river cruise

‘This being Pouilly-Fumé country,
it’s no surprise that a second
bottle of the famous aromatic
white is already open, paving the
way for a languid afternoon’

Slow boat: Après Tout
makes her leisurely way
along the French canals
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Ship mates: Hosts
and owners Rory
and Caroline Macrae

A British couple are serving up a treat for all
the senses aboard their beautifully restored
hotel barge, writes Jeannine Williamson

lutching a bag, our guide
Glen Moynan stands on a
bridge across the Canal Latéral
à la Loire. As our barge glides
beneath, he drops the precious
parcel into the waiting hands
of second skipper Cédric
Langlois. Welcome to Deliveroo,
French waterways-style.
There’s no doubt that ‘messing about on the river’
stokes the appetite. In The Wind in the Willows, that
much-loved children’s classic, Ratty enjoys a picnic
of ‘cold tongue, cold ham, cold beef, pickled gherkins,
salad, French rolls, cress sandwiches, potted meat,
ginger beer and lemonade’. But as tasty as that
sounds, the food aboard Après Tout raises riverside
gastronomy to a whole new level.
Built in 1950 as a cargo barge, the boat spent her
working life hauling grain along France’s canals. Today
she is transformed – apart from the traditional shape
of the hull – into luxury travelling accommodation for
six people as they enjoy a gourmet tour of the Loire
Valley. And for six blissful days, she is all ours.
Half an hour after its arrival on board, the cheese
bought by Glen from a local village market appears
at our al fresco lunch table. Meanwhile, Après Tout
continues her stately progress through a tranquil
landscape of vineyards and sleepy villages, the gentle
sound of water lapping the gleaming blue bow
punctuated by our exclamations of delight as each
new course is set down before us.
This being Pouilly-Fumé country, it’s no surprise
that a second bottle of the famous aromatic white is
already open, paving the way for a languid afternoon
as we laze on the teak sun deck. Then, before we know
it, early-evening cocktails and canapés appear – part
of a very agreeable epicurean timetable that shapes
the entire cruise.
Our unhurried meander began in Nevers, where we
boarded the two-deck, 127ft vessel and – with a suitably
sparkling drink in hand – began getting to know our
fellow passengers and the five-strong crew who would
make such a fine job of looking after us.

Dish of the day: Caroline’s
gourmet creations look
as good as they taste

DREAM BOAT

Our hosts are British couple Rory and Caroline
Macrae, proud owners and proprietors of the Après
Tout, for whom she is a dream come true.
Converted into a hotel barge in 2004, she spent
the next five seasons cruising the French waterways.
In the meantime, Rory and Caroline were clocking
up thousands of miles working for a luxury barging
company. But then Rory – a fully qualified captain –
ended up in management, while Cordon Bleu chef
Caroline moved out of the galley to head the operations
side of things.
‘We always enjoyed what we did,’ recalls Rory. ‘But
one day I thought, “Do I want to be in an office for the
rest of my life?”. We knew the barge was up for sale,
and one day I decided to email the owner and put in
an offer. Within ten minutes, an email came back
accepting, and three weeks later we owned a barge!’
That was in 2011, by which time the vessel was
languishing by the canalside in a rather sorry state.
The couple set sail a year later, with the barge restored
and re-christened (the new name being French for
‘after all’, reflecting the couple’s decision to launch
their own business and go it alone after so many
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river cruise
‘We marvel at the diverse
delights that Caroline produces
from her galley, taking individual
requests in her stride’
Many guests ask Caroline for her recipes,
so she has written a cookbook. Here is one
of her favourite desserts to try at home...

Sitting comfortably:
Après Tout has a
spacious saloon

Picture perfect: The
village of Apremont is
among the stops en route

Bridge of sights:
Crossing the great
Briare aqueduct

years working for someone else). Originally cruising
in Burgundy, they repositioned to the Loire in 2018.
This year they will be dividing their time between
the two locations, with plans to sail in Alsace in 2020.

LAZY DAYS ON THE LOIRE

Our voyage is akin to a floating house party. Days
tick by at a leisurely pace as we adjust ourselves to
canal time, leaving behind the stresses
of modern life as we cruise through this
timeless landscape, stopping each day
GET ON BOARD
for an excursion. One afternoon we visit
In 2019 Après Tout will sail in
Château de Tracy, the first of several
the Loire and Burgundy, with
private vineyard tours, where we inhale,
departures from April to
swirl and imbibe our way through
October. Six-night cruises
generous samples of Pouilly-Fumé and
cost US $6,500 (prices
Pouilly-Fuissé, all eloquently introduced
convert to sterling at the
and described by charming hosts. Our
time of booking), including
oenological expertise grows – in our own
all food, wine, an open bar,
minds, at least – with each glass.
excursions and transfers
Wine aside, a personal highlight is a
to and from Paris. Wholeminibus trip along the banks of the Allier
boat charters and bespoke
River to stroll through Apremont, which
cruises are also available;
lives up to its name as one of the prettiest
see bargeaprestout.com
villages in France. Afterwards we visit the
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Let’s go al fresco:
The barge’s six guests
assemble for lunch

Parc Floral botanical garden, with its charming Turkish
pavilion, entered via stepping stones across a lake.
Our wine education continues back on board,
courtesy of Après Tout’s seemingly infinite cellar,
which offers new discoveries each day at lunch and
dinner (with the option to revisit favourites). And
where there is wine there is cheese – again with a
new variety every lunchtime, and three each evening.
We marvel at the diverse delights that Caroline
produces from her galley, taking individual requests in
her stride and not minding if guests poke their noses
in to quiz her on culinary matters while she works.
‘We always hope that food is a major part of the
experience on Après Tout,’ she says. ‘I have collected
my recipes over the years, adding and subtracting
ingredients until I think they’re perfect.’
Back on the sun deck, our week draws to a close with
another highlight as we cross the Briare canal bridge.
At nearly half a mile, this was for many years the world’s
longest aqueduct, and a crowd gathers to watch us pass
over the Loire before we moor up for our final dinner.
Travelling at walking pace, we have covered a mere
60 miles all told, but our slow boat through the Loire
leaves scenic and foodie memories to savour for a very
long time to come.

Sticky toffee
pudding with
butterscotch sauce
SERVES 2
For the pudding:
■ 5oz stoned dates
■ 1oz stoned prunes
■ 1tsp bicarbonate of soda
■ 2oz butter
■ 6oz sugar
■ 2 eggs

■ 6oz self-raising flour
■ 1tsp vanilla essence
For the sauce:
■ 2½oz butter
■ 4oz sugar
■ ½ pint whipping cream
■ Icing sugar, redcurrants 		
and mint to decorate

Line a square baking dish with baking paper. Simmer the
fruit in half a pint of water until softened, then add the
bicarb. Blend the butter and sugar with the eggs, add the
flour and vanilla, then add the warm fruit mixture and blend
until smooth. Pour into the baking dish and bake at 180C/
160C fan/gas 4 until brown and risen (about 30 mins).
For the sauce, melt the butter and sugar together,
heating until a rich caramel colour. Remove from the
heat and add the cream, taking care as it will bubble
up. Return to a gentle heat and stir until smooth.
To serve, cut the pudding into rounds or squares, sprinkle
with a little icing sugar and surround with sauce. Decorate
with redcurrants and mint.
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