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A BIKE TRIP IN THE LOIRE VALLEY

Dr. Paul Davenport

President, The University of Western Ontario

The bike trip is an activity course, one of the outdoor recreation offerings of the Kinesiology activity program.  The instructor is Dr. Alan Salmoni.  My role will be limited to leading the group along the rural roads southwest of Tours, France, and describing the area and its monuments to students.  Of the ten days in France, we spend six days on our bikes, from May 6 to May 11.  The text which follows shows our travels each day, allowing students to prepare for the trip and recognize the rivers, towns, and monuments we will see.  Also posted on the web with this text are three other files, showing maps of the region we bike (Maps A to F) and slides I have taken of Tourraine over the last 20 years (in two files, Slides 1-36 and Slides 37-72); for example, the notation (S30) in this text means Slide number 30.

A Little Geography. 
Map A shows seven rivers we cross during our trip: the Loire, Cher, Indre, Manse, Vienne, Négron, and Veude.  Some of the most beautiful sights we see are along these rivers.  Map B shows the places we visit.  Our six bike rides take us from Tours in the northeast corner of the map, to St. Epain in the southeast, to Richelieu in the south, to Fontevraud l’Abbaye in the west.  During our week in Tourraine the sun will rise at about 6:30 AM and set at 9:15 PM.  The average daily high temperature is 18 degrees, and the average low is 8 degrees.  


During our six days on the bikes we will travel 305 km, an average of 50 km a day.  The land we travel is fairly flat, making for easy biking.  A significant climb on our journey would be 50 m, and that no more than twice a day.  Leaving a river valley we will need to climb, and arriving at the next valley will take us down hill.  Some examples may be helpful:

· Tours to Villandry: the Loire and the Cher flow to the west through Tours, the Loire about 3 km to the north of the Cher, from the Wilson Bridge on the Loire to the Sanitas Bridge on the Cher.  Tours is quite flat between the two.  The centre of Tours is about 50 m above sea level.  From Tours to Villandry we follow the Cher River, with no hills. 

· Villandry (45 m) to Azay-le Rideau (45 m): there is a climb of 47 m to a high point of 92 m.  The road ascends quickly from Villandry to Vallères (80 m) and then more gradually to the high point of 92 m just north of Azay-le-Rideau, where it descends sharply into the village. 

· Chinon (35 m near the Vienne) to Villandry (45 m): there is a climb of 53 m to a high point of 98 m, which occurs just 700 m north of the Vienne.  It is this steep slope in Chinon that creates the spectacular site for the chateau, which looks south over the town and the river below (S1).  From the north side of Chinon the road descends gradually to 47 m, then rises to 90 m at Huismes, then back down to 37 m at the Indre, at a point when the Indre is just 1 km south of the Loire.  From there we head east along the Loire and Cher, without significant hills.  


Tourraine is one of France’s excellent wine regions.  The wines of Tourraine (S2), while not as well known internationally as those of Bordeaux or Burgundy, are delicious.  My favorites are the white wine Vouvray, grown on the north bank of the Loire east of Tours; the red Bourgeuil, grown to the west of Tours on the north side of the Loire; and the red Chinon, grown in the valley of the Vienne River southwest of Tours (Map C).  We will visit the Angelliaume winery and taste its Chinon wine in a cave.  


La Loire à vélo.  The Région du Centre (the regional government of which Tourraine is part) has established some 300 km of bike itineraries from Orléans to Angers, which it markets to tourists under the brand, La Loire à vélo (The Loire on a bike).  I call these roads the Loire bike route, which consists of some roads shared with cars and some roads built for bikes only.  The itineraries tend to be well marked, quiet, and safe.  However, we do cross some major roads and it pays to be alert at all times.   Of our six bike rides, all of ride 2 is on the Loire bike route, as are 33% of ride 1, 60% of ride 5, and 80% of ride 6.  Bike rides 3 and 4 are entirely on other roads.  Of the 305 km on our bike rides, about 145 km (a little less than half) are on the Loire bike route.


When we are not on the Loire bike route, we will travel largely on country roads through Tourraine.  Part of the beauty of these rural roads is that they are not littered with signs (S3), so it is easy to take a wrong turn: we need to stay together if we are to reach our daily destinations.  Both in Tourraine and in Paris, we will be buying some of our meals on the street.  France has wonderful street markets, butcher shops, and bakeries, and we will eat well on the move (S4-5).


