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coast. Roadside cycle route markers

showed the ascent for each hilland the

distance to the top of the col.

Travelling through the mountains
of the Alpes-Maritimes and on to
the Alpes-de-Haute-Provence, |
enjoyed crystal-clear mountain air and
breathtaking views of distant, snow-
covered peaks, along with forests and
inviting valleys. | began to appreciate
just how big Franceiis.

I’d love to mention all the inviting
villages | stayed at along they way, but
will settle for describing Castellane.
It’s an ancient town set around a
central square, with sand-coloured
buildings fitted with light
green and blue shutters.
The main feature is a huge
rocky outcrop, Le Roc,
whichrises up above
the town. Atits summit
is the Notre-Dame du
Roc chapel.

My ride continued to
nearby Lake Verdon,
the fourth-largest lake
in France, which was created by the
hydroelectric dam at its southern end.
The turquoise lake is something to
behold, with high wooded cliffs to one
side and the road backed by steep
cliffs to the other.

| continued over the hillsinto the
wide valley of the River Durance, which
is bracketed by mountains on either
side. My route was a well-made path
alongside a wide irrigation canal. It
went on for miles. The town of Sisteron
is a must-see inthe Durance valley.

A citadel commands the narrow

gap in the mountains at this point.
This is where Napoléon was held up
by royalist forces. Thanks to them
eventually relenting and opening the
gates, he was able to go on to Paris.

Following the Loire

The rest of the route to Grenoble
consisted of longrides, as | moved
away from the River Durance and up
some long ascents. One day, aftera

Opposite: Vic’s arrival at Orléans, with the
Joan of Arc statue in the background

Top: A welcome stop in the Alpes-Maritimes
Right: The ancient hilltop town of Aurec-sur-
Loire in south-central France

“The barman

recharged the
battery while |
downed a pint
in the evening

sunshine”

climb of 4,000ft, my battery power
was running very low so | stopped at
an open-air bar. The barman gladly
recharged the battery while | downed
apintinthe evening sunshine.

My final stop before Grenoble was
at Corps, a picturesque
village with a steep
valley to one side and
mountains to the other.
If you want the full
old-fashioned French
hotel experience, stay
here at the HOtel de la
Poste. The maitresse de
maison even provided
some escargots to try
as a free extra with my evening meal.

The next day was virtually all
downhill to Grenoble, which sits
beneath a beautiful arc of snow-clad
mountains. From here | followed
therivers Isere and Rhéne on some
excellent cycleways, including the
ViaRhéna. After Valence, | headed up
into the Massif Central on a well-made
cycleway on a former mining railway
line. But this only got me part of the
way: | stillhad some mountainous hills
to climb. Finally, | arrived at the ——>

gladly

Tour&explore

Fact file
Med to Manche

Route: Nice to Dieppe via
Cannes, Grenoble, source of
the River Loire, Orléans, River
Seine and Dieppe.

Distance: 1,000 miles (1,609
km), including 18 in the UK, over
20 days of cycling and two
restdays.

Getting there: Ferry to Dieppe.
Train to Paris and then a night
train to Nice. For details, see
bit.ly/vic-ient-night-train-
south.

Conditions: Road and cycle
paths were excellent; | think |
saw one pothole! It was mostly
sunny and dry in May and June,
with temperatures of 15-23°C
and occasionalrain.
Maps/guides: Mostly lused
IGN Top 100-series paper
maps. | also had the IGN Rando
app on my phone and The River
Loire Cycle Route guide
(Cicerone).

Bike: Giant Explorer E+1touring
bike with 2x10 manual gears
and five e-bike settings.
Accommodation: There are
plenty of campsites, gites and
hotels enroute but few hostels.
| stayed in small hotels that cost
£50-£95 per night.
I'mgladlhad.. My French
cycling cape, which was
excellent for keeping the rain
out onthe few wet days.
Nexttime | would... Get amount
formy phone so it could be
positioned on my handlebar.
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