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Golfing holidays, France: Pichet and putt in the Pays de la Loire
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No matter how often you visit France, either as a dedicated golfer or as a tourist who plays some golf, your romantic soul still stirs at the first sight of 'your' chateau. 

So it was at the Hotel Domaine de la Bretesche in the Missillac district of the Loire-Atlantique, where the fairytale 15th Century castle sits in its moat, looking like something straight out of a Disney artist's sketchbook. 

The tourism brochure for the Pays de la Loire warbles about the warm welcome you will receive, the charm of the area and the cultural landscape of exceptional beauty. 
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Par excellence: The ninth green in the shadow of the The Hotel Domaine de la Bretesche, France - a perfect setting for golf

It speaks of many monuments and fertile vineyards, and the wonderful food in this charming north-western region tucked under Brittany. 

All that is true. But what about the most important thing - the golf? 

It's brilliant. There are more than 30 courses in the region, many close to the Atlantic coast, and most of them prove that a golfing break in France allows visitors to luxuriate in good living on the course and off. 

Our golf-playing party had assembled at the Continental Ferry Port in Portsmouth on a Wednesday evening to catch the overnight Brittany Ferries crossing to St Malo. Our plan: to play four courses in three days. 

On board as you float into the night, if you are not too distracted by the bars, shops, cinema, games room or live entertainment, it would be churlish not to try the main restaurant. Here is your first taste of France, and I can highly recommend the buffet. 

Driving off the ferry in the morning, you have a journey of about two-and-a-half hours (actually a relaxing pleasure on the excellent roads in France) as you head for the Pays de la Loire. 

And near the chic town of La Baule, in the heart of La Briere Natural Reserve, you turn a corner and are treated to that traffic-stopping view of the chateau. This is a classy place. 

The chateau's ancient outhouses have been converted into a luxury four-star hotel of 32 rooms and suites, each individually styled. 
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Working up an appetite: Peter enjoyed fantastic food, like this bouillabaise 

Don't miss the Bar des Ecuries (the Stable Bar), where the original medieval horse stalls of brass and age-smoothed wood are a fascinating feature. 

Le Montaigu gourmet restaurant is in the old coachhouse, and a modern touch comes with Le Club brasserie, opened two years ago. 

The hotel has a deluxe spa, indoor and outdoor pools and a range of activities available, such as tennis, mountain-biking, horse-riding and hunting. There are self-catering chalets in the forest, which seem great value at about £120 per day for two people sharing, with unlimited golf. 

And the golf? It is as charming as the rest of this breathtaking 200-hectare location. 

The 18 holes over 6,650 yards were carved out of the ancient Bretesche hunting lands in 1967 by CK Cotton, and are a test of straightness rather than length. 

The course, with so many holes flanked by noise-blocking woods, is totally serene, and the only sounds audible are birdsong, the ping of club on ball and occasional Anglo-Saxon cursing. 

One of our group enjoyed a hole-in-one on the 165-yard 17th, giving us the perfect excuse to retire to Le Montaigu for a celebratory evening of eight fabulous courses - each with a different wine. 

Next morning, with a wistful backward look at the chateau, we headed for La Baule, half an hour's drive away. 
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Chic-sur-mer: La Baule has beautiful sandy beaches and great golf

Here, a few miles from the Atlantic Ocean, is a real treat - Golf International Barriere La Baule. No fewer than three golf courses adorn the complex, which sits along the edges of the Briere Regional Park. 

A perfect golfing day after breakfast at La Baule starts by playing the nine holes of the Parcours Francois Andre (3,238 yards, par 36). 

After lunch, you have a choice of golf courses, both designed by Peter Alliss and Dave Thomas in 1976 with modifications by Michel Gayon in 1994 and 2000. 

The Parcours Lucien Barriere runs to 6,621 yards and the Parcours Diane Barriere slightly longer to 6,890 yards. 

Both are par 72 and either will bring out the beast in you. There is a lot of open space and many a sweeping fairway, but beware the omnipresent water. The beast could get wet, and often does. 

The Hotel du Golf is right in the middle of the complex of courses and is a charming, unstuffy and very modern place to stay. 

There are 33 junior suites and 55 luxury suites, all with great views of the courses and all within walking (later staggering) distance of the hotel. Also available to rent are 11 private houses that accommodate between six and ten people. 

A perfect way to round off the day is to take an evening trip into nearby La Baule itself. The taxi fare is about £20, cheap at the price in a country where suspected drink-drivers are routinely stopped by police. 

The beach at La Baule has egg-timer quality sand, and on the promenade is Le Ponton, a small but delightful seafood restaurant. Try the scrumptious fruits de mer. 
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Entertainment for all: Pornic, with its port, beach, local alcohol and cheese industries and strawberry plantation has something for everyone

Day three begins with a drive of under an hour from La Baule, to the lovely, pretty little coastal town of Pornic, which the modern world seems to have passed by. 

There has been a community here for more than 1,000 years, and it has two distinct parts. The Haute Ville, or higher town, is the oldest, where the church, market halls and ancient buildings are. Below is the fishing port, where local intrepids set out from the 16th to 18th Centuries to catch cod in Canadian waters. 

The port has a delicious feeling of yesteryear, and it is great to sit on the harbourside and watch the boats come and go, while local artists try and capture the dominating feature of the landscape, Pornic Castle, which dates from the 10th Century. 

It was rebuilt in stone 300 years later by the Lords of Retz, whose number included a colourful character called Gilles de Rais (Bluebeard), who fought with Joan of Arc and was executed at nearby Nantes. 

Pornic, with its port, beach, local cheese and alcohol industries, strawberry plantation and pottery factory, has enough to hold your interest but it is also a good springboard for exploring the coast, ten miles of which is dotted with beautiful sandy coves and creeks. 

The golf is equally charming. There is nothing plastic about Golf de Pornic and it seems to have maintained the calm, hospitable and traditional aura it must have had when it was built in 1912. 

It is a golf course of contrasts, with the opening holes in wooded parkland and the rest on wider-spread, links-type land. This par 72 stretch of 6,652 yards requires an opening of the mind rather than the shoulders and is best played by plotting your way round.  

More...

· Read about more activity breaks here
· Fancy a French getaway? Learn more here
· How to travel through the crunch
An irrigation system installed in 1992 guarantees high-quality greens all year round and good fairway density in dry weather. 

After your round, be sure to drop into the clubhouse L'Albatros bar and restaurant. The chef is a magician, and can summon up exquisite snacks or meals in the blink of an eye. 

Final stop: England. A drive north of about three-and-a-half hours takes you to Ouistreham ferry port for Brittany Ferries' overnight sailing, arriving in Portsmouth early Sunday morning. 

We'd had three days in enchanting and enchanted Pays de la Loire, easy travelling, four rounds of golf on very different courses and outstanding scenery and cuisine - a golfing tourist's heaven.