St. Martin.  All visitors to Tours should know the story of St. Martin.  He was born in 316, and named Martin, after Mars, the god of war.  He was the son of an officer in the Roman army, who was then stationed in what is today Hungary.  Just three years earlier, Emperor Constantine issued the Edict of Milan, forbidding the persecution of Christians in the Roman Empire.  Even after the Emperor’s conversion, however, Christianity was still a minority faith.  Martin became a soldier and found himself stationed in what is today Amiens, in northwest France, in 334, when he was 18.  At the gates of the city one day he met a beggar with few clothes; he cut his military cloak in half with his sword and gave half to the beggar.  That night he dreamed of Jesus wearing the half-cloak and decided to devote his life to the church.  He was baptized, quit the army, and practiced his faith.  


In 361, at age 45, he helped establish a monastery, the first in Gaul, which became the Benedictine Ligugé Abbey.  The Abbey still stands today on the Cain River,  8 km south of Poitiers, a city 100 km south of Tours.  Ten years later, in 371, Martin was named Bishop of Tours.   The next year he founded the Abbaye de Marmoutier on the north side of the Loire River just east of Tours.  Most of the abbey was destroyed during the French Revolution, but a 13th century doorway and three towers can still be seen.  


Martin died on November 11, 397, at the age of 81, at Candes (later renamed Candes-St.-Martin) on the Loire river 50 km southwest of Tours. The monks of Ligugé and Marmoutier fought over his body, but the latter won out, by taking his body one night out to the Loire River and rowing upstream to Tours, where he was buried. A sanctuary built over his tomb in the 5th century was destroyed by the Vikings.  Another sanctuary built in the 13th century was partly destroyed by the Huguenots in 1562 and completely destroyed during the French Revolution; in 1802 the remains were removed for the construction of the rue des Halles, still a major east-west street in Tours.  A new church was built on the rue des Halles from 1886 to 1924, la Nouvelle basilique St-Martin, which includes the shrine of the great saint, a popular pilgrimage site.  In France today his name is carried by 237 towns (including Candes-St.-Martin, which we visit) and 3,600 churches.


Francois Rabelais and the Picrocholean War.   Tourraine is also home to some of France’s most celebrated writers, including Francois Rabelais (1494-1553), Pierre de Ronsard (1524-1585), Réné Descartes (1596-1650), Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850), and Anatole France (1844-1929).  We will bike through Rabelais country and Balzac country, so we will single out these two brilliant literary figures. 


Francois Rabelais was born about 1483 in La Divinière, some 6 km southwest of Chinon.   He studied in a Fanciscan monastery and then entered the Benedictine Order.  In 1530, at the age of 47, he received a medical degree from the University of Monpellier.  Like Arthur Conan Doyle, the good doctor who gave us Sherlock Holmes, Rabelais is better known for his writing than his medical practice.   In 1534 he published Gargantua, a novel about a giant, which includes a hilarious account of the Picrocholean War, set in the country around the authors’s home town.  


In Rabelais’ story, the Picrocholean War breaks out on September 20, just before the wine harvest.  At the start of the tale, the shepherds of the lands belonging to King Grandgousier are guarding the ripe grapes from the starlings.  The bakers of Lerné, a town just 4 km west of La Divinière, are coming east to sell their bread in town.  The shepherds ask politely if they can buy some bread; the bakers respond with a long string of insults, and a fight breaks out.  


The bakers return home and inform the King of Lerné, the belligerent Picrochole, of the dispute with the shepherds, whereupon Picrochole immediately launches a full-scale war against his neighbor, the kindly King Grandgousier, father of the giant Gargantua, who is studying in Paris.  Picrochole’s forces, which include over 50,000 men, plunder the countryside until they arrive at the Abbey of Seuilly, where Picrochole continues east to La Roche-Clermault.  He leaves part of his troops to attack the abbey, but they are repelled by the heroic Friar John.  


Among all the fantastic characters in this tale, Friar John is my favorite.  When he sees the enemy cutting the abbey vines, he is horrified: there will be no wine at the abbey for four years, until the vines can be regrown. He runs to the abbey church and cries out:


“...Tell me, by St. James’ belly, what shall we drink in all that time?  What’ll there be for us poor devils?  Lord God, da mihi potum.” [Give me a drink]


Then said the Prior of the convent: “What does this drunkard want here?  Let him be taken to the punishment cell for disturbing the divine service.”


“But,” said the monk, “what about the wine service?  Let’s see that isn’t disturbed.”

