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3 – VAUX-LE-VICOMTE AND FONTAINEBLEAU 
 
 

Wednesday, 20 May (continued) 

Delighted to be escaping from the noise and bustle of Paris, I set off early in 
the morning and travelled by Métro to the Gare de Lyon, where I bought a 
ticket to the town of Melun, some 41 kilometres south-east of the capital. After 
a moment of confusion, I found the right platform and boarded a train. 

Soon I was out of the city, travelling through some pleasant countryside. 
Most of the people in the carriage were chatty middle-aged ladies; a pleasant 
lady with a little boy sat beside me and asked me if she was on the right train 
for Melun. I chatted with her briefly before getting off.  

On arrival at Melun I found some lockers in the station and put my 
luggage in one of them. I enquired if there was a bus to Vaux-le-Vicomte and 
was told – rather abruptly – that there was none and that I would have to take 
a taxi. Having been informed previously that there was a bus, I went outside, 
found a bus terminus and asked a driver. As he did not know, he told me to 
go to a nearby office. I found it and a man there told me to take the 10.30 a.m. 
bus to Champeaux, then introduced me to the driver. I paid just 3.70 francs 
for a ticket and we set off at 10.25. Despite the confusion over the bus, I got 
the feeling that the pace of life here was more relaxed than in the capital and 
that the people were more cheerful and friendly. As the tickets were dockets 
that had to be written in duplicate, the process for purchasing them was 
rather slow; when a crowd of women from a market in the main square 
boarded, it took some time before all the tickets were bought and distributed.  

 

 
 

Vaux-le-Vicomte 
 
We soon left the busy town and, once we had passed some high-rise 

apartment blocks, headed off at top speed into the countryside. We then 
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turned on to a long straight road and eventually approached the château, 
which was on our right. I was left off at the gate and told that a bus would 
return to the town at 4.30 p.m. 

Once the bus had driven off, I was immediately struck by the beauty of this 
small though very fine château that had been the envy of Louis XIV. It was 
situated in the middle of nowhere; just two tourist coaches and some cars 
were to be seen in the car park. (The château had featured in the 1979 James 
Bond film Moonraker, in which it was used as the home of the villain.) At the 
entrance I discovered that there were three entry charges: for the château, the 
gardens, and the équipages (coaches and stables). As I decided to see 
everything, I paid the modest fee of 19 francs for an all-inclusive ticket. 

Once inside, I made for the stables, where I looked at the coaches and 
models of people in period costumes while listening to piped music and 
recorded bugle calls playing in the background. Realizing that this was a little 
too touristy for my taste, I soon left for the gardens when I saw a group of 
visitors, who had just arrived, entering the château. 

 

 
 

 
 

The grounds of Vaux-le-Vicomte 
 
I had the place to myself. Although the sun was shining, it was not 

particularly hot, for a gentle breeze was blowing. I walked in the shade at an 
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easy pace, pausing now and then to admire the statues, the lawns, the 
fountains and the pools. The place was truly magnificent. I stopped several 
times to take photographs and drink in the intoxicating atmosphere. Down by 
the canal at the bottom of the grounds, fish jumped out of the water and 
streams cascaded down from sources hidden by nearby trees. I walked to the 
very end, passing a large statue, and arrived at the edge of a forest, where I 
heard the call of a cuckoo.  

I then made my way back to the château, returning at about half past 
twelve. By now I felt a little hungry. As I did not have enough time in Melun 
to buy food and as the restaurant was far too expensive here, I made do with 
a tomato that I had in my bag and an ice pop that I bought in the shop. I 
decided to visit the interior of the château while the tourists were having 
lunch, but discovered that it was closed until two o’clock. To while away the 
time, I sat down outside and gazed in admiration at the fine architecture 
while listening to the water lapping in the moat and the birds singing in the 
nearby trees. I felt that I could stay here forever. 

 

                The atrium of Vaux-le-Vicomte 
 
At two o’clock the tourists emerged from the restaurant to walk around the 

grounds and I entered the château, where I found just a few people. The lady 
at the desk was very pleasant and chatty. What a change from Paris! Once 
again, to the accompaniment of piped classical music (which included a 
movement from one of Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos), I wandered around 
the magnificent rooms, taking my time and studying everything carefully. 
Although some of the furniture and décor was extravagantly flamboyant, it 
was certainly very pretty. Overall the place was far more pleasant and 
intimate than the large and rambling palace at Versailles. No wonder Louis 
XIV had been so jealous of Nicolas Fouquet, the owner of this magnificent 
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château! The tiny cabinet de bains, one of the wardrobes redecorated in 1840 by 
Louis Visconti, was really charming. The Salle des Buffets was also very 
beautiful. The decorated ceilings and the various paintings were excellent. All 
the rooms were imposing without being breathtaking, and all of them had 
great charm. 

