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            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         
            “Of what shall a man be proud, 
 if he is not proud of his friends?”
            
 
            Robert Louis Stevenson, Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes 
            

         
 
         Long after I gave up eating and sightseeing my way around France, burning more petrol than calories while researching guide books for Which? and the AA, it took a chance invitation to cycle home from Switzerland with a friend to reintroduce me to the pleasures of exploring the back roads of France; and to introduce me to the bicycle as the best tool for the job. France is perfect for cycling, and cycling is perfect for France. It is hardly an original insight, but I had not woken up to it.
         
 
         I had a bicycle already, but did not consider myself a cyclist. I had never done a long ride and had no idea if I would enjoy one or be able to do it. I found I did, and could. I wrote an article about the trip and positive feedback plus the desire to do more rides gave me the idea for this book.
 
         Cycling for pleasure is the idea. A bike ride does not require extreme fitness, special clothing or any gadgetry more technical than a bicycle. It does not have to be a race, an endurance test, a self-improvement campaign or a charity fund-raiser. Rolling along at ten miles an hour is no more and no less than a great way to enjoy rural France. Potter through the orchards and vineyards, stopping to taste wine, look at a church or picnic on the river bank. No need to hold back at lunch time: after a 30-mile afternoon your appetite will not fail. French food never tasted so good, and after a week on the road you will have lost weight.
         
 
         Many holiday cyclists explore a small area of the country. My team prefers the greater variety of a crossing, which makes the bike ride seem like a journey. The logistics are more complicated but not insuperable, with the aid of the train. The rides described here are 400–550 miles (or, as we are in France, 640-880 kilometres) long, and the longer ones took us a long week – two weekends and a week, typically, including a day’s travel at each end of the ride. Many cyclists would cover a much greater distance in that time. Others would prefer to take it more slowly and do the ride in a fortnight. That sounds an extremely sensible approach, and I hope I have included enough information to make it possible. If you want to consult a more detailed map of each route, you can do so on the website:
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            ROUTE 1
 
            SWISS ROLL
 
            Lake Geneva to Caen (about 800km)  September 2007
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               You can find a more detailed map of this route on www.france2wheels.com

            

         
 
          
         
             

         
 
         There comes a stage, and I seem to have reached it, when friends with better-ordered lives keep ringing up with schemes to fill the leisure time that stretches ahead so problematically for them.
         
 
         How would I like to climb Mont Blanc this summer? Not much. Sail the Atlantic? Not at all. Cycle to Switzerland?
 
         I was halfway through my standard “thanks for thinking of me, but…” answer, when I realised that cycling to Switzerland meant cycling through France, and that was something I would very much like to do. “If we can do it in a week, I’m in,” I said.
 
         My friend sounded doubtful. “It’s about 500 miles, you know,” he said, “and I’d rather not be in a hurry.” We agreed to stretch the week to eight days and reduce our daily penance to one hundred kilometres, give or take. How hard could it be, to cycle through green and pleasant France for a few hours in the morning and a few more after lunch? What kind of average speed would we manage? Would we be bored? Neither of us had a clue.
 
         Three decades will soon have passed since I spent a long summer researching The Holiday Which? Guide to France, a fattening assignment whose waking hours were divided equally between eating, driving and visiting. Since then I have done far too much travelling through France on the motorway or in a cramped aeroplane seat.
         
 
         When did I last potter through France, pausing to admire nesting storks in Alsace, transvestite Brazilians in the Bois de Boulogne and other charming idiosyncrasies of French life? My friend’s call unleashed a baying pack of memories. How many years since that glorious plundering of the chariot de desserts in the Grand Monarque in Chartres, highlight of an autumn weekend raid that also featured a sublime beurre blanc on the banks of the Loire at Les Rosiers and a spectacular wine harvest festival party in a village hall near Chinon?
         
 
         When did we last ski until the lifts closed, throw everything in the car and, still in our wet ski clothes, make tracks for the Jura to beat the dining-room deadline in Arbois? If we tore ourselves away from the slopes a little earlier, we could make it as far as Langres and drink flinty vin nature de champagne before unveiling the gooey delights of the not remotely grand Grand Hôtel de l’Europe’s cheese board. It had been far too long. Was that France still there to be explored and enjoyed?
         
 
         Cheap flights have done much to change our travel habits, and the shackles of family life, which I put on rather late, have further reduced room for manoeuvre. But there is a more general explanation, and that is, fashion has moved against the French touring holiday. Thirty years ago, eating and drinking and driving seemed the height of sophistication. As a formula it now seems to offend just about every fashionable preoccupation. If the roly-poly Michelin man was designed to set the wheels in motion and sell rubber, Mr Blow-Out has spare tyres and liver damage on his conscience now. Not even the invention of Nouvelle Cuisine – expensive food for consumers without an appetite – could save the gastro-nomadic experience.
         
 
         Yet the great French restaurant and the family-run country hotel are cultural treasures worth celebrating, along with Bonjour Tristesse and Impression, Sunrise.
         