Even in English, the pun is apparent: “the divine service” and “the wine service.”  In French the pun is even stronger: “le service divin” and “le service du vin.”  Rabelais’ humour spared no one: the lawyers, the doctors, the academics, the aristocracy, the church--all were subject to his blistering satire.  In this case Friar John grabs a staff, rushes out of the church, and crushes the enemy single handed, thereby saving the wine service.

Meanwhile, Picrochole fords a river (Vède, now the Negron River) and captures la Roche-Clermault.  Gargantua returns from Paris and crosses la Vienne at Chinon to Parilly.   Gargantua is riding a giant white mare.  The mare stops to relieve herself in the Vède, and the resulting flood wipes out a large part of the enemy troops.  With the help of Friar John, Gargantua defeats Picrochole, who escapes to the east through Ile Bouchard, and is thought to be living as a miserable porter in Lyons.  During our bike trip we will visit many of the sites associated with the Picrocholean War: Lerné, the road east to Seuilly where the original dispute broke out, the Abbey of Seuilly, la Roche-Clermault, Parilly, and the bridge on Negron River, which Rabelais calls the gué de Vède. 


The local towns have created a series of large signs that explain the various incidents in the imaginary war and allow one to proceed by bike or car through the countryside while following Rabelais’ narrative.  While Rabelais’ language is quite bawdy and exaggerated, this part of Gargantua is seen as a classic work of satire on the stupidity of war and the arrogance of aristocracy.  We will bike through the war zone, from Lerné to la Roche-Clermault.


The areas of the Picrocholean War and Balzac’s Walk (explained below) are kept well-marked by the surrounding towns and are explained in guidebooks on the region.   They are good examples of how rural France keeps its history alive and accessible.  Students learn these stories at a young age and they grow up determined to protect the lands which speak so eloquently to their literary heritage.


The Picrocholean War is loosely related to a Rabelais family episode, involving a dispute between Rabelais’ father, Antoine Rabelais, a lawyer, owner of La Divinière, and Gaucher de Sainte-Marthe, a powerful medical doctor and landowner in Lerné.  Both men had chateaux with fishing rights on the rive droite of the Loire, Rabelais in Chavigny-en-Vallée at Varennes-sur-Loire (across from Montsoreau); Sainte-Marthe at his Chateau de Chapeau, opposite Saumur and thus downstream from Rabelais’ property.  Sainte-Marthe had driven a double row of piles into the river to assist his fishing; owners of boats and wharves on the Loire complained that he was blocking river traffic and took him to court.  They hired Antoine Rabelais as their lawyer.  The case took a long time; the final ruling against Sainte-Marthe came from the Parlement de Paris in 1537.  Francois Rabelais is said to have used this dispute as the background for the war, with Picrochole the Peevish of Lerné representing Sainte-Marthe, and the good and just Grandgousier representing Antoine Rabelais.

Honoré de Balzac and Le Lys dans la Vallée.   Balzac was born in Tours in 1899.  After a generally unhappy childhood, he moved to Paris and divided his time between Paris and Saché in Tourraine, where he wrote several of his novels.   He was a prodigious writer and the bulk of his stories are grouped under the title of La Comédie Humaine (the Human Comedy), including nearly 100 novels and stories.  We will visit the chateau in Saché where he wrote at night in his small bedroom, a coffee pot by his side.

Balzac celebrated Tourraine and the valley of the Indre River in his 1836 novel The Lily of the Valley (Le Lys dans la Vallée).  The story is told by a young man named Felix de Vandenesse, who like Balzac, is born in Tourraine and then lives in Paris.  In 1814, during the last day’s of Napoleon’s reign a ball is held in Tours to celebrate the visit of the Duc d’Angouleme, who represents the Bourbon King, Louis XVIII, expected to be the country’s next ruler.  

Felix returns to Tourraine from Paris and attends the ball, where he showers kisses on a woman he does not know.   Some time later, Felix walks from Tours to Saché, where he is to stay with a friend of his mother’s in Saché at the Frapesle chateau.  Felix describes walking on the plateau between the Cher and Indre Rivers through les landes de Charlemagne, and then arriving at Pont de Ruan on the Indre, “a village which in my overflowing lyricism seemed to me quite matchless.”  After arriving at Frapesle, Felix visits a chateau nearby, Clochegourde, owned by the Comte de Mortsauf.   Felix discovers that the woman he kissed at the ball is Madame de Mortsauf.  Later that evening Felix decides to walk through the night from Frapesle to Clochegourde, crossing the Indre on the “red mill bridge.” 

