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Friday, 27th May 
 
 
 
We (Ivan and Peter) met up with Dai and Sue and Witold and Ewa at the 
Gordano Services on the M5 just South of Bristol at about 3pm. After an 
indifferent start the weather was clear and sunny. We risked taking the roof off 
and set off for Plymouth about 3:30. The ferry was due to leave at 10pm, so we 
weren’t pushed for time. We turned off for South Brent and descended on the 
Royal Oak there for a meal just before six. They had several fine ales on offer, 
as it was the start of an ‘Ale and Cider Festival’ weekend, but we had to 
restrain ourselves, of course. (more’s the pity) The food was good, but they 
managed to bodge up three chicken orders – apologies, discounts and free 
chips!  
 
And so on to Plymouth, arriving there (with only one navigational hiccough) 
well before 9 o’clock. No problems boarding, decent position on the grid, 
relaxing drink and a good night’s sleep. It was a bank holiday weekend and the 
beginning of half term week, so there were scores of children around. 
 
  



 
Saturday, 28th May 
 
We docked in Roscoff on time at 7:00 am (local time, one hour ahead of UK) 
and were away quickly and without trouble. We soon found a small café for 
petit déjeuner (coffee and croissants); apart from one or two locals we were the 
first in, but by the time we left they were queuing! Our plan was to head for the 
south coast of the Brittany peninsular via Brest and Quimper, then proceed via 
the coastal route; this we did. (But I wish someone had told me they were 
building a new tram system in Brest! Ivan.) We had a pleasant coffee break in 
Concarneau (where I was given the pen with which I’m writing this) then, after 
much twisting and turning on minor roads, to L’Orient for a pavement lunch. 
Very enjoyable, but time had slipped by and we could no longer dawdle, so we 
struck off to Bournezeau via the major roads (we even resorted to paying for a 
stretch on the autoroute!) arriving at about 5:30 with much honking and 
waving from a fleet of passing cars just before turning into the gite. There was 
a cheerful welcome from Rudy and Gonnie, Clive and Margaret and Dave and 
Sharron. 

      
The gite was one of a group of farm buildings belonging to a small chateau 
nearby, set about a rectangle of grass (about 10m x 20m) surrounded in turn by 
a broad band of gravel. The accommodation block – double rooms with two 
communal sitting rooms and two kitchens – lay along a long side of the 
rectangle. 
  



On the two short sides were an old stable block with a saddlery, still 
unrenovated, and a partly renovated piggery and barn. 

 
The buildings on the second long side were completely, but completely, 
covered In a dense tangle of vines and shrubbery. Behind the piggery was an 
open air pool with sun loungers! We were immediately taken with the place. 

                               
We unpacked and organised ourselves and a kitty (very ably managed by 
Margaret throughout the week) was set up for food and drink purposes. A food 
party went off to a (not so) nearby supermarket. Witold took charge of the bar-
b-q and in no time we were enjoying an excellent meal outside on the gravel, 
very pleasant, good food, good company, beautiful evening. We had arrived! 
Only one snag – half of the gite was without hot water! 
  



Sunday, 29th May 
 
Gorgeous sunny morning and a leisurely start. Rudy and Gonnie had been into 
the village for fresh bread and croissants (as they were to do all week) and 
breakfast lingered on. We set off soon after 11:30, all six cars in convoy with 
Witold leading, aiming for Les Sables d’Olonne on the coast about 55km  
away. A good choice.  

 
A fine arching 
bay, sunshine, 
rocks and pools 
initially then flat 
sand, some surfers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
We had coffee  and 
coke at a little place on 
the beach. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We were a little concerned that, having told the gite owner we would be back 
by four o’clock to pay him the deposit which we had avoided on Saturday, if 
we weren’t careful, we might be late. 
  