 
         The answer, of course, is the bicycle. “Meet the future!” as Butch Cassidy declared, popping Sundance’s girlfriend on the crossbar. On our bikes, we can rediscover rural France and do justice to the national gastronomy without guilt or increased risk of crise de foie; pig out, and still come home from holiday fitter and lighter. This would be our project: France on a bicycle, or the Michelin Star weight loss diet.
         
 
         We agreed on a week in September and, miraculously, just about everything else. We wouldn’t do Lycra, sponsorship, cycling shoes, iPods, main roads, sat-nav, support vehicles or big towns (except Chartres). We would not deny ourselves wine with lunch and we would walk up hills if we jolly well felt like it. Selecting only roads coloured yellow or white on the Michelin map – ideally those tinged with green, for scenic value – we would stay cheaply, share a room and spend our money on a good supper.
         
 
         “We’ll be so shattered, we won’t notice the bedroom,” said my friend.
 
         Even our machines were well matched – a Dawes Galaxy and its stable mate the Super Galaxy. Any kind of Galaxy is a prince among touring bikes; light yet solid enough for a long journey with two saddle bags – panniers, we call them – slung over the back wheel.
 
         “No bigger than 20 litres,” advised my friend, the more experienced cyclist of the pair of us, “or you’ll regret it.” My panniers exceeded the approved size, but all the gadgets – lights, camera, batteries, chargers, adapters – left precious little room for clothing, and none for a book. In the bedroom that we would be too shattered to notice, we would be too shattered to read.
         
 
         Galaxy announced his intention to cycle in brogues. “They’re my most comfortable shoes, so it makes sense, don’t you think?” It sounded a heavy choice for one so concerned to keep his load to a minimum, and I was not surprised when he turned up in trainers – a word I’m sure he deplores. Tennis shoes, then.
 
         Over the question of helmets, we dithered. “Perhaps I’ll wear it for going downhill, but not on the flat or when we’re climbing,” suggested Galaxy.
 
         This did not seem the most logical approach, and we would not cycle many miles in France before the first impatient farmer overtook us on a blind corner. After that we found ourselves wearing the helmet more often.
 
         After reversing our route to suit Galaxy’s summer holiday schedule in his Swiss bolthole, we each unrolled the map of France on our kitchen tables and pored over it with magnifying glass and highlighter pen, like generals preparing an invasion.
 
         Our route more or less drew itself: up and over the Jura by the lowest pass we could find, through the Burgundy hills to hit the Loire south of Orléans, via some wine-tasting on the Côte de Nuits near Beaune, and Châteauneuf-en-Auxois (request stop), where Galaxy and Mrs G decided to form a team, all those years ago. I am not the only one with happy French-pottering memories.
 
         After an easy day on the river bank we would push north for Chartres, the Normandy Beaches and home. Sixty-odd miles (100km) a day would take us from Lake Geneva to the Channel in a week: seven full days in the saddle, plus half a day at each end. This was not a Tour de France, but a crossing; an old-fashioned raid, or, as our ancestors used to say, une chevauchée, without the rape and pillage.
         
 
         Why? For the simple pleasure of rolling slowly through a beautiful country, feeling its contours and enjoying its changes of colour, stone, cheese and wine.
 
         I don’t think the question of cycling compatibility occurred to either of us, although it certainly should have. We had never cycled together, in more than 30 years of a typical gamesy male friendship that has flourished on tennis courts, golf courses and ski slopes. Walking up Etna on skis, we fell in step quite effortlessly, neither holding up the other. Why would a cycling tour be any different?
 
         Periods of tension between us have never lasted long or required discussion, and mostly concerned control of the in-car sound system. Music would not be an issue on a cycling trip.
 
         From my days on the guidebook trail, I consider myself a pretty good plotter of routes through France. Give me a map and a red Michelin guide, perhaps supplemented by the Gault-Millau if I am feeling greedy, and I can sniff out a good stopover like a pig after a truffle. It is not just a question of combing the book for rosettes, toques or luxury. At a more modest level, you develop a sense about places listed with no special mention, and learn how to read the rich language of Michelin’s time-honoured hieroglyphics.
         
 
         Michelin now includes descriptions of the establishments it lists. To my mind this adds little to the information value of the guide, dilutes the code-breaking fun of using it and reminds us that it is put together by humans, as likely as the rest of us to lapse into formulaic repetition (décor dans l’air du temps … cuisine au goût du jour …) and the clichés of descriptive summary.
         
 
         But this was Galaxy’s show, and I decided not to interfere. His bible for stopover selection is what he calls the Logis de France “guide” – catalogue, I prefer – which he likes because it is (a) free and (b) a lot lighter than the Michelin. I have my doubts about the reliability of Logis de France, but resolved to keep quiet about them. I knew he was choosing cheaper hotels than he would if travelling with Mrs G, for my sake. He was generous enough not to mention this.
         
