THURSDAY, 29 MAY 2003

Thursday morning we left Leiden at about 8:00am.  We drove over Antwerp, Gent, Brugge and Calais into Normandy.  There were traffic jams in Belguim, which mostly cleared up past Brugge.  It took us about 10 hours to reach Mont St. Michel, the most eastern point of Normandy.

We found a campsite close to the island (Camping du Mont St. Michel) and set up the tent.  We then walked along the causeway to Mont St. Michel.  As we approached we could see that it was high tide.  In low tide it is possible to walk around the island, but at this time the water was lapping the rocky island edge.  Once inside the gate, we had a look around the winding streets, watched the famous omelets being made at Mere Poulard’s, and walked up to the fortifications around the Abbey to look out at the sea.  We had a three-course menu at La Croix Blanche.  The town was very quiet and there were few people walking the streets, though some of the restaurants were crowded. 

When we left the town it was still light out.  We could see that the tide had receded and a few people were walking around the edge of the island.  We walked about a quarter of the way around on the wet, slimy sludge.  We saw a warning sign posted to beware of a friendly / aggressive seal named “Billy”.  We didn’t spot Billy but we did see plenty of fish hopping around. 

The night was hot and a bit sleepless due to our proximity to the road heading from town to Mont St. Michel, which was busy with cars until about 2:00am.  

FRIDAY, 30 MAY 2003

Friday morning we packed up the tent and drove across the causeway to Mont St. Michel.  There were sheep grazing everywhere we could see, on the green grassy fields of the coast around the island.  We walked up to the Abbey and paid for entrance and audio guides.  We walked through the self-guided tour and took lots of photos.  The visit was nice and the audio guide provided a lot of interesting information and background. 

As we left Mont St. Michel we were amazed at the number of people in the tiny streets and, especially once we left the island, the number of pedestrians and cars crawling along the causeway towards the Mont.  The parking lots looked to be completely full.  

On the way back to the highway we stopped to visit Mont d’Huisnes German war cemetery (mausoleum).  Here we saw the graves of almost 12,000 soldiers.  There were touching remembrances from soldiers and their families presented in the small visitor center.  There were few visitors here and it was a solemn place.

Next drove up the coast (though with no view of the sea, unfortunately) to visit a castle, the Chateau de Pirou.  This was not too crowded and we could go through at our own pace, reading an informational brochure provided.  

We drove on to Isigny, the ancestral town of Walt Disney.  We bought some “Caramels D’Isigny” here, which were featured in shops throughout the region.

Next we went to Pointe du Hoc, where we saw the bombed-out remains of German bunkers.  This is now a memorial to the Rangers that scaled the cliffs in the days before D-Day to destroy German fortifications.
We then drove on to Omaha Beach, where we parked along the road parallel to the beach and walked along the fine sand to the sea.  This was a very nice sandy beach and there were many families enjoying the fine weather in the late afternoon.  There was nothing to see here to recall the events of D-Day.

We camped for the night at La Roseraie, in the small town of Surrain, between Omaha Beach and Bayeux.  We had a nice dry place to set up the tent in this almost-deserted four-star campsite.  After setting up the tent we drove into Bayeux to have dinner.  Again we each choose a three-course menu of traditional Norman food.  We were back to the campsite well before sunset so we got out our chairs and sat outside reading for a while in the fine weather.

SATURDAY, 31 MAY 2003

We packed up the tent and drove to the Normandy American Cemetery and Memorial.  Here we were among many other American visitors.  We walked around the grounds and had a good view over Omaha Beach.  There are nearly 10,000 soldiers buried there.
Next we drove back to Bayeux.  We had a short walk through the city and visited the cathedral, the original home of the famous tapestry.   Then we went to see the tapestry itself.  This was presented very nicely, with a long replica of the cloth document displayed with details and explanations.  We watched a short video explaining the story told on the tapestry, and then had an audio-guided view of the real thing.  

We then drove on to Caen, where we visited Le Memorial de Caen, A Museum for Peace (http://www.memorial.fr/indexgb.shtml).   This was a very big, new and modern museum about the Normandy invasion and the war, and the movement for peace in the world.  We spent about four hours here and only managed to see about 2/3 of the museum, much of it at a trot.  There were two films included in the hefty €17 entrance fee: “D-Day / the Battle of Normandy” and “Hope.”
Next we tried to find an inexpensive hotel to spend the night.  It was cooling down fast and we didn’t feel like setting up the tent again.  We tried four hotels very close to the Memorial but they were all full.  Arthur let his fingers do the walking and tried a few more.  Finally he found a room for us at the Etap hotel close the train station in the center of Caen.  We had some trouble finding the place but finally, just as it began to drizzle, we found a perfect parking place close to the entrance and brought in our things.  

The drizzle subsided as we walked out into the center of town.  We walked across the town to the castle fortifications and viewed the medieval herb garden and saw the city of Caen from the hilltop.  Though there were some church spires and abbey buildings to see, most of Caen was flattened in the war and the city is quite modern, with wide boulevards and even a sort of electric bus-tram running though the streets.    

We went out to the restaurants along the pleasure port and found a nice little Spanish place where we shared a steak dinner for two, which we washed down with some very strong Spanish beer.  

Despite having heavy heads from the beer, we had another nearly sleepless night, this time due to the heavy storming that went all through most of the night.  There were very loud thunderclaps, which practically coincided with lightening strikes; the storm was very close.  We could hear the rain beating down the whole time.  We were very glad to have found a hotel room instead of a campsite!

SUNDAY, 01 JUNE 2003

We woke up Sunday morning to more rain.  We left the hotel and stopped at a couple of patisseries before finding one that had something we were both looking for.  Then we tried to make our way up the coast to visit Etretat.  We had to stop and turn around several times due to the heavy flooding affecting the area.  We saw small mudslides and muddy water rushing down streets.  A few pieces of highway were reduced to one lane; others were blocked off completely.  We saw roundabouts where half of the road was submerged, and entire shopping areas covered with water.  We also saw two cars almost completely submerged.  There were emergency crews and volunteers out to direct the traffic and clean up the mess.  On many streets there were large stones, gravel, and mud, left behind when the water finally receded.  

After having to change course at least five times, we finally made it to Etretat.  We were lucky to find a parking place close to the beach; there was a carnival in town taking up a lot of the center’s parking spaces.  We walked up the white cliffs and had a great view over the stormy sea and the beautiful coastal rock formations.  The walk itself was a bit scary.  The paths were rocky and wet, and most of the dangerous cliff edges were not fenced.  There were seagulls swooping down the cliffs and making nests in the lush grass atop outcrops, and bees buzzing around the wildflowers.

Finally we started to head home in earnest at about 2:00pm.  It was a long drive back to the highway.  Traffic was again bad in Belgium, but we made pretty good time and arrived back in Leiden at 9:00pm, with a couple of pit-stops along the way (we stopped at the sandwich place by Metropolis in Antwerp for dinner).  The road was full of vacationers returning home to the U.K. (these thinned out at Calais), Belgium and the Netherlands.  There were also lots of motorcycles on the road on Sunday.  