 

 
 

 
 

A room and a bedchamber in Vaux-le-Vicomte 
 
The cellars and kitchens in the basement were all ghastly cold, though 

interesting enough. A kitchen had been fitted out in traditional style, 
complete with life-sized models of maids. 

At the exit, the elderly porter (whom I had met outside earlier) smiled at 
me. Chuckling, he said that I had certainly had a good look around – no 
wonder, for I had been in the château for the best part of two hours! I 
expressed my admiration for the building and he agreed that it was quite 
magnificent. After a short chat, all in French, I left him and made for the bus 
stop outside; as promised, the bus to Melun came along at half past four and I 
boarded it with a small group of people.  

Back in the busy town I went off in search of some food. By now pop music 
was being played from loudspeakers affixed to trees and lampposts; this and 
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the sound of traffic had turned the town into a very noisy place indeed. I 
bought some cheese, pâté and bread, sat down by the river for a quick meal, 
then returned to the train station, where I bought and ate a banana. I now 
collected my luggage and asked how I could get to Burron-Marlotte, a station 
near Villiers-sous-Grez, where there was a youth hostel. I was told what train 
to take, and that I would need to change at Moret. I caught the train at 5.34 
p.m. and, although it was full of people, managed to find a seat. It was an old, 
hot and scruffy train. En route we passed the château of Fontainebleau, which 
I intended to visit on the following day. I began to get a little worried when 
the train continued travelling for quite a long time until we finally arrived at 
Moret. In the station I asked for the train to Burron-Marlotte and was shown 
two red carriages attached to an engine on a siding. I hopped on board and it 
left a few minutes later. 

At last I reached Burron-Marlotte: a tiny station in the middle of nowhere, 
surrounded by trees. I asked the stationmaster if there was a bus to Villiers-
sur-Grez and he shrugged his shoulders by way of a response. When I asked 
him in which direction the village lay, he pointed up a road and told me to 
proceed straight ahead. 

Off I trudged with my luggage, leaving the tiny station and entering a 
forest. Apart from a the sound of a few passing cars, birdsong and the 
frequent call of the cuckoo, there was silence. I had read that the youth hostel 
was four kilometres from the station, though a signpost there had indicated 
that it was three. On approaching a level crossing, a signpost nearby informed 
me that it was 4.6 kilometres, though a man in a house by the railway line 
said that it was three. On I trudged; when a car approached I stuck out my 
thumb and it stopped. The man at the wheel said that he was going to 
Villiers-sur-Grez and that he would take me to the youth hostel. As the 
journey took a little while, I was very glad that I had decided to hitch-hike, for 
by now I was tired and hot and my luggage was a little heavy. The man 
chatted to me and enquired about my holiday plans. 

He finally drove back into the forest and dropped me at a tiny stone 
cottage – this was the hostel! A fellow reading a book with his feet up on the 
steering wheel of a car looked lazily at me and I asked if I could stay. He told 
me that there were some free beds and explained that he was not the warden; 
the warden, he explained, lived in the nearby village. I entered and met a girl 
from Scotland who was cycling around the countryside; we chatted and 
studied a map together in order to get our bearings. The place was quiet, very 
primitive and rural. 

After a while I wandered off to the village, which was not far away; it was 
quite a pretty place with small houses and a little church. There was hardly a 
soul about. I peeped into a grocery shop, enquired as to the whereabouts of a 
boulangerie and found one just as the lady owner was about to close it. She 
kindly let me in and laughingly told me that she had no baguettes, reminding 
me that I was no longer in Paris. I bought some bread, thanked her and 
walked back to the hostel. 

In the crazy and rather untidy kitchen I had a supper of bread and cheese, 
and accepted a glass of wine from the chap who had been reading in the car, 
who turned out to be Dutch.  Some French lads then arrived and I conversed 
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with one of them; he told me that he had visited Ireland in 1975 and had 
enjoyed himself in the countryside there. He spoke a little English, though 
rather slowly. He explained that he and his companions were training to be 
horse riding instructors and would be sitting for an examination on the 
following day in Fontainebleau; he offered to drive me there if I was ready by 
eight o’clock. As I had discovered that there were no buses around here, I 
gratefully accepted the invitation. Happy by now to be here, even though it 
was rather out of the way, I then settled down to writing my diary.  

 
Thursday, 21 May 

This morning I woke to the sound of the dawn chorus; outside, the sun 
shone brightly from a clear blue sky. It was marvellous to wake up in a place 
like this, where one was in such close contact with nature. After a quick 
breakfast of bread and a dish of black coffee, I left with the two French lads 
just after eight o’clock and was driven to Fontainebleau.  