 
         It was obviously important to train while Galaxy was away plying the Swiss hairpins at rarefied altitude, and I trialled the Super Galaxy on our annual family holiday in Wales. The saddle felt horribly hard, and after many years on a mountain bike the low-slung road bike position seemed unnatural and contorted.
         
 
         Craning my neck to see the road ahead, I found it hard to imagine spending long hours like this. At the end of the day I would be holding the newspaper above my head in order to read it, like Michelangelo after a day at work on the Sistine ceiling.
 
         I soon worked out how to change gear and brake while sitting up, and rode without mishap to the sea and back, via a short sharp hill which I was relieved to find I could manage. Much-loved roads of which I thought I knew every inch I saw afresh, observing gradations in the landscape as I climbed slowly from the sea, smelling the Welsh bracken and feeling a chill on my face as I cycled alongside a fast-running stream. As I rolled down to the small market town near our house, the sudden warmth of the air hit me, with a vinegary whiff of fish and chips.
         
 
         I remember reading Lawrence Durrell in a book about the Greek islands, recalling how he could smell the citrus groves long before the island of Chios came in sight. Come off it, Larry, I thought at the time. Now I am not so sure. The practice rides made me think: why aren’t we doing the bike tour in Wales? The weather might have something to do with it.
 
         Morges to Malbuisson: 57km
 
         I would have preferred to travel to Switzerland by train, but at the time Eurostar single fares to Paris were overpriced so I flew to Geneva with British Airways for £50, with no extra charge for the bicycle – well done, BA. The thing must admittedly be dismantled and packed in a “recognisable bicycle bag”, and this expensive and bulky item then has to be stowed and carried home by the already laden cyclist. I made do with two cardboard boxes generously donated by Ridgeway Cycles of Wantage, where, after much indecision and looking over my shoulder to check no one I knew was watching, I bought a pair of padded pants. I knew Galaxy would disapprove, doubtless preferring the prep schoolboy’s defence against a beating: three silk handkerchiefs next to the skin. I bought a fingerless pair of cycling gloves too. Grazed palms could easily ruin the trip.
         
 
         My feelings towards BA cooled markedly when it refused to accept my tightly bound panniers as a single item of hand luggage and then failed to load the checked pannier on my flight to Geneva. By the time I gave it up for lost, there was a long queue at Geneva airport’s lost-luggage desk, and I missed not one train to Morges, where Galaxy was drumming his fingers on the table after lunch beside the lake, but two.
 
         The delay was bad enough. Worse was the realisation that the tool I needed for reassembling the Super Galaxy was in the missing pannier. My padded pants were in there too.
 
         On a brighter note, the bicycle itself had arrived undamaged, and I had a lighter load to haul over the Jura. Galaxy’s Swiss Army knife was equal to most of the reassembly task, and a bike shop in Morges did the rest. They also agreed to dispose of my cardboard boxes, a problem I had not considered until it arose on the Place de la Gare in neat and tidy Switzerland.
 
         The hills were alive with the sound of children on their way home from school before we were ready to set off, and our lakeside hotel on the French side of the mountain seemed a remote target. But Galaxy was in no mood for compromise. “If we get behind at this stage, we’ll never catch up,” he said grimly. I had eaten nothing more than a BA snack all day, but this was not the moment to suggest further delay. We needed to get going.
         
 
         Pedalling across a Swiss hillside on a sunny afternoon, with vines to the left and sunflowers to the right, against a backdrop of Alpine peaks mirrored in the receding lake, ought to have been a heavenly experience. In fact it was hell. Having said we would not hurry, we were against the clock from the word go. That was one resolution broken, and we soon broke another, abandoning our empty yellow road for a busy red one that climbed more steadily and saved us… at least a mile.
         
 
         The problem was, we were cycling into a brisk north-easterly. I had noticed white horses on the lake as we came in to land earlier in the day, and the wind had not abated. It would keep the sky clear for the next week, but gave us an early lesson in one of the hard realities of long-haul riding: it is not the hill climbs that get you, but the wind. Hills are finite, with a goal, if not in sight, at least in prospect; and what goes laboriously up usually comes joyfully down. A headwind just keeps blowing you backwards, and it eats into your soul. Note for future reference, if we ever do this kind of thing again: when planning a cycling itinerary, spare a thought for the prevailing wind.
         
 
         It is true that cycling always seems to be into the wind, a natural effect of air resistance as we roll along. Galaxy calls this the anticyclone factor.
 
         Progress improved as our route took a westward turn, but the light was fading fast when we pedalled over the border and hobbled into the first French café we saw. “How’s your backside?” Galaxy asked. Not sure. I might have left it in Switzerland.
         
 
         “To Malbuisson? Un bon petit bout … at least another hour and a half,” said a local soak who was pouring his own drinks from the Pernod bottle. So we put in a call to our hotel to make sure they would keep some food hot for us. “Ah, les cyclistes anglais,” said the iron lady of the house. “We were wondering where you had got to. The kitchen closes in half an hour.” We made it in 25 minutes, hurtling down through the gloaming like two cyclists of the Apocalypse. The final dash for dinner boosted our average speed to 15.6kph – almost 10mph – for the 57.2km ride from Morges, with a top speed of 48.1.
         