Much of what Balzac describes on his walk from Tours to Saché can still be seen today.  Frapesle is an actual chateau, Valesne. Clochegourde is a combination of two chateaux: it has the physical appearance of Vonne, and the location of La Chevrière.  The mills at Pont de Ruan are still there; one of them is in operation and called le moulin de Balzac (Balzac’s Mill).  The Moulin Rouge (red mill) is still standing near a rebuilt red mill bridge.  We will see all of these sights on our bikes.

For this course we read two passages which appear early in the novel, when Felix walks from Tours to Saché.  His route, which Balzac himself took countless times, is known as Balzac’s Walk (Map D).  The passages from the novel are an excellent introduction to the valley of the Indre River.  Felix expresses his love for the Indre Valley in lyrical terms.  At Artannes, he first sees the Indre: 


   There a valley is revealed, beginning at Montbazon and ending at the Loire, which seems to leap under the castles set on these double-crested hills; a magnificent emerald goblet at the bottom of which the Indre winds snake-like on its way....


   ...Boundless love, without other nourishment than an object, scarce perceived, of which my soul was full, found expression, in my fancy, in that long ribbon of water streaming in the sunlight between two green banks; in those rows of poplars adorning with their quivering lace this vale of love; in the oak woods thrusting between the vineyards upon the slopes which the river rounds in every varying curves, and in those blurred horizons that merged in the far distance.  If you want to see nature fair and virginal as a bride, go there on a day in spring; if you want balm for the heart’s aching wounds, come back there in the last days of autumn.... At that particular moment, the mills situated on the Indre gave a voice to that quivering valley, the poplars swung to and fro, laughing, the sky was cloudless, the birds sang, the cicadas croaked, and all was melody.  Never ask why I love Tourraine ...I love it as an artist loves art. 

The genius of the French is to have preserved Balzac’s valley much as he saw it nearly two centuries ago.  The mayors who control urbanization in this valley, and the people who vote them into office, have read Balzac, and they will not let his valley disappear.  Despite the growth in population, the new housing, the autoroutes, the shopping centers, you can still walk from Tours to Saché and see much  of what Balzac describes.  We will bike along the Indre and see some of the same mills that he knew.  We will see the poplars and the vineyards and hear the birds.   There is a beauty in this valley that I have experienced nowhere else in the world, and I look forward to sharing it with those on our bike trip.   My family has spent time in Tourraine during every summer since 1989, and during the bike trip we may be able to meet some of our friends (S6-11).

May 5
  Saturday  

We arrive in Paris at Charles DeGaulle Airport around 7AM, take a van to the Austerlitz train station, where we get a train for Tours.  We arrive at the Tours train station (la gare), a magnificent building of stone, iron, cast iron, and glass, constructed in 1898 (S12).  The architect, Victor Laloux, was from Tourraine.  The station was refinished in 2006 and the facade, which looks out on the Place de General Leclerc, is truly spectacular.  Our hotel is a short walk from the station.  For those who are able, we will take a walk through Tours.  


On our walk, we go north to the Saint Gatien cathedral (S13), and continue on to the splendid Wilson Bridge, with a beautiful view of the Loire River; on the south shore is the Kennedy Library (S14).  From March to August of 1967, I was a student at Stanford-in-France in Tours, where I met my wife Josette, a student at the Université de Tours.  The Stanford residence was in the building on the south side of the river just west of the bridge; I often studied at the Kennedy Library.  We head down the main street of Tours,  the rue Nationale, with lovely shops and restaurants (S15-16).  At the Place Jean Jaures, there is pretty square with a magnificent City Hall (S17), built in 1904 by the same Victor Laloux who did the train station.  


We continue south on the Avenue de Grammont, and then turn east, passing le Lycée Balzac (S18), where Josette went to secondary school, and arriving at the Prébendes Gardens (S19-20), to my mind the loveliest in Tours.  Heading north we arrive at Old Tours, with the Tour Charlemagne on the rue des Halles (S21); across the street is the Basilique St.-Martin, with the shrine to the first Bishop of Tours.  At the center of Old Tours is the Place Plumerau (S22), where we will have dinner outdoors if the weather permits.

