
A blitz through France 

By Francois Bezuidenhout CWM 

During October, my wife Maia and I had the opportunity to spend some time in France. After a few 

days travelling through a very cold and rainy Ireland, savouring some of the finest whiskey, Ale and 

stew, it was a great change of scenery to arrive in Champagne. We didn’t have a lot of time (only one 

week), so we had a jam-packed trip lined up with our rental wheels. Our first destination was 

Champagne (Epernay), to spend two days “tasting” bubbly, then driving south towards the Loire, to 

“taste” and then continue through Cognac into Bordeaux (to “taste” more). 

 That is exactly what we did.  

Champagne 

For those who have never been, Champagne is everything you imagine it to be: rolling hills, quaint 

little villages, authentic and simple food, (surprisingly) friendly people and bubbly in abundance.  

Stay at a B&B if you can – it gets you ready for the day. Make sure to book in advance if visiting some 

of the larger houses and take a translator with if you are not very proficient in French (luckily Maia 

had French at school). We were stationed in Epernay, which is lovely and not as busy as the much 

larger Reims. Baguettes are €1.00 each and last an entire day. Du pain, du vin et du fromage et 

jambon. Everyday. And it is superb. One could live off the cheese, bread and ham available 

everywhere and it’s so affordable. We drove around the place, pulled over along the side of the 

road, opened a cold bottle, and had un pique-nique right in the vineyard. Delightful. A must. 

         

 

 

 

 



The Loire 

Our stay in the Loire was just one evening and really a half-way stop on our way south. We didn’t 

have time to visit any of the estates, but made sure to buy and drink as much Vouvray, Crémant, 

Pouilly-Fumé and Sancerre as we could fit into an evening and a morning. We stayed in Orleans, 

which is the town after which the much more famous, New Orleans in the USA was named. It is a 

beautiful city with lots of history and strong ties with Joan of Arc (The maid of Orleans). Like most of 

France, the architecture is impeccable and the food scene extraordinary. We had dinner in a church 

that was once used by Joan of Arc as a hideaway during the Hundred Years War. Visit Chateau de 

Chambord, south of the city, if you can. It was built by the great Francois I of course!  

(The wines were good too). 

 

 



Cognac 

Driving through Cognac was a dream come true for me. I have always been particularly fascinated by 

brandy and Cognac. Especially as South Africa makes some of the best brandies in the world. Cognac 

as a region is about 1h30mins drive North of Bordeaux. It is far less impressive than any of the other 

areas we have visited, but fascinating none the less.  Pull into any of the small producers along one 

of the main routes to the town of Cognac and simply exclaim Degustation in your Frenchest of 

French accents. Always swallow and always buy a bottle to take home. Oh, and make sure to get a 

souvenir Cognac snifter! 

 

Bordeaux 

Driving further south we ended up just outside of St. Emillion where we stayed in a very nice B&B 

run by a retired couple. St. Emillion is an absolute must see. It is not really comparable to any other 

area or region. To name but a few elements, there’s wines for tasting in every single shop, foie gras, 

canelés (originally from Bordeaux) and a hub of restaurants with an atmosphere hard to describe. I 

would have loved to spend a week here. Bordeaux city is quite big and very metropolitan. There are 

great restaurants and wine bars everywhere, but it could just as well be Paris, Nice or any of the 

other larger cities. To really get the feel of the place, you need to drive around and spend time 

amongst the winding roads and vineyards. You need a week to see the whole of Bordeaux, which we 

will do next time, but the St. Emillion-Pomerol-Fronsac area was a great start and highly 

recommended! Local Grand Cru wines are not overly expensive and provide very good value for 

money. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Tips: 

You need a car if you want to get around to vineyards. 

There are toll-gates everywhere – budget for this as it can be quite expensive, especially when 

travelling long distances.  

Bread, cheese and ham go a looooong way and saves funds to spend on the much more important 

things, like wine. 

Spend at least 2 weeks, 3 if you can. 