 
         “The Englishman tells you how far he has ridden, the Frenchman tells you what he has seen,” said Galaxy, quoting some sanctimonious cycling friend of his (French, obviously). I had seen a lot of my friend’s increasingly sweaty back.
 
         Galaxy disapproves of the speedometer – or computer, as we are supposed to call it – not wishing to become a slave to it. And it is true, you can spend a lot of time staring at the thing. I soon learned to manipulate my average speed by cycling fast for a while, and then stopping, instead of maintaining a steady pace. This was unsociable and ran contrary to the pro-tortoise, anti-hare idea of our trip. But I find it helpful to see the tenths of kilometre tick by, and watching the speedometer helps me up the hill. Galaxy prefers information in miles.
         
 
         Do I need to point out that cycling is mostly an uphill activity? I may not be the only debutant who came to the ball imagining that the ups and downs of hill country – painful toil vs headlong freewheeling pleasure – would balance each other out, as they emphatically do not. It takes no great mathematical genius to work out that since climbing is slow and descending is fast, you will spend far more of the day going up than down. Nor do the ups and downs balance out in terms of average speed: you lose more time going up than you gain on the way down; stop more often, and arrive at your destination even later than your average speed would suggest.
 
         Being the countryman that he is, Galaxy travels with a compass and altimeter; and the map, of course, crumpled in his pocket, whereas my swatch of pages cut out of the road atlas sits in a see-through plastic pouch on the handlebar, where I can glance at it while cycling.
         
 
         I am not sure that we ever needed the compass, although Galaxy was always alert to the potential for engineering a situation where he might be able to whip it out and say: Aha! good job we brought this little chap along.
 
         The altimeter, on the other hand, turned out to be a surprisingly good friend. Our Michelin maps rarely indicate the exact length of each hill, but often mark a spot height at the top. So it is helpful to have a companion calling out the altitude as you break through the invisible contour lines, even if he does it in feet. Another phenomenon that regular cyclists may recognise is that of struggling to make headway on a road that looks completely flat or even slightly downward-sloping, but is in fact an ascent, as confirmed by the altimeter.
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               Our route more or less drew itself
               

            

         
 
         Few words were exchanged over supper, but a sense of achievement hovered above the table like a halo. In difficult circumstances, we felt we had not done too badly. Many tiring hills lay ahead of us, but surely nothing to compare with our conquest of the Jura’s mighty Col de Jougne (1008m), a watershed between the drainage basins of the Rhine and Rhône. Beneath the table, it was a relief to be able to feel my chair. I had done my prep on the subject of cycling and penile numbness, and if my pants failed to turn up, Willie Walsh might have an ugly lawsuit on his hands.
         
 
         In the small hours I could sense Galaxy fretting about the prospect of another delayed start in the morning. It was a relief to hear a horn at the door at dawn and pull back the curtains to witness the delivery of one small black bag, with its precious cargo of protective underwear. We were ready to go.
         
 
         The hotel we stayed in at Malbuisson has since closed, but the lakeside resort makes a good target for a half day’s ride from Lausanne or thereabouts. We would stay there again, ideally at Le Bon Accueil, a converted farmhouse with a Michelin star for the cuisine, and a promising bunch-of-grapes symbol for its list of Arbois and other Jura wines.
         
 
         Malbuisson to Pierre-de-Bresse: about 100km
 
         All morning we cruised effortlessly downhill, not in one headlong rush but in rolling stages, with changes of landscape as we lost height, from forest and timber mills to vineyards and vegetable gardens. Nor were we the slowest road users out on this sunny September morning: near the département boundary between Doubs and Jura we overtook a horse-drawn holiday caravan, and punched the air as we passed.
         
 
         On the final long run down to Arbois the Super Galaxy hit a new top speed of 62.3kph, and kept it going into the built-up area for the puerile thrill of breaking the speed limit on a bicycle. Galaxy rested his case for the prosecution about the evils of the computer.
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               Not the slowest on the road
               

            

         
 
         September is a busy time for rural festivals in France. We were a day too late for the descent of the cows from the high pastures on the ski slopes of Métabief, and in Arbois we just missed the Fête du Bouis wine harvest festival, when local vignerons carry their finest grapes to St Just’s church, and string them up all together in the crossing, a giant grape chandelier – the Bouis – that hangs there for weeks, buzzing with wasps and slowly rotting. Newly hung, the Bouis was gleaming and resplendent when we walked stiffly up the aisle to admire it, before a good lunch at La Cuisance.
         
 
         Internet translation websites have a lot of confusion to answer for, and  a few good jokes. I am not the kind of tourist who brings  chortle-inducing menu translations back  from holiday to share with long-suffering friends at home, but it would  not be fair to leave La Cuisance without saluting this collector’s item,  from the English version of the restaurant’s website.
 
