, which is much like a traditional salad, but it has chopped bacon and a warm poached egg in it.  I liked it very much.  Then David ordered a sausage dish and I had a dish that I thought would be fish, but is was more like a quiche concoction in a wonderful sauce. Not what I expected, but still very good.  My dessert attempt was also interesting.  I tried to tell the waitress I wanted what the gentleman a table over was having, but instead I got a creamy dessert with a meringue on top.  Again, very good, but not what I expected.

Our second day in Lyon was spent with the MBA group visiting two wineries in the Beaujolais region.  We tasted Brouilly, Cote du Brouilly, and Beaujolais Village wines.  The Brouilly is a light wine I might compare to a Sangiovese, and the others are heavier wines that require a full meal with them.  We learned that the whole Beaujolais region is required to grow only Gamay grapes, so all of these were made from the same grape.  We also had a lovely lunch as a group at an off-the-beaten-track restaurant in the area.

David went to seminars for the next two days, so I kept busy during the day seeing the Les Beau des Arts museum, Textiles museum, and a silk museum.  All were ok, but I had significant language issues.  The group got together after the seminar and we toured Vieux Lyon (Old Lyon) with its cobblestone streets, and the top of M?  up the cogwheel train to get an elevated view of the city.  The group also got the opportunity to tour the Hotel du Ville (City Hall) with its spectacular interiors.  Residents refer to it as the Versailles of Lyon.

Provence

The highlights in Provence were a bullfight in the old amphitheater of Nimes and a rafting trip in the Gorges du Verdon.  We spent the first day going to the Pont du Gard, an old Roman aquaduct remarkable for its size and how well it has withstood the test of time.  It has 3 levels of arches, and it spans a wide river.  It is amazing what they could build in the ?th  century.  We then visited the city of Nimes (the real origin of denim, or “cloth de Nimes” as it was originally called.  Levi Strauss just brought it to the U.S.) to see the arena and ?(their version of a Roman temple and Forum).   When we went to the arena, we discovered it was closed because it was the week of the Feria (bullfight festival).  We decided to get tickets to the bullfight the next night, as we were originally planning on finding one in Arles anyway.  We found our B&B, Le Rocher Pointu, 12km south of Avignon in a very rural area.  We wanted to experience French countryside, and we definitely got it.  They had a lovely pool as well, but it was VERY cold!

We headed to Les Baux des Provence the second day.  This is a city built right into a cliff and situated atop a plateau.  You could tell it was relatively easy to defend in the Renaissance times because of its location, but growing food or receiving supplies must have been very difficult.  The “city” itself was classic with narrow, twisted cobblestone streats weaving and climbing amonst tight-spaced, multistory dwellings and shops.  We toured the castle remains, and David admired the full-scale replicas of a trebuchet, a catapult, and a battering ram.  We took an opportunity for an “olive oil tasting” of various local varieties.  I had never thought olive oils could taste so different, but we loved them and bought two large bottles.  We also breezed through Arles to see their coliseum and then back to Nimes for the bullfight.  We really enjoyed the bullfights.  Neither one of us had seen one before, and we didn’t know they would actually kill the bulls!  They had 3 matadors that fought 2 bulls each.  It was more gruesome than we expected, but you could see the real dangers as well.  Each bull was about 500-600kg, but the matadors made it look so easy.  It looked almost like a choreographed dance!  

Our third day was dedicated to rafting in the Gorges du Verdon.  We drove 4 1/2  hours over to Castelane to meet our rafting guide.  The drive took much longer than we had expected, so it was good we left early.  We arrived with 20 minutes to spare.  Unfortunately, we learned that our guide cancelled our trip as we were the only two booked, and he couldn’t communicate with us while we were driving.  He had politely arranged for a buddy of his to take us, but the trip would be 1 ½ hours instead of 2 ½.  We were dissatisfied with that solution, so we hunted for a different one.  Our first two stops were not able to help us, but we finally found Aboard Rafting.  They had been full when I had called to schedule with them originally, but we explained our predicament, and they re-arranged the people in their boats to get us on.  We were sooo grateful!  The rapids were of average quality, but we enjoyed ourselves thoroughly.  The two boat guides were playful and fun, and they allowed us to climb up the sides of the canyon and jump in the river, as well as go through a rapid by ourselves out of the boat.  You really feel the power of a rapid when you try it without a boat—I found it hard to find opportunities to take a breath!  We had a long drive back, but we took the scenic route along the gorge and then the motorway.  We stopped in Aix for a quick dinner as well.

