
Le Havre to Marseille 2013 (1,200km/750 miles in 10 days)  
 
 
 
 
 
After an early start before catching the ferry, we arrived in France 
late on Saturday morning (7th September) and did 53 miles to 
Conches en Ouche (SW of Evreux), good weather, good straight 
flat roads, but a bit of a head wind so only averaging 15/16 MPH. 
 
 
 
 

Much the same conditions on Sunday - a further 78 miles to 
Chateaudun. As you see from the picture the support team are 
doing a great job in keeping us in baguettes. Our strict diet, 
decreed by daughter Claire doesn't allow croissants! 
 
Satnav was very useful throughout the trip, although it did try to 
take us down a dirt track on the Sunday - and through an 
extremely crowded market place! 
 
Unfortunately the South Easterly wind brought cloud and rain on 
Monday along with a strong head wind. A real struggle, and what 
with misjudging the distance, we did 59 miles on Monday 
'morning', arriving for a late lunch at 2.30. Delay also due to an 
unscheduled stop for pain au chocolat.  
 
Unfortunately photographic evidence reached the food police so we were in a lot of trouble!  
 
Another 20 miles in the afternoon. A bit wet but went really well as the wind had died down.  

 
Spending Monday night at Briare on the Loire, we were hoping for better weather, 
as we were going to be travelling on for the next couple of days along the banks of 
the Loire. It was a great way to see the French countryside. The towns and 
villages are so well kept. Lovely gardens and window boxes. 
 
On Tuesday we continued up the Loire valley, but the wind had switched round to 
the South West so it felt as though we were going downhill the whole way 
(averaging 18 mph). We can't have been or the Loire would have been flowing the 
other way! 
 
Wednesday was wet and very cold (just 12oC at midday), as we followed the 
canal from Decize to Montceau-les-Mines. Unfortunately Iain had three punctures, 
but we had spare inner tubes so got quite quick at fixing them.  

 
The celebration with our energy gel in the picture was when we hit 375 
miles (which we thought was half way…in fact just under). Energy gel is 
pretty nasty - but compulsory! 
 
Thursday was a little warmer as we continued to follow the canal - and 
very good when we hit the top and the canal locks were taking the water 
down rather than up. Good cycling to Chalon and then down to Macon. 

 
 
 
 
Unfortunately I had an accident just before we got to Macon. Trying to get from the road to 
a cycle track I hit a curb at speed and went over, my shoulder taking most of the impact. I 
hurt my neck so went to the hospital, where they bandaged me up. Nothing broken 
fortunately (except for the cracked helmet!), so armed with pain killers, a new helmet and 
gloves, I was able to continue on Friday. 
 



We decided on a short day (48 miles - most days we cycled about 75 to 85 miles), booking into a hotel in 
Lyons. Bit of a nightmare battling with the Friday rush hour traffic, but we had a good night out in the city. 
 
We had a bit of catching up to do on Saturday. We did the 107 miles from Lyons to Montelimar, which made it 
the longest day of the trip. Good chance to pick up some nougat when we arrived though! 
 
Sunday - another 77 miles to Cavillon. Another warm and sunny day. By now we still hadn’t had a serious hill to 
climb (all down to the planning!), but we knew we couldn’t avoid them forever... 
 
The big hills came on the last day (Monday) – we expected hills but they turned out to be about 250 metre 
climbs each (1,400 metres of climbing in the day), and the first one came after 50 miles. The day also turned 
out to be longer than we had anticipated (77 miles). 
 
But the traffic was the dangerous bit. Skirting round Marseille to carry on along the coast to La Ciotat, we 
encountered a lot of it. There must have been 30 to 50 roundabouts to negotiate (the French love their 
roundabouts), and probably a similar number of traffic lights. Constantly clipping in and out of the bike pedals. 
Very hard, needing a lot of vigilance and concentration. 
 
Undoubtedly the toughest day. But we 
made it at last to La Ciotat at around 
5.30pm, welcomed by a celebratory glass 
of champagne. 
 
It was certainly a hard slog, but our 
training over the South Downs helped, 
and we worked well together taking it in 
turns to set the pace. It required constant 
concentration - the front man needing to 
lead the way watch the inclines and wind 
speed, adjusting the gears accordingly, 
while the two behind had to get close 
enough to slip stream, so ready on the 
brakes all the time. We usually stopped 
every hour for a short break to eat and 
drink.  
 
Of course it was pretty uncomfortable. I 
concluded that modern road bikes with their light weight and excellent gear sets are designed for short sprints 
and not 1,200 km challenges. 
 
The road surface made a big difference, to speed as well as comfort. Generally the roads and surfaces were 
very good outside of towns, except sometimes we had really rough surfaces that were so bad that you felt like 
you were using a pneumatic drill and it seemed that, if you stopped pedalling, the bike would come to an abrupt 
halt. In towns the road surfaces were usually pretty poor, and at least half the towns and large villages had 
roadworks, often requiring a diversion.  
 

The three of us cycling had wonderful support from Anne and 
Claire, ensuring we were well supplied with food and drink to 
keep our energy levels up, arranging lunch for us (usually 
excellent picnics) providing massages when needed, and arriving 
ahead of us to take our luggage into hotels. 
 
Not sure how we survived the trip, particularly the last day, my 
accident, and Iain had at least three close calls during the trip - 
but I'm sure we were protected by the prayers and good wishes 
from our many supporters.  Thank you too for your overwhelming 
contributions to St George Foundation. 
 
Richard 

 
 
 
 