          
         
            Jura wines
 
            Drinking local wine that we don’t find at home is an old-fashioned treat that adds to the pleasure of a visit to a beautiful region, especially when the wine is good. Vin jaune is the pride of the Jura cellar, and poulet au vin jaune a signature dish. There is nowhere better to eat and drink it than Jean-Paul Jeunet’s hotel/restaurant on the Rue Grande in Arbois. Jeunet has two Michelin stars, so you will be in for a pound, not a penny.
            
 
            Vin jaune matures for at least six years and three months in barrels which are not topped up in the usual way, a film of yeast forming on the surface to stop oxidisation and the production of vinegar. A complex wine emerges, often likened to sherry, but unfortified. It is bottled in 62cl clavelins, the difference between 62 and the conventional 75cl representing the so-called “angels’ share”. Vin jaune is at its best ten years after bottling, but keeps much longer, is expensive, and needs a few hours to breathe. Most restaurants serve it by the glass. Drink with Comté cheese or a local chicken dish.
            
 
            Château-Chalon is the most prestigious name in Jura wine, and a beautiful village to visit. All its wine is vin jaune, and those words do not appear on the Château-Chalon label. Visit Berthet-Bondet by prior appointment; www.berthet-bondet.net, 0033 384446048.
            
 
            Another Jura speciality, vin de paille is a sweet wine produced by drying the grapes for at least six weeks traditionally but not necessarily on a bed of straw, and aged in the barrel for three years. It is often served chilled with foie gras or as a pudding wine. Arbois rosé is a more affordable treat: connoisseurs who take a dim view of rosé in general make an exception for it, for the good reason that it is red wine, unusually pale in colour. Other Jura drinks include Macvin, a liqueur wine fortified with marc du Jura; and crémant du Jura, fizzy white or rosé.
            

         
 
         “Located on the river bank, in the historic center of the village of Arbois, we invite you to add to the pleasure of the puck, lulled by the singing of The Cuisance.” The explanation for this bizarre formulation may be a confusion between the French words palet – a puck, as smacked about in a game of hockey – and palais (palate). So it is not really the fault of the internet, but a spelling mistake by the French inputter.
         
 
         Cuisance is not an olde worlde word for cookery, but the local river, a tributary of the Loue and thus a sub-tributary of the Doubs. It is hard to think of a French river with an ugly name, although the Meuse sounds a bit brown and lugubrious, and the Cuisance must be one of the prettiest of them all. It has twin sources in a nearby reculée – the geomorphological spécialité du pays, a bit like a box canyon, of which we had admired a fine example before hurtling down to town in the morning – and flushes into the Loue, so to speak, after a mere 20 miles (35km) of rapid and exuberant life.
         
 
         The name Arbois has a nice ring to it too, and it is one of my favourite French towns, a grey-gold place where the rugged honesty of the Franche-Comté meets the opulent savoir-vivre of Burgundy; of rhythmic arcades, solid belfries and interesting local wines and cheeses that rarely make their way abroad. Unpretentious but not in the least dull, good-looking but not too pretty, Arbois is just right. Louis Pasteur grew up there and never lost his attachment to the place and his beloved Cuisance, understandably enough. His simple town house is a small and in a quiet way rather touching museum; a good introduction, as they say, to the man and his work, which was rooted in the terroir jurassien.
         
 
         Lons-le-Saunier, Salins-les-Bains… Franche-Comté is rich in saline springs, and salt was a pillar of the local economy from the early Middle Ages, extracted not by natural evaporation but in boilers. In an ideal world, our itinerary would have included a salt detour to see the utopian 18th-century architect Claude-Nicolas Ledoux’s ideal city at Arc-et-Senans: brave new world industrial architecture, much influenced by the ideas of Rousseau, with warehouses and offices built like Greek temples and now offering an unusual style of B&B. Ledoux placed his royal salt factory close to the source of fuel for the boilers, the forest of Chaux, and built wooden aqueducts (saumoducs) to bring the saline water (saumure) from Salins-les-Bains. Salins has charm and is also worth a visit, with a new salt museum in its factory, la Grande Saline).
         
 
         From Arbois to Salins-les-Bains is a ride of 14km, and the same again from Salins to Arc-et-Senans, via Galaxy’s favourite French hotel, the Chateau de Germigney at Port-Lesney. Mention his name and you will be well received, and he and Mrs G may find an upgraded bottle of wine waiting in their usual suite when they next visit.
         
 
         Ignoring Ledoux and the blandishments of Germigney, we pursued our blinkered course out into La Bresse, a marshy region best known for its chickens, which wear the proud badge of their own Appellation Contrôlée. There are few great sights but plenty of lesser treats for the passing cyclist to enjoy: barns the size of churches, colourfully tiled roofs, an abundance of wildlife, and no hills.
         
