
Bordeaux to Montpellier June 2001

[The Dordogne, the Grandes Causses of the Languedoc]

Via 


Domme, Sarlat, Rocamadour and Albi – [three star Michelin sites]  


St-Emillion, Beynac-et-Cazenac and Cordes-sur-Ciel [two star Michelin sites] 

Do this route and you can say you’ve done a Col!

766 kms [479  miles] 10 days cycling, 1 day off

Summary

The route was almost entirely on minor roads. We were often cycling side by side. Total on N roads approx 10 kms – first and last day – to get to and from the EBE pick up points! 

From the outset along the Dordogne we followed meandering rivers and everywhere we looked there were grand chateaux – mostly in the air. The four Dordogne towns of Domme, Sarlat, Rocamadour [the second most visited natural site in France] and Albi are fully deserving of their three star Michelin awards. It is impossible to choose between them but the impression left by the market winding through old Sarlat will remain an indelible memory. The real surprise of this route was Camares, the smallest town we stayed at, which had such a welcoming hotel with absolutely fantastic food in a pretty village. The satisfaction of climbing a Col is a first [especially without going into our lowest gear] and the views on the plateau of the Grandes Causses were indescribable. Our reward for all our labours was a day off, sunbathing on Sete’s glorious beach. 

Accommodation

We pre-booked all our accommodation, mainly by fax, staying in small hotels. Although we offered to pay a deposit [by credit card] none of the hotels took one. The cost detailed is for both of us for bed and breakfast. We ensured that we received confirmation of our booking so that we could present this on arrival. The prices of hotels in France are set by the authorities. The price for the room and for breakfast is displayed on the back of the door. Thus, you can’t get “stitched up”!. Breakfast is always an optional additional cost. All the hotels were chosen for their central location as our preference is for a stroll to a restaurant for dinner. With the exception of the hotel at Villefranche de Rouergue, all hotels accepted payment by credit card. 

Most demanding day

We are of average fitness and had not been out on our bikes at all since the previous June. There obviously were hills but we did not have to get off and walk. We arrived at our accommodation at 6pm on our most strenuous day. We tend to cycle at an average of 16 kms per hour [which isn’t much!]. 

Maps required

We used the five maps covering the route of the IGN 1:100,000 series verte, nos 47,48,57,64 and 65. We contacted the Tourist Information Centres to obtain town plans where appropriate. 

Other matters

Tourist Information Offices often have drinking water nearby. We only found drinking water in a very few of the minor villages we passed through. In the small villages, shops seem to operate their own lunchtime closing which varies between closing at 12 noon at the earliest and opening at 4.30 pm at the latest. Boulangeries in small villages are shut on Mondays. 

Day 1 Bordeaux to Bergerac  111.5 kms [via St-Emillion]

Scheduled drop off time is 7.05 am. From Bordeaux the route follows the river Dordogne. Overall it’s flat. The fields are small with different crops but there are vineyards galore. Each little holding has its "Chateau" but few actually live up to the name. The roads are empty and cycling  is side by side. Approaching St-Emillion, there are two steep rises to arrive at the top of the crag upon which the old religious centre of the town is built looking down steeply upon the old secular town in the valley below. The buildings are stone with red pantile roofs and the whole town has an air of antiquity with an added sense of peace and sophistication probably missing in days gone by. There’s a huge bell tower built on the top of the crag. You have to look down into the lower town to see the church which is hewn into the heart of the crag itself. After St Emillion, the route is into the heart of the St-Emillion countryside and via some of the many grand cru vineyards. At Castillon-la-Bataille, there’s a towpath for about 20 km. All in all, lovely first day cycling. After the impressive Ste-Foy-la-Grande the planned route through St-A-Vit-St-Nazaire goes past some Very expensive properties backing onto the river, the route being distanced from the properties by huge front gardens. A very desirable location. The first day shows why the Dordogne is so popular. 