	  

	  



 
 
So, somewhat 
reluctantly, we headed 
back to the cars and 
then, on to Bournezeau 
via the town of Olonne 
and, although 
hampered by necessary 
re-routing in the town, 
arrived at the gite at 
4:05, just in time to see 
Monsieur returning 
from the pool. 
He was affable and friendly; his English was good and he was happy to outline 
his family history. His was the 13th generation on this land. His mother 
(Madame), one of three sisters, is 84 years old. (She is staying, alone it seems, 
in the chateau. Later in the evening, he brought her round to meet us all.) The 
estate used to be 4500 hectares; it is now 45 hectares, the result of successive 
selling off in order to survive. Monsieur is unmarried. He works in the Port 
trade (Taylor’s) in Oporto in Portugal, but, with a scheduled EasyJet flight 
from Oporto to La Rochelle, he comes over regularly to help his mother. A 
recent €40000 government grant went on repairing half of the chateau 
windows. 
 
Time for a swim (for some) and a 
shower (Sharron had stumbled on 
the hot water controls concealed 
behind a notice board by the door), 
then another BBQ by Clive and 
Witold (chicken legs, pork, 
sausages, salad, potatoes). 
 
Fine evening. Fine Merlot. 
 
  

	  

	  



Monday, 30th May 
 
We left the gite for the Ile de Ré about 11:30am and arrived at the long toll 
bridge, the only road from the mainland on to the island, at about 12:55pm 
after an uneventful journey through miles of flat, flat, flat farmland. It was 
overcast at first with a drizzle at breakfast, but on the island it was brilliant 
sunshine. We parked up at St Martin de Ré on the North coast and wandered 
into the town by way of a lighthouse and the harbour. 
 

          
 
Eventually, we presented ourselves for lunch at L’Embarcadère Fruits de Mer 
Restaurant. We were not impressed; it was a good half hour before we were 
served, very expensive and food none of us would write home about! 
 
We strolled around the town – boutique, boutique, boutique – a second rate St 
Tropez, we thought! 
 
We drove to the western tip of the island, turned around without stopping and 
returned to Bournezeau. Witold and Rudy took the fast route home and were 
waiting at the gite when the rest of us arrived. 
 
We ate inside. Witold and the ladies worked wonders with fried eggs, bacon, 
ham, salad and bread. Reduced to rosé wine, though. Corrie was on the TV 
(it’s Corrie week in UK this week – every bloody night!) so Sue, Margaret and 
Dai were unavailable for half an hour or so. 
 
Sharron promised us a bread and butter pudding tomorrow. A proper bread and 
butter pudding ….. 
  



Tuesday, 31st May 
 
A shopping trip, a very spread out petit déjeuner and a late start. We aim for 
Coulon to savour the Venise Verte, an extensive, conserved wild-life marsh 
area threaded with waterways, originally constructed by Dutch engineers. We 
arrived at 1:15pm and hired two boats ( two parties of six). Provided with a 
map of the waterways and a couple of paddles, we finally identified the sharp 
and blunt ends of the boats and set of into the unknown. 

 
It took some time for the 
paddlers to settle into their 
stride and for the 
navigators to identify the 
intended route, but 
eventually it all came 
together. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Great fun, not much 
wildlife – two geese, two 
ducks, one vole – very 
enjoyable, 10 minutes or 
so over the allotted 90, but 
no complaints. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We demolished a rather 
splendid French “cream tea” before heading back home. All hands to prepare 
the evening meal – goulash by Witold and Ewa, bread and butter pudding by 
Sharron and a replenished stock of red wine. Excellent! Thank you speech 
from Dai. 
Emmerdale! UK’s got talent!! Corrie!!!   Early night. 

	  

	  



Wednesday, 1st June 
 
This was ‘do your own thing’ day! 
 
Peter and Ivan’s day 
 
About 9:00am we set off for Oradour-sur-Glane, some 200 km away, near 
Limoges, the site of a village destroyed by the Nazi SS in June, 1944; 642 
people were massacred there. We arrived about 12:30pm. The entrance to the 
remains of the preserved village is via an architectured “Centre de la Mémoire” 
with a series of display areas where the historical background, the destruction 
of the village and the trials of the perpetrators are described and portrayed. 
Through the centre lies the remains of the village, sombre, silent, poignant. 
 