Our last day in Provence was spent in Avignon going through the Palais de Papes, the magnificent castle and church used by many Popes, and then relaxing by the pool with a good book.  We enjoyed a sampling of local meats, cheeses, and olive oil (with bread and wine) for dinner.  We fell in love with this type of meal and planned to do it several more times.

Alps

We thoroughly enjoyed our short stay in the Alps.  We had difficulty getting there, though.  The trains were not running into Chamonix that day at all, so we ended up going to Geneva (yes, Switzerland).   We were hoping for a bus from there, but the bus we needed only ran at 8:00 in the morning.  Our choices were to stay in Geneva a night or take a taxi over to Chamonix.  We weighed the options for quite some time and then opted for the taxi.  It cost us €200, ugh!  We arrived there only about 1 hour later than we originally had planned!  

Our B&B was Chalet Beauregard, a ski chalet slightly up the side of the valley.  It had a fantastic view of Mont Blanc!  It was well worth the steep uphill walk to get a view like that.  The afternoon we arrived, we went up the Brevent cable car on one side of the valley.  The weather was clouding over, but we got to see most of the mountains including Mont Blanc across the valley.  It is a beautiful area.  Our second day had perfect weather.  Brilliant blue sky and no clouds!  We started with the Aiguille du Midi and a two-part cable car ride up the other side of the valley.  It goes much higher than the other lift and is the steepest cable car in Europe!  The top is the closest you can get to Mont Blanc without climbing it.  We could see ice climbers in the distance doing just that!  The view was spectacular and we could see 360o.  

We rode the second cable car back down to the midpoint and started a 2.5 hour hike from there.  We traversed across the mountain to the Mer de Glace (glacier).  The trail was relatively flat , but had a steep uphill and then a steep downhill section near the end.  This was to get to the Signals lookout point and get the best view of the glacier.  We took a steep cogwheel train back down the mountain near the glacier.  

Our last activity in Chamonix was the summer luge.  It is a plastic cart with wheels and a brake that slides down a concrete chute.  You control your speed as you go flying around the banked corners.  We had done a similar ride in New Zealand.  I joked with David on the way up if he was going to use his brake this time as he fell out of the one in New Zealand once.  It turns out that he flipped out of his luge cart this time as well because the camera bag on his back shifted weight and caused his momentum to turn the cart over.  He ruined his great safari shorts, and he got some significant burns and scrapes on his arm, hand, and shin, not to mention the big bruise on the hip.  The shorts did save his legs, though.

After the luge ride, we stopped in the train station to double check the train schedule for the next day.  It turns out that no trains were leaving town the next day at all.  In fact, it was going to be the strongest strike yet.  We weighed our options, and we decided we needed to leave that night.  It meant I didn’t get to parapente for the second time.  (I didn’t get to parachute off the mountains in New Zealand either because of weather.)  We rushed back to the B&B and packed.  We had to leave a note with the owners as they were not around.  We headed to the train station and then I grabbed take-away Chinese food, which we enjoyed on the floor of the train station.  It was from the place we had intended to eat that evening, and I was not going to let the French Rail totally take away the dinner we had planned!

The train to St. Gervais left on time, and we could see our overnight train already waiting for us.  We chose a random cochette to sleep in as our reservations were for the next night.  The conductor later moved us to a different one.  We had a whole sleeping compartment to ourselves, and we slept fairly well.  Unfortunately, when we went to take a picture of the train, I realized I had lost my camera!