 
         Pierre-de-Bresse is not a village I would ever have expected to visit, but we arrived in time to tour the château and its local museum gave us insight into life in this quiet corner of la France profonde. Facing the château, the Hôtel de la Poste fitted the bill exactly: decoratively challenged and not exactly the last word in luxury, but friendly, cheap, and run by every member of a busy family, with a good chef among them who turned out an excellent poulet aux girolles. Hotels like this used to be at the heart of the pleasure of exploring France. If only there were more of them left.
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               Flat out in flat country
               

            

         
 
          
         
            Poulet de Bresse
 
            The cornerstone of classical French cuisine is not the fattened goose liver, the truffle or the crayfish tail, but the Bresse chicken, described by Brillat-Savarin in La Physiologie du Goût (1825) as “reine des volailles, volaille des rois”. The proud Bressans believe it was a stay in their region and a chicken dinner that provoked good king Henri IV to express the noble wish that all his French subjects should be able to enjoy “poule au pot”.
            
 
            After the farmers of La Bresse took legal action to defend their product against cheap and unworthy imitations, a rectangle of about 100 x 40km in Ain, Saône-et-Loire and Jura départements won appellation d’origine contrôlée status in 1957. Two hundred poultry farms produce one million chickens a year, less than 10% for export.
            
 
            The Bresse chicken is a white bird of the Gauloise race, with a red crest and blue feet. Every aspect of its diet, development and living space is controlled. At five weeks old it is allowed out of doors to forage and build up its strength, and at four months, fully grown and well muscled, it moves back inside to grow fat in a wooden cage (épinette), having had its nails cut to prevent self-harm by scratching. Two weeks later, smooth and white of flesh, firm, fat and succulent, it is ready for the poulailler and the pot. The rules are slightly different for the poularde (a fatty young hen) and the chapon (capon – castrated young cockerel) which is traditionally served at Christmas.
            
 
            Every December sees a round of competitive fairs in the region – Les Glorieuses de la Bresse – at Louhans, Bourg-en-Bresse, Pont-de-Vaux and Montrevel, with the winning chapons despatched to the Elysée and Matignon palaces. For more information and recipes see www.pouletdebresse.fr
            

         
 
          
         Pierre-de-Bresse to Châteauneuf-en-Auxois: about 80km
 
         In no hurry to say goodbye to the Bresse, we pedalled slowly away through the autumn morning and paused on a bridge to watch a family of swans fight the powerful Doubs, seven cygnets lined up in their mother’s slipstream, while a kingfisher flashed across the water, working the banks. The Doubs had grown up a lot in the 24 hours since we crossed an infant stream feeding the lake at Malbuisson.
 
         Coiled in the eastern corner of France, the Doubs travels nearly 300 miles/500km to cover the short distance from its source to its confluence with the Saône not far from where we stood. If we had thrown in a twig at Malbuisson, would we have beaten it to this bridge? My powers of mental arithmetic admitted defeat.
 
         Galaxy was on a mission to swim in every possible major river on our route, and this was our chance to tick off the Doubs, although our hands were still cold and the river’s strong current and steep banks would dissuade all but the most determined bathers. But the river-bathing ritual is a baptismal homage to nature more than a cooling-down exercise. Via the front lawn of a static caravan, we made our way to the river bank. Galaxy took the plunge, Super Galaxy selflessly holding the towel.
         
 
         The Saône was next on our hit list, and Galaxy had scarcely dried off before we reached Seurre, which proudly advertises its tourisme fluvial, activités nautiques, restaurant de la plage, port de plaisance etc. The restaurant looked thoroughly depressed, a large boulder blocked the bottom of a cracked concrete slide and a rusty notice informed us of a bathing ban imposed in 1995.
         
 
         Not wishing to flout the law in so public a place, we pedalled up stream for a few minutes and found a path down to the water at Pouilly-sur-Saône. If there was a Baignade Interdite sign here, we looked the other way, and relied on the villagers to do the same as we found a quiet spot for a furtive dip, without disturbing the Phoenician barges which are said to lie at rest on the river bed. The Saône is a quieter river than the Doubs, and Pouilly would be a pleasant place to drop anchor. Its website humbly alerts the visitor to the possibility of renting a pitch at le camping municipal by the year, to fish or do nothing.
         
 
         As well as its Hôtel de la Poste, its piste de pétanque and its Bar des Sports, the French village of our imagination comes with a sweet-smelling boulangerie where the whole world passes through the door each morning to discuss their ailments and collect the pain quotidien – with the request “pas trop cuit, s’il vous plaît” (not too well cooked) solemnly repeated as if the thought had occurred that very morning; and an alimentation générale where under one roof we find all we need for the perfect picnic: cheese, pâté, fruit, wine. All we need now is a penknife with a sharp blade and a corkscrew; and our plastic cup overfloweth.
         
 
         Sad to report, the French rural economy has been through the same convulsions as ours, and for the same reasons. Cycling along the back roads, we crossed village after lifeless village with no commercial activity whatever. For picnic provisions, we would have to divert to the main road and edge-of-town hypermarkets. How sad is that?
 