 
 

Ruins of homes and shops, a   
Singer sewing machine,  

 abandoned vehicles red with  
 rust …… 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
… street after street. A desolate place. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
We had a very pleasant lunch in the neighbouring rebuilt village and headed 
back to Bournezeau, arriving just after 7pm. 
  

	  

	  



Rudy and Gonnie’s day 
 
On our day off in the Vendee we visit the salt making area near Sable d'Olonne 
and La Roche sur Yon, the Napoleon city. The visit on the Saltmaking was 
very interesting for us and we have made a lot of pictures over there.  
 

        
 

  
 
After we visit La Roche because we had to buy our presents for the chinese 
raffle on Friday.  
 
Dave and Sharron’s day 
 
Dave and Sharron spent most of the day being lazy, but did venture out for a 
couple of hours to window shop in estate agents. 
  



Dai and Sue, Clive and Margaret and Witold and Ewa made the most of 
their day off, lounging around the pool doing as little as possible! 
Unfortunately, when doing nothing includes not applying large amounts of sun 
cream and falling asleep at the pool, this is the result! 
 

                                         
 
Fortunately, Witold learned his lesson without serious effects, and he did have 
to submit to Ewa applying lashings of cream all over him ……. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The pièce de résistance of the evening was David’s ‘tear and share’ vegetarian 
pizza, very good. Good too, to hear of his self-built home brick oven and his 
meat weekends for the village. (Editor’s note: Ivan, Witold, Andy and Helen 
and Malcolm will testify to the brilliance of his bread and pizza production 
during the Newark weekend.) 
Dai was spared goodness knows what when both back legs of his chair 
spontaneously snapped off as he ate. Luckily, a very heavy backward fall 
caused no serious injury. 
  



Thursday, 2nd June 
 
Easy morning. Witold organised a photo shoot of the six Merlins drawn up 
outside the chateau –  

              
    - before we left in the direction of La Rochelle by about 
11:30am. About 12:15pm, we ran into a massive hold-up so, after half an hour 
of going nowhere and cars and passengers getting hotter and hotter, we turned 
around and headed for L’Aiguillon-sur-Mer. The land here is as flat as the 
proverbial pancake; over many miles our altitude, as displayed on the car’s 
GPS, remained between 5 and 8 metres above sea level – we’d seen this 
elsewhere. Another striking detail which we’d noticed before was the complete 
absence of any living soul – man, woman, or child – as we drove through the 
villages and small towns. They all seemed deserted. We could find no food in 
L’Aiguillon, so we crossed the bridge into La Faute-sur-Mer. 

 
This was a relatively recent development, 
unpretentious and no claim to charm; bars, 
cafes, shops. Ivan bought a bathing towel 
with a map of the Vendée on it, we almost 
lost Sue. We got back to Bournezeau about 
5:30 for swims and showers. 
Gonnie had a nasty tumble before we ate, 
tripping up the step into the kitchen. 

Fortunately, all was OK. We dined on Tandoori chicken breast with potatoes, 
beetroot and cucumber salad, followed by strawberries and cream. We sat 
outside until after 11 putting the world to rights. 
  

	  



Friday, 3rd June 
 
The last full day at the gite. We had been invited to the chateau this evening for 
aperitifs. The car seems to be losing water. 
We leave about 11am for Fontenay le Comte, arriving there about 1pm after 
much pleasant meandering. 
 

  
 
There is very little that is memorable about Fontenay le Comte – castle ruins, a 
huge, cool, church, a butcher’s advertising horse, lamb and kid, temperatures 
of 27 in the shade and 32 on the street. Rudy and Gonnie bought flowers for 
Madame. We arrived back at Bournezeau around 4:30 in time to clean up 
before our visit to the chateau. 
 