May 6   Bike Ride #1
   Tours, Azay-le-Rideau, Villandry      60 km

At 10 AM we pick up our bikes at a shop near the hotel.  Our route from Tours to Villandry is entirely on the Loire bike route.   We ride south on the Avenue de Grammont, cross the Cher River, and then follow the bike route along the Cher River west to Villandry (20 km).  At first the route follows the Vieux Cher, a small stream which rounds parallel to the Cher to the south of the main river.  We pass under a bridge crossing the Vieux Cher; this district is called Pont Cher, and Balzac refers to it as “Poncher” in the first passage we read from Le Lys dans la Vallée:

So, one Thursday morning, I left Tours by the Saint-Eloi gate, crossed the Saint-Sauver bridges, arrived at Poncher, ...

The road crossing above our path is D28.  One km north is the Saint-Sauver bridge over the Cher.  On his many walks to Saché from Tours, Balzac came south on the west side of city, because the stagecoach (diligence) from Paris left him on the west side of Tours, near the Loire River.   It was natural that Felix should take the same route in the novel.  As we cross under the D28, there is an athletic park to our right, with cables between poplars about 5 m above the ground.  You pull yourself along the cables, with a safety wire attached to your body that keeps you from falling to the ground if you lose your grip.  There are baskets in the trees you crawl through and platforms for resting.  The whole area is about 50 metres square and a good example of how the French tend to use every square inch of available land for a definite purpose.  


Soon the bike route turns north, we pass under the Peripherique de Tours (Tour’s ring road on the west side of the city) and follow the Cher River.  The views along the Cher are beautiful.  We pass an old mill (le Grand Moulin, S23-24) and continue on along the Cher (S25-27) to Savonnières (S28), a lovely village that hugs the river and is known locally for its annual donkey races.  Arriving at Villandry (S29) we have lunch and then head off to Azay-le-Rideau.  


Our route from Villandry to Azay-le-Rideau takes us from the valley of the Cher River to the valley of the Indre River.   We visit the Azay-le-Rideau Chateau (S30), described by Balzac as “a jewel cut into the Indre.”  An original fortified castle on this site was burned down by Charles VII when he was the Dauphin (heir to the throne).  Passing through town in 1418, Charles believed that he had been treated with disrespect by the guards of the town, and ordered it burned.  You had to be careful whom you insulted in those days.  


From Azay-le-Rideau we head east on the road along the north side of the Indre, passing modest rural houses with lovely flower and vegetable gardens.  At Aulnay, about 3.5 km east of Azay-le-Rideau, a gorgeous old mill, still inhabited, spans the river. We continue upstream along the Indre to la Sablonnière, a hamlet of Saché, where we turn north and head back to Villandry, up a steep hill to the plateau.  We cross over the east-west autoroute A85, soon to be completed from Angers to Vierzon.  Our route passes through the rural town of Druye, where we turn northwest to Villandry.  The last kilometer is downhill into the Valley of the Cher. 
May 7
   Bike Ride #2
Villandry, Langeais, Ussé
 
44 km

At 10 AM we head west from Villandry along the Loire bike route.  After 3km the bike route comes to the confluence (French and English use the same word), the point where the lovely Cher f1ows into the mighty Loire.  Now the road follows the south side of the Loire (S31).  The Loire is the only “untamed” major river in Europe: it has not been dammed to prevent flooding.  The road follows a high levee built to restrain the capricious river.  We cross the Loire on the spectacular Langeais suspension bridge, first built in 1849, partially destroyed during war in 1870 and again in 1940, and then rebuilt in 1950.  


We visit the Chateau of Langeais, built by King Louis XI in just four years (1465-1469) and largely untouched since.  We enter by an impressive drawbridge (S32).  In the gardens at the back of the chateau are the ruins of a tenth century donjon (castle keep), thought to be the oldest surviving donjon in France.  From the ruins of the donjon, there is a lovely view of the gardens and the chateau (S33).   


After lunch in Langeais, we cross the suspension bridge and continue west on the levee of the Loire, through the village of Bréhémont, perched on the Loire.  Some 11 km from the Langeais suspension bridge, we turn south to reach le Chateau d’Ussé.  As we arrive at the chateau, we cross the Indre River on a small bridge (S34).  The chateau inspired the tale of Sleeping Beauty, written by Charles Perrault in 1696, who also wrote Cinderella and Little Red Riding Hood.  The exterior of the chateau still has a fairy tale look (S35).  Leaving the chateau, we return to Villandry along the Loire bike route.    