The Hotel Family is right in the heart of old Bergerac, in the pedestrianised zone. Bergerac obviously had a very opulent past. We particularly like the timber framed buildings infilled with slithers of red brick and the narrow, round, turret jutting out from an official looking building overhanging the street. We select a restaurant in a floodlit, canopied courtyard with an exceptional view of the turret and within earshot of the belltower and the food was superb. 

Detail of route

D115E from Lormont via Yvrac, Montussan to Vayres. D242 from Vayres, then 6km on N2089 to Libourne. [Have breakfast in the main square]. Initially D19 from Libourne, 2km from Libourne where road is adjacent to railway, cross railway to take direct unmarked road to St-Emilion. D245 from St-Emilion, then D130 to Castillon-la-Bataille. Take track alongside north of river to Lamothe-Montravel. Again take road north of river to Pessac-sur-Dordogne. D130 to Eynesse. D130E from Eynesse to D672 into Ste-Foy-la-Grande. Direct road from Ste-Foy-la-Grande to St-Avit-St-Nazaire, then via Lartigue to Gardonne. At Gardonne cross to north of river, initially D4 to La Force, then via Prigonrieux into Bergerac via St-Onger.

Detail of accommodation and meal

Hotel Family tel: 00 33 5 53 57 80.90 fax: 00 33 5 53 57 08 00. Definitely not the best hotel in Bergerac but reasonable at 252 francs. 

Dinner at the “Poivre et Sel” – excellent.  

Note

Obtain map of Bergerac from TIC

Day 2  Bergerac to Sarlat 96.8 kms [via Beynac-et-Cazenac and Domme]

A very demanding day but a very rewarding one. The route from Bergerac is again flat but the vines have largely given way to fields of corn that are constantly watered by huge waterjets delivering pumped water from the Dordogne. At St-Capraise de Lalinde, detour [50 metres] to explore the huge sluice-like construction across the whole width of the river. This is a hydro-electric power station with the whole force of the river held back on one side to drive turbines as it flows through the sluice gates. There is an intriguing separate route alongside the sluice offered to fishes on an outing down river. Perhaps a short detour to Le Buisson-de-Cadouin might be considered for lunch. There’s a market here on Fridays with a stall that has what must be the world's largest paella pan cooking fresh paella for the market shoppers. From Le Buisson, the road on the north side of the Dordogne has a great surface, is empty and has super views. The road climbs up the side of the river valley with sheer cliffs on the left and the river on the right before descending into Bargaroque, a village of stone houses built into the sheer face of the cliff. Thereafter the road is quite idyllic running alongside the flat fertile plain of the Dordogne to St Cyprien.  The route passes Beynac with its keep set high on the clifftop overlooking the river and the opposing castle of Castelnord on the far bank, once French and once English respectively. The river at this point meanders around numerous rocky outcrops. On one of these, La Roque Gageac, an impressive chateau is built into the cliffside and looks almost carved from the rock itself. Below the chateau a line of stone built houses and shops creates the impression of a quay overlooking the road immediately alongside the river. Most are given over to touristy type shops and restaurants. The ride up to Domme is demanding, especially late in the day. The reward, Domme, is indescribable. The medieval town is a mass of narrow cobbled streets with immaculately preserved sandstone buildings. The descent from Domme takes you 4 kms towards Sarlat without peddling. Don’t worry – Sarlat isn’t as strenuous to access as was Domme. Sarlat is on the tourist route and attracts tourist volumes of traffic. [Hypermarkets on road to Sarlat]. The old town is a warren of cobbled streets and impressive medieval stone buildings. The church doors are so huge it is hard to imagine how they were hung. [Tomorrow’s mileage is not demanding allowing for visit of Sarlat tomorrow morning]. 