         Between Pierre-de-Bresse and Aloxe-Corton we passed not a single shop, and arrived in the wine village thirsty and resigned to our not-so-terrible fate of another restaurant lunch. As the church clock wound up to strike one, we made straight for the wine dégustation booth, only to have the door slammed in our faces without apology. “It was the paulée last night, and maman is tired,” said a sour-faced child, referring to the village knees-up at the end of the wine harvest. So: another local festival missed, and our fantasies of naked grape-trampling would have to be shelved for another year.
         
 
         There was, of course, another explanation for the failure of maman’s hospitality. “I expect they saw our helmets,” I said. What cyclist would ever buy wine? “This one,” said Galaxy, who would collect his purchases on the next return journey from Switzerland in the Subaru.
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         With a hilly afternoon in prospect, we had been counting on Aloxe-Corton to come to our aid in the puck-pleasuring department, and were disappointed to find it had nothing to offer, not even a café. So much for wine villages. The sound and sight of their names set such delightful hormones coursing around our system, we expected the places themselves to be delightful too. But once we got over the thrill of seeing the famous name on a sign beside the road, and had taken our pictures of it, they were mostly grey and dull places, where serious business was done behind closed doors.
         
 
         The nearby town of Beaune is no mere wine village but a haut lieu of Burgundian culture, a luxuriant weave of medieval art and good living. In a car, we could have driven there in ten minutes and had any number of restaurants to choose from. On a bicycle, it would have meant an extra hour’s hard labour.
         
 
         There was nothing for it. Slinging a weary leg over the cross-bar we set off through the hateful and overpriced vineyards, swearing that never again would a drop of Aloxe-Corton, nor even the great and self-important Corton, pass our lips. That’ll teach them.
 
         At which point Le Charlemagne hove into view – a roadside restaurant, out on its own, near the wine village of Pernand-Vergelesses. Never mind what sort of restaurant: if it served food, we were keener than Dijon mustard. A spotty teenage waitress intercepted us at the door and looked us up and down with a sceptical eye. “Are you sure you want to eat here? We have a Michelin star, you know.”
 
          
         
            Art and wine in Beaune
 
            Half a day in downtown Beaune is all it takes to see and taste the best of Burgundy.   
 
            The sightseeing part of the experience is the Hôtel Dieu, a hospital founded in 1443 by Nicolas Rolin, chancellor of Burgundy, for the benefit of the poor of the here and now, and himself later. The visit takes about an hour and its highlights are the superb gabled courtyard with its timbered galleries and the definitive Burgundian roof of geometrically patterned coloured tiles; the 50-metre great ward or “salle des pauvres” with double beds and chapel; and Roger van der Weyden’s polyptych of the Last Judgement, which originally stood in the chapel.   
            
 
            The hospital has been and still is funded by charitable donations, notably of prime local vineyards of which it now possesses more than 60 hectares. Revenue from wine sales and tourist visits helps the cause. The Hospices de Beaune wine auction, conducted by Christie’s every November, is the focus of the three-day event, Les Trois Glorieuses. In 2011, 618 barrels of wine (228 litres each) raised more than five million euros.   
            
 
            From the Hôtel Dieu it is a short walk to the monastery church of the Cordeliers, which now houses the marché aux vins. On payment of a small entrance fee you can wander at leisure through the beautiful vaulted spaces tasting as you go, from white burgundy and cheerful Beaujolais to the big reds of the Côte de Nuits, using a tastevin which is yours to keep. The wines are available for sale, and the list ranges from humble aligoté (the basis for the abominable kir) to magnums of Corton costing more than £1000 apiece. Not all are open for tasting, but the selection always includes some top wines. There is no pressure to spit out the wine, but if you want to appreciate the best offerings, don’t be carried away in the early stages.
            

         
 
         Yes, and we have a credit card. We have cycled all morning, and we are hungry. Reluctantly the girl pointed us towards the lavatory, which was black and shiny, with orchids.
         
 
         At such moments one could easily feel victimised. It was not as if we were caked in dust and oil. In tennis shirts and what golfers describe as tailored shorts, we would have passed muster at the stuffiest country club in the land. The waitress had simply observed our bicycles and made the assumption that we belonged with football supporters and people who travel in coaches, in the broad category of those who are unsuitable. Cyclists do not buy wine, and they do not eat in Michelin-starred restaurants. Well, sorry, these two did.
         
 
         A good lunch it was too, in a trendy Asian-fusion style that set us up nicely for the rigours in store. We tackled the steep vineyard côte in the heat of the afternoon and after nearly an hour’s toil dismounted at the village of Fussey to find the Marcillet family enjoying a pause in their seasonal labour: they had just finished the vendange in their lower vineyards, and were about to start on the upper slopes. We paused too, and in the cool of their vaulted cave recovered our strength and our faith in French hospitality, sipping and mostly spitting Bourgogne Chardonnay, Hautes Côtes de Nuits and Savigny-lès-Beaune, priced between five and ten euros a bottle; not forgetting the new-season moux, fizzy and already alcoholic after a few days in the vat. Madame Marcillet noted our order in a leather-bound ledger for payment on collection, as and when; at the end of the next ski season, probably. No deposit required.
         