May 8
   Bike Ride #3
Villandry, Saché, Chinon
       53 km

At 9 AM we load our bags into a van (supplied by the bike shop) for transport to our hotel in Chinon.  We then walk up the road just 300 m to the entrance of the Villandry Chateau, famous for its flower and vegetable gardens (S36-38).  The chateau was built in the early 16th century and developed gardens that reflected the Italian influence at that time.  The gardens fell into disuse, and were revived by Joachim de Carballo, a Spaniard who bought Villandry in 1906 and recreated the magnificent flower and vegetable (or kitchen) gardens we see today.  


Leaving the chateau, we pick up our bikes at the hotel and head south through Druye to Saché.  We are biking through the country of Balzac’s Lily of the Valley, written largely at Saché while he stayed at the home of M. de Margonne, now the Chateau de Saché, converted into a Balzac museum (S44).  

As we approach Druye, we are on the plateau Balzac describes in his novel; we are about 6 km west of where he walked through les landes de Charlemagne.  As we begin our descent into the valley of the Indre, on the left is the Chateau de la Chevrière.  In 2001 the chateau was occupied by an elderly couple; he was a descendant of the family which owned the chateau in Balzac’s day.  Josette and I spent a lovely evening with them discussing the novel and the chateau.  As we approach Saché (Map E) we turn left and follow the Indre River upstream.  The road climbs, and then opens on to a wonderful view of the Chateau de Vonne and the fields below it.  Past Vonne we turn south on the rue de Bol de Lait, so named because it is claimed that Balzac stopped here once and drank a bowl of milk, during one his walks from Tour to Saché.  


We cross the Indre at Pont de Ruan with its historic mills.  One is now operating and open for visits; it is called the moulin de Balzac. We then head downstream toward Saché along the south side of the Indre and stop before the ivy-covered walls of the Chateau de Valesne.  At Saché we cross the Indre at the very place of Balzac’s red mill bridge, and stop at a fishing spot (coup de peche) on the north side of the Indre River, opposite the Red Mill (Moulin Rouge) which is still standing. (S39-41).  


We climb the steep hill to Saché and pass by the inn from the 12th century (S42). In the town square is a 12th century church; in front of the church is a mobile by Alexander Calder (S43).  We have lunch at the Café Balzac on the square. After lunch, we visit the Chateau de Saché (S44), where Balzac lived off and on in the 1820s and 1830s.  We visit the bedroom where he stayed up most nights writing, the dining room where he would entertain guests with his stories, and rooms featuring caricatures of him and descriptions of his work.

From Saché we head south to St. Epain through lovely farm country (S45), and then turn west, following the valley of the Manse River.  We pass through Crissay-sur-Manse, with the village church on the south side of the road, ruins of a 15th century castle on the north side,  and 15th century houses with square turrets.  We continue west to Cravant-les-Coteaux and le Vieux Bourg (the old town), whose church has a 10th century nave.  This is prime Chinon wine country, and we visit a wine estate, Angelliaume, where we taste red wine in a cave and visit the winery.  We then continue west to our hotel in Chinon. 

May 9
  Bike Ride #4    Chinon, Richelieu, Chateau le Rivau
43 km

At 10 AM we ride south to Richelieu (21 km).  From the south side of the bridge at Chinon, on the Quai Danton, we have a marvelous view of le Chateau de Chinon (S46-48).   Imagine standing on the left (west) side of the chateau wall in slide 46 and looking back toward the river: that is the view in slide 47.  Our route south takes us through the rural villages of Marcay and Couesmé, then we turn southwest, passing between the villages of la Guertière, on our left, and Vouzeray, on our right.  In Richelieu, we walk through the walled town featuring a magnificent wooden market hall (S49) to arrive at the site of Richelieu’s chateau.  


Both town and chateau were built in the 1620s by order of Armand Jean du Plessis de Richelieu, who became a bishop in 1607, a Cardinal in 1622, and King Louis XIII’s chief minister in 1624.  The design was by Jacques Le Mercier, who also designed the Sorbonne and Palais Royal in Paris.  The town, a rectangle (700 x 500 m) with the longer edge north and south, is considered a model of urban planning and still reflects its 17th century origins.  The magnificent chateau disappeared after the French Revolution; a few pavilions remain in a huge park of over 1000 acres, with canals and paths lined with chestnut and plane trees.


