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A Tour on Two Wheels 
Group Outings by Bike Give European Travelers a Spin Through Culture 

 
By Rose Mar ie Burke 

 

Par is – As our tour group pedaled into 
the Cour Carree of the Louvre, we heaved 
a collective sigh.  Night had descended.  
Lights bathed the palace in gold.  A lone 
busker, Philippe, romanced us on his flute 
with “Bolero.”  

This was no bus tour of Paris.  We 
were on two wheels, stopping whenever 
we wanted to snap a photo.  There was 
nothing but pavement between us and the 
city, and our view was panoramic. 

Our guide was Mike’s Bike Tours 
Paris, part of a group of independent 
companies that also operate in Munich, 
Barcelona and Amsterdam.  All aim to 
introduce the European cities to tourists 
via the lingua franca of English and that 
common means of transport, the bicycle. 

The leader for the evening was Texan 
David Mebane, the Paris owner of 
Mike’s.  He greeted us personally as we 
collected at the Eiffel Tower memorizing 
our 33 names in a feat of American 
customer service. 

The participants ranged from 
backpackers in their 20s to frequent Paris 
visitors in their 50s.  They found their 
way to the tour in various ways.  On his 
first day in Paris, Jay Wolf, from 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, saw Mike’s in 
action as he was walking around on his 
own self-guided tour.  He asked for a 
brochure, and then took both the day and 
night tours.  “ I was looking for something 
exactly like this,”  the TWA airline pilot 
said.  Some riders were referrals from 
Mike’s elsewhere in Europe – like 
Jennifer Thuma from Los Angeles who 
had taken the tour in Munich, the 

birthplace of Mike’s.  Many were from 
Parisian youth hostels, where Mr. 
Mebane stocks a steady supply of 
leaflets. 

Mr. Mebane led the group to his 
shop, which opened in February.  I 
selected and adjusted my beach 
cruiser, distinctively painted in theft-
thwarting zebra stripes.  California-
style bikes on Parisian cobblestones? 
While they made for an upright ride, 
the U-shaped handlebars gave me less 
control than the hybrid I usually use 
for my urban adventures.  The three 
speeds certainly weren’ t made for the 
Tour de France…but were entirely 
appropriate for this Tour de Paris. 

It was time for our guide’s pep talk.  
“When the Parisians honk their horns, 
swear or give you the finger, what 
does that mean?  Welcome to Paris!”   
That and other snippets of advice 
broke the ice and bolstered the 
confidence of the group. 

Indeed, bicycling in a metropolis of 
more than 11 million people is crazy 
on the face of it.  But while I never 
want to ride alone around the Arc de 
Triomphe at rush hour, cycling in this 
city seems more humane than in 
Washington, D.C, or Manhattan, for 
instance.  The drivers here have a 
greater respect for bicycles – is it a 
communal sense that the road belongs 
to everyone?  Or the Code de la Route 
that requires cars to give bikes a berth 
of one meter?  In any case, I felt 
strength in numbers, and in knowing 
that at least one of us knew what he 
was doing. 

We meandered through the Latin 

Quarter to Notre Dame, the first 
stop of the night tour, where Mr. 
Mebane delighted us with his take 
on Parisian history that dwelled on 
Napoleon, the 18 kings name Louis, 
and World War II. 

After a quick hop on the bikes to 
Ile Saint Louis, we dismounted for 
some Bertillon ice cream – by some 
accounts the city’s best.  I erred by 
asking for a single scoop.  Since the 
tourist is likely to miss dinner on 
this tour, it is highly recommended 
to ask for several.  (Tip: the sorbet 
is much better than the ice cream.) 

After more commentary, we rode 
along the Left Bank to Pont des 
Arts, which has become a popular 
point for evening picnics among the 
young and French.  In greeting, one 
Frenchman on the pedestrian bridge 
chimed “ring my bell”  in accented 
English.  As elsewhere on the tour, 
the French reacted to us more with 
delight than with resentment. 

There was little to protest.  Our 
swarm of about 30 bicyclettes 
mostly took advantage of bicycle 
paths and park lanes, except for a 
few small streets where we took the 
width of the road – the only safe 
thing to do.  But that only happened 
for a few blocks of the 10 kilometer 
tour.  When we crossed a busy 
boulevard, like the Rue de Rivoli to 
enter the Louvre’s courtyards, a 
staffer or rider played traffic cop.  
After lingering in the Cour Carree, 
we filed into Cour Napoleon, graced 

by I.M. Pei’s pyramid shining like a 
diamond in a dark setting. 