Detail of route

Leave Bergerac in a south easterly direction, initially on the D19. After 1 km turn onto the D37 following the south bank of the Dordogne to Varennes. D37E towards Couze-et-St-Front but keep hugging the south bank taking the D29 via Badefols-sur-Dordogne to le Buisson-de-Cadouin. Cross to the north bank and continue east along the D51 [yes, this road does exist!]. Road changes to D703E but all the time hugging the north bank of the Dordogne to St-Cyprien. D703 via Beynac-et-Cazenac to the junction on the north side of the river just opposite Domme. Turn south to visit Domme. Take easterly exit from Domme, D50 [all downhill] then cross to north bank of Dordogne and D46 to Sarlat. 

Detail of accommodation and meal

The Hotel de la Couleuvrine is right on the edge of the old town, it’s a delightful hotel serving a really nice international style breakfast. Tel 00 33 5 53 59 27 80 Fax 00 33 5 53 31 26 83. 386 francs. Restaurants galore to choose from.

Note

Obtain maps of Domme and Sarlat from TIC’s. Drinking water outside TIC in Domme. 

Day 3 Sarlat to Rocamadour 60.8 kms 

At la Couleuvrine on a Saturday morning you wake up to the sound of cackling hens and chickens which you will discover are for sale from the market stall opposite the hotel. The map of Sarlat provided by the TIC details a walking tour which is exceptional. A right turn immediately outside the hotel takes you into the heart of the weekly street market. [Provided EBE schedules don’t change, Day 3 is Saturday]. This is a real market. Virtually all the stalls sell produce brought in from farms and cottage industries in the outlying area. The smells are overpowering. One stall sells only onions but has a seemingly infinite variety, all with their individual aroma. One pace past the sausage stall and a heady smell of pork and pepper suddenly catches up with you. This is a living vibrant town of people which just happens to exist in a medieval shell. The signs of ordinary living are everywhere - on Saturdays punctuated by the equally ubiquitous market. The Rue de la Republique runs north south through the city in a straight line having been bulldozed through the town to provide just the one straight road leaving a rabbit warren of little alleys and streets on either side. All the buildings seem to have at least some part originating from medieval times and even when extended the buildings maintain the same style of construction. The route out of Sarlat via La Caneda is terrific, climbing slightly and then dropping down through a really fertile area of the reddest soil past the Chateau de Montfort to the Cingle de Montfort, the viewpoint looking across the Dordogne to a superb turreted chateau, the sort made for princesses with incredibly long hair. A little further on is tiny Carsac. The simple 12th century church lies alongside the road with just a few modest but very attractive houses lying behind in the shadow of a ruined chateau above. The route hugs the southern bank of the Dordogne. The terrain is full of ups and downs now with far more scrubland than farmland. Hugging the northern bank of the river out of Souillac, the road to Pinsac is again deserted and quite idyllic. From La Cave, there’s a long, long climb up the escarpment of the Causse de Gramat, the vast limestone plateau on the other edge of which your destination, Rocamadour, is built. The climb takes you up to 310 metres in 3.5 kms. Take photos from the Hospitalet viewpoint before descending to the town which is built in three distinct layers. The castle at the top, the religious sanctuaries in the middle and the Cite [which comprises one long street] at the lower level but the whole seems to be carved into the side of the sheer face of the escarpment hanging above the river Alzou below. Another three star site. Unbelievable unless seen. 

Detail of route

South from Sarlat take the unnumbered road via La Caneda to the north bank of the Dordogne. East onto D703 to Carsac-Aillac. South east from Carsac on D704, after 3 kms cross river to south bank and turn immediately east on D50 hugging south bank of Dordogne via St-Julien-de-Lampon. Continue hugging south bank and onto D43 via le Roc. At Cieurac, cross to the north bank and enter Souillac. 1 km on N20 south [makes 7 so far!] then when N20 turns to cross the river, turn left [nasty junction] to keep to north bank of Dordogne on D43 via Pinsac. D43 crosses to south bank. Initially D23 required the other side of Lacave but wait for sign on D43 as the apparently obvious short cut is not possible as there is no bridge. Well, there is a bridge, there is this side of it and there is the other side of it. Unfortunately the two are not joined. After only 100 metres on D23, turn right onto D247 [D247 road number not marked on 1:100,000 map but marked on 1:200,000 maps] for the climb to l’Hospitalet.