We ride due north to Champigny-sur-Veude (6.5 km), which lies in a lovely valley of the Veude River.  There was once a formidable 16th century chateau here, but Cardinal Richelieu, feeling it competed with his palace just to the south, ordered it demolished.  A beautiful chapel remains from the chateau.  From Champigny-sur-Veude we continue north to the Chateau de Rivau (4.5 km, S50-51), first built in the 13th century and then fortified in the 15th century during the reign of King Charles VII (the man who burned down Azay and then met Joan of Arc at Chinon).  In Rabelais’ story of  the Picrocholean War, Grandgousier rewards one of his officers, Captain Tolmere, with the Chateau de Rivau at the end of the fighting.  The gardens around the chateau are splendid.  Some of the bushes and trees are sculpted to the shape of animals and people (S52), while the duck pond has amusing plastic figures for the ducks to swim around (S53). We return to Chinon (11 km) via the rural villages of Ligré, le Vau Breton, and Parilly.  

May 10  Bike Ride #5    Montsoreau, Fontevraud-l’Abbaye    50 km


At 9 AM we leave for Montsoreau (21 km), going downstream on the Vienne until it reaches the Loire.  We spend most of the day on the Loire bike route, crossing the Vienne four times.  We cross the river at Chinon to the south side, bike for 4 km downstream, and then cross back to the north side and head northwest to the town of Savigny-en-Veron.  The road then heads back to the Vienne, and follows the river to the bridge at Candes-St-Martin.  From the bridge is a fine view of the confluence of the Vienne and the Loire.  


Slide 54 shows an aerial view of the confluence, looking northeast: the Vienne is the dark river flowing from right to left into the Loire, which is flowing toward the viewer.  Candes-St-Martin is the town in the foreground, bordering the Vienne.  The large building in the middle of the town is the church we visit.  To the right of the church on the hillside is a spectacular view of the confluence.  Slide 55 looks west, downstream on both rivers with the Vienne and Candes-St.-Martin on the left.  The town downstream from Candes-St.-Martin is Montsoreau; the tall building right on the river is the Chateau de Montsoreau.  


Candes-St.-Martin is named for the first Bishop of Tours, who died here in 397.  We visit the church, built in the 12th and 13th centuries and fortified in the 15th.  A short walk up the hill takes us to a great view of the confluence.  We ride our bikes west a short distance downstream to the Chateau de Montsoreau, which we visit.  In his novel, La Dame de Montsoreau, Alexander Dumas recounts a story based on an actual event, in which a cheating wife is forced by her husband to have her lover visit her at the chateau, where the lover is murdered.  So stay alert as you walk through the old chateau.


From Montsoreau we bike south (6 km) to Fontevraud-l’Abbaye (S56).   We have lunch just outside the entrance to the abbey.   The abbey was founded in 1101 and is said to be the largest group of monastic buildings in France.   We visit the abbey, famous for its spectacular romanesque kitchen and a beautiful 12th century church.  The church has a crypt where several of the great Plantagenets are buried: Henri II, Count of Anjou and King of England (1154-1189); his wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine, who died at Fontevraud in 1204; their first son, Richard the Lionheart, King Richard I of England (1189-1199); and Isabella of Angouleme, who was the wife of their second son, John, who was King John I of England (1199-1216).  


These are the same folks portrayed in the 1968 film The Lion in Winter, starring Peter O’Toole (Henry II), Katharine Hepburn (Eleanor of Aquitaine), Anthony Hopkins (Richard the Lionheart) and Nigel Terry (prince John).  The film depicts a family reunion in December 1183 at the Chateau de Chinon, built by Henry II as his primary residence.   The King died at the chateau six years later, on July 6, 1189.   


It was this same Henri II Plantagenet who, either through a careless or deliberate statement, caused the murder of the Archbishop of Cantebury, Thomas Becket, in 1170 in Canterbury Cathedral.  To repent for this foul deed, Henry established a Priory in the Chinon forest, in the parish of Saint-Benoit-la-Foret, about 8 km northeast of Chinon. Near the end of his life, an exhausted Henry was abandoned by his wife and sons, who sided openly with the King of France, Phillippe Auguste, in his disputes with Henry.  Richard, with the support of King Philippe, attacked and defeated Henry on July 4, 1189 and forced him to accept a humiliating peace.  Henry II died two days later, on July 6, 1189.   Richard became king and left for the Crusades in 1190, as did King Phillippe.  But the French king soon returned and struck a deal with Richard’s younger brother John, in which Phillippe would support John’s claim as king in return for much of Richard’s domaine in France.  When Richard returned he fought to regain his land and title, but was mortally wounded in battle.  It seems that everyone wanted a piece of Richard.  While his body rests at Fontevraud next to that of his father, his heart is in Rouen and his entrails are in Poitiers.  