Loire Valley

We arrived in the Loire Valley a day early because of the train situation in Chamonix.  We also had a wild adventure renting a car in Paris because the trains weren’t leaving there either!  We arrived in Amboise mid-morning.  Our B&B was Chateau de Pintray, an award-winning winery only a few minutes drive from Amboise.  We spent much of our time in the valley touring the chateaux of the region.  We also made sure to sample the local wines.

Our first stop was Chenenceau.  It was the most impressive with respect to architecture.  It is surrounded by a moat, and the architecture was very fanciful.  The castle is unusual in that it spans across a river, and part of it was in the non-occupied territory during WWII.  (The border between occupied/non-occupied was the middle of the river.)  It also has a well-rated vineyard on the property.  

We also went to Le Clos Luce in Amboise.  It is the home where Leonardo da Vinci spent his last 3 years as a guest of the ?  In addition to a few of his paintings, the museum includes samples of his many inventions and visions.  Many were not realized during his lifetime, as they did not have the necessary sources of power at that time.  His most well-known inventions are prototypes for a flying machine, the parachute, a helicopter, ball bearings, the first transmission (e.g. for an automobile). and early tanks, just to name a few.
The second day we hit Chambord and Cheverny.  Chambord is known for its exterior architecture and the double-helix staircase designed by da Vinci.  It is also on a huge protected property where the prime minister has the sole rights to hunt.  Cheverny is known for its interiors and the hunting dogs kept there.  We ate dinner at Le Cheval Blanc (The White Horse), and this turned out to be our best meal in all of France.  The food was fantastic, and the service was impeccable.  They even politely helped us with the menu in English.  That was probably the best duck I have ever tasted.  We had 5 courses to the meal:  complimentary start of various French delicacies including escargot and fish soup, a seafood entrée, a meat main course, cheese, sorbet for the palatte, and dessert.  I had duck, and David had ?

We went to the west for our third day and saw the gardens of Villandry and then Azay le Rideau.  The gardens of Villandry were spectacular.  Some were groomed like an oriental garden, but they also had a water garden, herb garden, and a “kitchen” or vegetable garden.  All had a great mix of color and different shapes.  We even got to wander around in a hedge maze!

Azay le Rideau was only of moderate interest.  The interior was weak, but the architecture was interesting.  The whole castle is set on a tiny island in a river.

Paris

We started our stay in Paris with Notre Dame and then the Eiffel Tower.  We had both been to Notre Dame before, and it was as beautiful as ever.  We actually went up into the Eiffel Tower, something neither one of us had done before.  Since it was late afternoon and the tourist season was a little low, there were very short lines.  We rode all the way on the top, changing elevators half way up.  The view was spectacular from up there.  It is a very large city, but you can see the Seine river winding its way past the Louvre, Notre Dame, Hotel Invalides, and the ?  You could also see Sacre Cour up on the hill in the far distance.

Our second day was spent going out to Versailles and seeing the beautiful royal apartments there.  Each room is a different vibrant color, and there so much gold décor and marble!  I had been there before, yet the extravagance of the place is always shocking.  For the afternoon, we walked and people-watched down the Champ Elysees to the Arch de Triomphe and then back to the Louvre gardens.  I found my local artist painting original water colors there in the park.   We also sat at a corner café to watch the world go by and enjoy a dessert.  Dinner was at a lovely restaurant, Petite Picard, in the, shall we say, “alternative lifestyle” part of town!  The meal was so much better than the touristy place we had been the night before.

Our last full day was spent in the Musee d’Orsay and Saint Chapelle.  I loved the museum because of the volume of impressionist paitings.  They had so many Monet, Degas, and Renoir.  I spend 1½ hours looking just at these.  I made sure to buy a nice book as well!  The Saint Chapelle stained glass was well worth the effort to get there after our two previous failed attempts.  I have never seen so much stained glass in one place.  It is concentrated in red and blue and goes through various books of the bible.

Our trip home was uneventful, and we were glad to be back home with reliable transportation and English-speaking people.
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Red circles are areas visited.  (Note: Chamonix and Ambois (Loire Valley) not directly labled on map.)
Red circles are areas visited.  (See larger map at end.)