Detail of accommodation and meal

The Hotel du Lion d’Or Tel 00 33 5 65 33 62 04 Fax 00 33 5 65 33 72 54 is in the Cite. You won’t believe this but taking the left over orange juice and croissant from an adjacent table cost us an additional 6 francs when we came to pay the bill! Total 355 francs. There are several restaurants to choose from. We were pleased with Chez Anne-Marie. 

Note

Town plan of Rocamadour from TIC useful. 

Day 4 Rocamadour to Cahors 65.3 kms

The restaurant of the Lion d’Or is across the street and from the picture window overlooking the valley to the sheer cliffs on the other side, you can see a road which disappears over the top of the cliff……….Such a climb early in the morning is actually possible and is tremendously rewarding when you finally arrive at the top. [It took us 2 ½ hours to do 14 kms. Staying at the local (top) campsite may cause some cyclists a smidgen of a problem when it comes to finding dinner and then returning to the campsite!]. The views at the top of the Causse are spectacular. It's all ups and downs and very rugged indeed but very green. This is definitely a day of significant climbs, but as always, rewarded by great scenery. From south of Francoules, the route is initially downhill, then flat, into Cahors. The descent from the Causse to the river Lot follows the valley of a minor tributary and is quite magical. A tiny road, a tiny river, luxuriant vegetation and the village of Valroufie so typically French and untouched by modern times. The Pont Valentre, a 12th century turreted sandstone bridge is fully deserving of two stars that the Michelin Guide awards to Cahors. It is difficult to see other evidence warranting Cahors' two star award [especially when Bergerac didn’t get any]. 

Detail of route

Leave Rocamadour Cite by the east gate and descend to the river Alzou. On the far side take the D32 via Couzou to Carlucet. 1 km south of Carlucet, turn right onto the D50. South of the crossing with the D1, the road is a track only, to access cross the loose chippings on the other side of the D1, which looks like the entrance to a quarry. Continue straight on to the unmade track at the far end for about 2 kms before the road is again tarmacked, but a super small track with no traffic. Continue onto Labastide Murat. Then D32 southwest for 4 kms, then right onto unnumbered road marked to Lamothe-Cassel for 1 km, then left on unnumbered road via Puycalvel. After 1 km right onto D13. Left on N20 for 100 metres. Left onto D22 via Nadillac and Valroufie to Laroque-des-Arcs. Right onto D653 into Cahors. 

Detail of accommodation and meal

Perhaps there was a problem with the L’Escargot hotel’s water system, but the water wasn’t hot enough – very nice breakfast [well, nice for France]. Tel: 00 33 5 65 35 07 66 Fax 00 33 5 65 53 92 38. 369 francs. Many restaurants are shut on Sundays but the Auberge du Vieux Cahors was open and the food was outstanding. 

Note

Map of Cahors required from TIC. 

Day 5 Cahors to Villefranche de Rouergue 85.9 kms

The route is initially east out of Cahors through a quite extensive suburb and then alongside smallholdings before climbing just beyond Arcambal. This is a very steep road to the clifftop looking down on Le Lot meandering below and the sheer cliffs on the northern side of the river. The teeny road descends sharply and crosses the river to the northern bank.  Bears is the start of a 30 km ride along a flat traffic free road sandwiched between river and the cliff face of the Causse de Gramat which at times hangs over the road. The change in the vegetation is noticeable, here tending towards pine trees. The farmed land is in smaller plots but is still very fertile being on the river plain and is often given over to huge nursery beds. The houses along this stretch vary from stone hovels built into the cliff face to really quite spectacular country retreats alongside the river. The map and the signs would have you believe that Cajarc is the centre of the local universe but it appears to be a small sleepy little town with not even a loaf of bread [at 2 pm] to offer the passing traveller. The route out of Carjac is little more than a tarmacked track following the valley of a tiny tributary of the Lot as it falls and the road climbs the escarpment of the Causse de Limogne - for more than 15 km. This is a very small road having a consistent gradient over a very long distance. The final 10 kms of the day are downhill into Villefranche de Rouergue where the traffic comes as quite a shock to the system, but there is a Leclerc supermarket. 