One more note on Richard the Lionheart: 300 years after his death his absence from England because of the Crusades was integrated into the Robin Hood legend.  Originally the name Robin Hood (with various spellings, like Rabunhod) appeared to be assigned to outlaws in general, but by the 16th century the legend was modified to have Robin fighting the established powers in the absence of good King Richard, then occupied by the Crusades.  Robin is transformed from a threat to the kingdom to the defender of the true king, and thereby becomes a suitable subject for children’s stories.  Thus in the 1938 movie, Robin Hood, played by Errol Flynn, leads the Saxons against King John in the name of true King, Richard.  When Richard shows up at the end of the movie, Robin pledges his fealty and the King responds with affection and approves Robin’s marriage to Maid Marian.  The outlaw has entered the royal court.  

From Fontevraud-l’Abbaye we take a small country road southeast to Couzier and Lerné, where we enter Rabelais country and the site of the Picrocholean War (Map F) in Gargantua.  Lerné has a church (S57) from the end of the 12th century, and on the main street the houses are all made of “tuffeau blond”, a local, soft stone blond in color.  Heading east we come to Seuilly Abbey (S58), where the heroic Friar John drove back Picrochole’s army.   Further east is La Divinière (S59), where Rabelais was born.    As we approach La Roche-Clermont we cross the Negron River (S60), which is the “Vède” river of the story, where the flood caused by Gargantua’s horse killed a great number of Picrochole’s troops.  We pass by the chateau la Roche-Clermault (S61), where Picrochole established his military headquarters, and where he was defeated by an army led by Gargantua.  We then turn north on D116, which goes through Parilly and St. Lazare, to the bridge across the Vienne to Chinon, and back to our hotel.

May 11   Bike Ride # 6
Chinon, Villandry, Tours
   55 km

At 9 AM we load our bags into a van (again supplied by the bike shop) for transport to our hotel in Tours.  We walk our bikes through Chinon up the hill for a visit to the Chateau de Chinon.  The distinctive clock tower is just five meters wide and houses displays of the life of Joan of Arc.  The Royal Apartments include the room where Joan correctly identified Charles VII, disguised as a commoner.  This was the same Charles VII who had ordered Azay burned down eleven years earlier.  While he was now nominally King, much of France was occupied by English troops.  He met with Joan of Arc in Chinon on March 6, 1429.  The young girl then left for Orleans where she led French troops to victory over the English in a series of battles in May and June of that year.  The view of the town and Vienne River from the south wall of the chateau is spectacular (S47).


We bike back to Villandry (32 km), heading north from Chinon through Huisme, crossing the Indre River not far east of its confluence with the Loire, and then joining the Loire bike route just west of  le Chateau d’Ussé.  After lunch in Villandry, we continue on along the Loire bike route to Tours (23 km), where we return our bikes and then walk to our hotel. 

May 12-15
Paris

The morning of May 12, we take the train from the Tours station to Austerlitz station in Paris.  For the next three days we will explore Paris.  We will walk on the left bank of the Seine (S62), visit the church of St. Germain des Pres (S63), sample the fare at outdoor taverns (S64), visit the Musée d’Orsay and see the works of the Impressionists (S65-66), admire the architecture of Baron Haussmann (S67), and visit Monmartre, with the Moulin Rouge (68) and la Mère Catherine Restaurant with its classy waiters (S69-70).   It was at this very restaurant that Danton declared in 1793, during the French Revolution: “let’s drink and eat because tomorrow we die” (S71).  On April 5 of the following year, during the Reign of Terror, he was guillotined, condemned to death for his moderate views. 


For much of our time in Paris students will be left to find their own way.  A requirement of the course is to locate the Eiffel Tower (S72).  We return to Toronto on a plane which leaves Paris the morning of May 15.

Some useful websites in English
Cycling on the Loire bike roads:  
http://www.loire-a-velo.fr/index_en.htm
This site contains the originals of the Loire à velo maps.

The Tourist Office of Tours:

http://www.ligeris.com/usa/city.html
Tourism in the Loire Valley

http://www.tourism-touraine.com/GB_en/
Tourist info from the Région Centre: http://www.loirevalleytourism.com/accueil.php?lang=en
Chinon tourist office:


http://tourisme.chinon.com/indexgb.php
Chinon wines:



http://www.chinon.com/wine/index.html
Wikipedia on Tours:


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tours
On this same Wikipedia page, enter Chinon or Azay-le-Rideau under “Search” to get articles on those towns. 