 

 
 

The Château de Fontainebleau 
 
Passing some lovely old houses and skirting a high wall, I soon arrived at 

the entrance to the magnificent château. Although it had been built in a much 
different style from what I had seen so far, it looked very impressive. Having 
arrived too early for admission, I looked around the town and walked in the 
grounds of the château, which were not particularly impressive.  

At ten o’clock, when it began to cloud over and then rain, I joined a few 
tourists and entered the château to see the royal apartments. Once the tourists 
had gone ahead, I more or less had the place to myself. However, several 
groups on conducted tours were brought into the rooms and out again; by the 
time I had examined everything to my satisfaction in just one room, about 
four groups had already passed through it.  

I took my time, stopping here and there to admire the elaborate decoration 
and magnificent furniture. Being of an earlier period than the other great 
châteaux, everything was darker and more chunky. However, the rooms were 
not gloomy by any means, for the colours were richer and more varied. There 
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were some fine clocks in several of the rooms – the nicest that I had seen so 
far. The ceilings, especially one in particular, were very elaborate. Also very 
much in evidence were pieces of sculpture and medallions. 

 

 
 

 
 

In the Château de Fontainebleau 
 
The oldest part of the château was the most interesting; the later additions, 

such as the wings, were plainer and quite different. The rooms of the 
Napoleonic period made little impression on me; the furniture, especially that 
of the ‘return from Egypt’ style, left me cold. (I picked up this phrase from a 
guide who had been conducting a group of English tourists through the 
rooms. I had tacked myself on to the group for a while and had then left 
them.) 

When my visit came to an end at about half past eleven, I wandered 
outside. Although it had stopped raining, it looked as though the rest of the 
day would be cloudy. However, as the sun did make a few brief appearances, 
I went round the gardens again and took some photos of the château. At 
about 12.30 I sat down on a bench to eat a simple lunch, then walked to the 
nearby canal to visit the gardens beside it, but only found long grass and trees 
there. Here a very pleasant French lady stopped to talk to me; she complained 
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about the poor weather and wished me the best of luck on my holidays. She 
also advised me to make the best of my youth, for she had not done so when 
she had had the chance. I was quite charmed by her manner.  

I then wandered around the busy town nearby and went into a bank to get 
some more French money. The young man behind the counter and I began by 
speaking French; when I presented my passport to him, he responded by 
looking surprised and saying in English, ‘Ah – you are Irish!’ He then got into 
a long conversation with me. At first he spoke rather hesitantly, but the more 
we talked, the more confident he became. He finally shook hands with me 
and wished me good luck. 

Afterwards I found the local post office, where I posted off two more rolls 
of film. I then made my way to the syndicat d’initiative, where I met an 
American cyclist who was on his way to the youth hostel. After I had found 
out the most direct way of walking back to the hostel and got a timetable for 
the local trains, I had a long chat with the lad outside. He was making his way 
across Europe by bicycle and had just been in the Loire Valley. Because of 
this, he was able to give me a lot of information about that region, which I 
intended to visit beginning on the following day. 

I then set off towards Villiers-sur-Grez at about half past three and 
discovered a more pleasant way to get to the village, via Recloses, from a very 
pleasant and helpful lady who came out of a house to help me. She must have 
thought that I was quite mad to walk such a distance! I walked along the 
main autoroute for a while, then turned to the right. I now left the traffic 
behind and made my way through a forest, where the only sounds that I 
could hear were cuckoo calls and birdsong. It threatened to rain several times, 
but fortunately it did not come to much. Recloses turned out to be a rather 
tumbledown but charming little village. I stopped to ask a man if I was going 
the right way; he was quite astonished to discover that I had walked so far 
and said that I would eat well afterwards! A little farther on it began to rain 
and I sheltered under a tree until it stopped. As I approached Villiers-sur-
Grez, the soft-spoken Scots girl who was staying in the hostel passed me by 
on her bicycle and shouted hello.  

I met David, the American cyclist, when I went in to the village grocery 
shop, where I bought a can of beef, some beans and a couple of potatoes, then 
walked to the hostel with him. The Dutch fellow was still there, though 
indoors this time, reading. After the Scots girl had fried some fish fingers, I 
boiled my food and sat down to eat it. As I had forgotten to buy milk, David 
very kindly gave me a large bowl of coffee.  

Afterwards I gave a hand to wash and dry the dishes, then attempted to 
clean the very grubby tea towels, which proved to be impossible. Later a 
young Belgian couple arrived, quite wet, and set about making a meal. They 
had just walked all the way from the train station. As they were much more 
chatty than the others in the hostel, I had a good conversation with them in 
French. I finally said good night to them and made ready for bed. My plan for 
the following day was to get myself to the Loire Valley by some means or 
other.  