This must count as the social highlight of the rally. Madame welcomed us in, 
clearly very happy to have us – particularly so for the company and the 
opportunity to show us her home. The entrance hall was overseen by a large 
portrait of her grandmother in a handsome red redingote. It opened into a 
reception room, then through into a large dining room, which she still uses 
occasionally. She took us back through the entrance hall to a sitting room. It 
was like stepping into the past; the wall covering was a fine lace from floor to 
ceiling; a damaged bow-fronted cabinet caught the eye. We returned to the 
reception room for drinks and nibbles and to examine the three large genuine 
Aubusson tapestries on the walls. Madame was thrilled to have us. Perched on 
the club fender she chatted away about her family and the estate – quite 
charming.There are 17 rooms in the house. We left after an hour or so, about 
7:30pm. A relic of days of affluence and elegance log passed, its days now 
must surely be numbered. 
Supper (thanks again to Witold and the ladies was wiener schnitzel, pasta, 
beetroot and cucumber. Strawberries for dessert. 
  



There followed something like a speech from Witold, frequently interrupted 
and eventually unfinished, on club business before we moved onto the grass 
outside for games. Chinese lottery – great success. Kiss the donkey – great fun. 
Much wine and spirits and so to bed for the last time here. 
 
Saturday, 4th June 
 
Away today. There was relief all round at breakfast when Witold announced 
that his donkey had woken up this morning! Vacating rooms, tidying uo, 
emptying fridges, etc., etc., much toing and froing. Madame came round to say 
goodbye and return our deposit, charming as ever and, we think, sad to see us 
leave. Another hand-out from Margaret from the kitty left-over. Midmorning 
Rudy and Gonnie struck off eastward towards their French home; Clive and 
Margaret and Dave and Sharron set off for Cherbourg and their evening 
channel crossing then an overnight drive home. The other three cars left 
somewhat later for the Roscoff-Plymouth ferry. The plan was to to travel via 
Nantes, Rennes, St Brieuc to Roscoff, some 256 miles altogether. This was 
straight, foot-down motoring with two Aire stops but otherwise straight 
through to Saint Pol de Léon, a quaint old town close to Roscoff. We all 
noticed a distinct step down in temperature just north of Nantes. 
 
We arrived in St Pol de Léon about 
4:45; our priorities were a supermarket 
and something to eat. We drove past a 
huge church and got directed to a Le 
Clerc supermarket where we stopped 
and made our own various shopping 
requisites. Outside a cockney in a taxi, 
who, apparently, owned a travel 
business, admired the Merlins and 
recommended a restaurant near the 
cathedral. We drove there – even bigger 
than the previous church, but seemed to 
have been thrown together  
         à 
 
 
    
 	  



 
We parked, wandered 
off through charming, 
narrow cobbled 
streets and soon 
realised that someone 
knew we were 
coming by the name 
on the wine cellar! 
ß 
 
 

 
Eventually, entirely by chance, we finished up at the recommended restaurant. 
(La Petite Brocante) We decided it was still warm enough to sit outside – 
although nobody dared to take their fleeces/jackets off! 
 

 
 
 
Good service, good meal. There was a minor panic when Ivan realised he’d left 
his camera at the restaurant, but, having run (for the first time in years) back, it 
was still there!  

	  



We had an hour in a bar and made the ferry terminal by 9:15. (boarding at 
10:15, sailing at 11:00) Longish wait, quite cool now, boarding OK – near pole 
position again! We reconvened for a drink in the bar, where Sue produced the 
remnants of the kitty we’d contributed to on the outward crossing. Retired to 
bed about 11:30. 
 
Sunday, 5th June 
 
Docked at 6:00am, away by about 6:30 (back to UK time!) We paused after 
refuelling to say goodbye as couples split off on their own routes, Dai and Sue 
to South Wales, Witold and Ewa to Stonehenge and Ivan and Peter to 
Manchester via a very welcome breakfast break at Ivan’s brother and family at 
Zeals, Wiltshire, arriving back home about 2:45pm. 
 
 
                    A memorable week. Top marks all round! 