Back on Rue de Rivoli, we breezed 
past Hotel Meurice, former site of the 
WWII German headquarters in Paris, 
tonight studded with business suits and 
tuxedos.  Some members of our group 
buzzed by so quickly that they missed the 
place, but couldn’ t backtrack on the 
narrow, one-way path.  We regrouped at 
Place de la Concorde, across from the 
U.S. Embassy, for Mr. Mebane’s stories 
about wartime Paris. 

After a stretch along the Seine, we 
dismounted at Pont de l’Alma and 
embarked on one of the Bateaux 
Mouches for a river cruise.  While 
everyone else sat silently and listed to the 
boat’s taped commentary in various 
languages, our group partied at the bow, 
imbibing sips of wine.  (The cruise and 
wine are included in the price of the tour.)  
I wasn’ t keen on a cruise, since it was a 
bike tour, but I warmed to the idea even 
against the evening chill.  Was it the 
wine, the convivial company – or the 
spell of the city at night? 

The “Mike,”  of Mike’s Bike Tours is 
Mike Lasher, an American who started 
targeting young European backpackers 
with tours in 1995, after a stint managing 
a McDonald’s in downtown Munich.  He 
wanted to offer “not just a half-day bike 
ride, not just a guided tour, but a whole 
lot more.”   That included guides whom 
“you almost consider your friend.”  

After several years in Munich at 
Mike’s, two guides moved on to open 
their own businesses under the Mike’s 
Bike Tours name in Amsterdam in 1999 
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and Barcelona last year, where they hold 
monopolies in the English-language 
market for guided bicycle tours.  There 
have been competitors, but the Mike' s 
outlets have outlasted them. 

In Paris, Mr. Mebane created his own 
company, Bullfrog Bike Tours, in 1999 
and licensed the Mike' s Bike Tours name 
in 2000.  The Paris shop splits some 
marketing costs and equipment purchases 
with the three other locations. 

There are other guided bicycle tours of 
Paris.  Mike' s main competitor is the 
French company Paris a Velo, C' est 
Sympa, which offers tours by reservation 
mainly on the weekend, by native French 
guides who also speak English ± more or 
less.  Their tours are for the 
knowledgeable or frequent visitor to Paris 
who want to go off the beaten track. 

Maison Roue Libre, a bike rental 
agency run under the auspices of the 
RATP (the Paris metropolitan 
transportation authority) is gearing up to 
offer guided tours for groups again, but 
currently refers English-language clients 
to Mike' s.  Other tour operators have 
come and gone. 

Mike' s Bike Tours Paris seems to have 
the potential for staying power.  Business 
is up so far this year by more than 40%, 
Mr. Mebane says.  One reason may be 
Mike' s tourist-friendly formula: daily, 
no-reservation, native English-language 
rides that cover the main tourist sites with 
a narrative that entertains.  While the 
French tourist has been trained to plan 
and reserve ahead, the Anglo-Saxon 
brand generally eschews using the 
telephone in a foreign country and 
appreciates a more spontaneous vacation. 

Mr. Mebane says he started the 
evening tour of Paris two years ago partly 
because ªParis sells itself at night.º  And 
how.  Our tour was nearly over, and as 
we made our way back to the shop, the 
group quieted.  At a leisurely pace, we 
contemplated the many reasons why Paris 
is called the City of Light. 
 
 Mike’s Bike Tours… 

…in Paris 
 

Times: 11 a.m. and 3:30 p.m. daily, and 
7 p.m. Sunday to Friday, until Aug. 15.  
From Aug. 16 to Oct. 31, 11 a.m. daily, 
and 7 p.m. on Sundays, Tuesdays and 
Thursdays. 
Meeting point:  South leg (pilier sud) of 
the Eiffel Tower. 
Day-tour highlights:  Ecole Militaire, 
Les Invalides, Pont Alexander III, Place 
de la Concorde, the Jardin des Tuilleries, 
the Louvre (11 kilometers; tour time 3.5 
hours). 
Night-tour highlights:  Notre Dame, Ile 
Saint Louis, Pont des Arts, the Louvre, 
U.S. Embassy at Place de la Concorde, 
boat cruise with Bateaux Mouches (4 to 
4.5 hours). 
Prices:  ¼� � �IRU�WKH�GD\ �WRXU�DQG�¼� � �IRU�
the night tour (¼� � �IRU�ERWK�� 
Tel:  33-1-56-58-10-54. 