 
         Many ups and downs later we reached the fortress village of Châteauneuf-en-Auxois, where a young British couple has realised the dream of a new life in la belle France. In their spotless B&B, they gave us a fine example of the love-hate relationship that persists between our nations.
         
 
         “Yes, we absolutely love it here,” the owner told me, “but have you heard the great news?” I knew exactly what he was referring to: France’s defeat at rugby the previous evening, by Argentina. Why is that great news? Looking into the murky depths of my twisted soul, I won’t deny that traces of atavistic anti-French sentiment are to be detected. But surely we ought to make some effort to bury them.
 
         Châteauneuf-en-Auxois to Vézelay: about 90km
 
         Cycling alongside the Canal de Bourgogne in the morning, we called a cheerful bonjour to fishermen who had been out in the chilly autumn mist all night and, to judge from their non-committal reaction to our greeting, not catching much. We soon had to leave the canal and cross a busy Route Nationale: a terrifying moment. Two hedgehogs on the motorway, we nervously tightened our chin straps before wobbling out into the traffic storm. Somehow it spared us, and we disappeared gratefully into the hinterland once more.
         
 
         In the first village we reached after crossing la Nationale, a lady of advancing years was busy with the important task of sweeping up dust in the road. Placing one hand in the small of her back, she straightened up to greet us. “Bonjour, messieurs!” she sang out, her voice a joyful peal of bells. “Vous allez loin?”
         
 
         “La Manche!” we called back, wondering if she had been one of the young beauties who showered kisses on the liberating army in ’44.
         
 
         “O là là!”
         
 
         Her laughter followed us to the edge of the village, where a large Charolais cow also raised its head to watch us go by. Wide-eyed and unblinking, it walked along the fence beside us until it ran out of field. If people wonder what you actually see when cycling through France on the back roads, the answer is: cows. You also see houses and front gardens, and occasional glimpses of laundry. There are lots of barking dogs too.
 
         The French – sorry: many French people – consider it quite appropriate to leave a dog alone all day in the garden with nothing to do but race up and down the fence, baying hostility at passing strollers and cyclists and hurling itself at the gate with a heart-stopping howl of fury. The dogs that sniff you coming and start barking well in advance are fine. The terrifying ones are those that lie low until you are just passing the gate, no more than a few feet from its bars, dreaming of lunch or old girl friends, and then… Crash! After you recover your composure, having just avoided wobbling into the path of an oncoming truck, you swear you will never again let a dog surprise you. But you will. They can sense unreadiness, and pounce. Some of the dogs we passed may have a collection of scalps in the kennel, of their cyclist victims sent skeetering across the road. Result!
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         Cycling and motoring itineraries differ in this respect: car tours are constructed around points of special interest; on a bike ride you see things, and eat and sleep in places, that happen to be on the way. Both kinds of itinerary lead to the hill of Vézelay, which wins three stars from the green Michelin for its 12th-century pilgrimage basilica and the same in my red bible for Marc Meneau’s gastronomic pilgrimage hotel L’Espérance. Vézelay marked the exact mid-point of the line we had drawn across France. L’Espérance would be our halfway house.
         
 
         Like pilgrims of old, we saw the church towers from afar and watched them fail to grow appreciably larger as we toiled along. After a hard afternoon in the Morvan hills it was a relief to find L’Espérance on the valley floor, dump our bikes and go for a walk. Nor were we the first pilgrims to check into a cheap B&B hotel across the road from L’Espérance. Running such establishments in walking distance of trophy restaurants must be a good business. They are rather like the birds that live on the backs of hippos, grooming them and feasting on their bugs. If the Meneaux found them too annoying, they could always open a cheap annexe of their own.
         
 
         “Would you like to meet my husband?” Madame Meneau asked, when we presented ourselves for dinner. It was an unexpected honour, and a slightly disconcerting one, to have the great man sit down to watch us eat.
 
         “Pas comme ça!” M Meneau said severely, when I dipped the flesh of an oyster in the mound of rock salt on which it had been served. “The salt is for decoration.” Oops.
         
 
         We had warned the Meneaux that we were arriving by bike, hoping that they would look kindly on the shortcomings of our travelling wardrobe. Marc Meneau had constructed a special menu for us, starting with a sumptuous thick soup, as he explained, “to rebuild your strength at the beginning of the meal”. The soup did the job, and we attacked the ensuing banquet with gusto, drinking his brother’s Vézelay rouge (“much better than mine!”) while the chef expounded his culinary
 
          
          
          
         St-Père-sous-Vézelay to Ousson-sur-Loire: about 100km
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         Ousson-sur-Loire to Artenay: about 110km
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         Artenay to Senonches: about 100km
 
          
          
          
          
          
          
         Senonches to St-Julien-le-Faucon: about 115km
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            The Madame Bovary trail
 
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
            
         
 
          
         St-Julien-le-Faucon to Ouistreham: about 55km
 
          
          
          
          
          
         
            
         
 
          
         Hotels (with restaurants unless stated)
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