The Auberge de la Poste reflects in many ways Villefranche de Rouergue itself. It's a super location and a super building but the overall effect is very drab and run down. In the case of the town this is very sad indeed as the central square is surrounded by stone arcades, including one which runs under the cathedral tower, which could be stunning. Unfortunately years of neglect will now require millions of pounds to recover the lost grandeur of the town. We do at least see a poster for the campaign to restore 100 facades within the Bastide, the old fortified part of the town. In keeping with the sad state of the town, our walkabout provides us with only three acceptable dinner options. We meet a very disappointed couple  who have learnt that restaurants stop serving at 9 pm. 

Detail of route

Leave Cahors travelling east over the Pont Cabessut and having crossed the railway line, take turn immediately left and follow the road keeping to the railway line [reference to map required]. This narrow traffic free road crosses the railway and joins the D911 after 6 kms. Care at Arcambal, the D911 turns right but the route is straight on through Galessie to meet the D49, through Bears and then cross to the north bank of the river Lot. Right onto D653 for 0.5 km and then right onto D662 all the way to Cajarc. From Cajarc, cross to the south bank initially on the D24. After 1.5 kms take D146 via la Combe and Marin to meet the D24. Right onto the D24 and continue into the centre of Cajarc. 

Detail of accommodation and meal

Auberge de la Poste Tel 00 33 5 65 45 13 91. Lovely hot water but no fax! 300 francs. Very tasty dinner at L’Assiette Gourmande. 

Note

As today is Monday, boulangerie’s are shut. Drinking water available at Bouzies. Map of Villefranche de Rouergue required from TIC. 

Day 6 Villefranche de Rouergue to Albi 82.2 kms [via Cordes-sur-Ciel]

It’s an easy start with a lovely flat ride along the river valley to Monteils, 12.5 kms. Orlhonac has typical French stone built houses with living quarters on the first floor, the cliff behind, the road in front, a drop down to the river and a beautiful curve of farmland beyond. Monteils boasts a little park near the river with a Japanese style arched wooden bridge. Lulled into a sense of peace and tranquillity, there follows a serious climb from Monteils - 225 metres in 3 km. The scenery is absolutely stunning including a 5 km ride along a ridge at the top of the world. The views are indescribable. It is difficult to choose which way to look. The castle and village of Najac stand out against the skyline and look majestic. The ridge ends but then there’s nearly 10 km freewheeling downhill through pastoral French countryside to Varen. 15 kms of flat/downhill is a good reward for 3 kms of exertion. Unfortunately having crossed the River Tarn, the road to Cordes-sur-Ciel, 15 km, is almost all uphill. The first 12 km are acceptable as traffic is light but the last few are not as the traffic is seemingly joining from all directions to climb up to the hilltop town. Cordes is indeed marvellous [justly deserving of it’s two star Michelin award] it is everything that Villefranche is not. Cordes has maintained and enhanced all of its old buildings and being visible on the skyline from all directions makes Cordes a honeypot for all tourists in the area. The road to Noailles is no more than a track. A subsequent ridge, while short, again has stunning views. The area is once again dominated by vines - it’s the Gaillac wine region. The beauty of the mixed crop landscape must make the local farmers proud indeed. The route descends into Albi, which is a busy town. Turning onto the bridge over the river Tarn, all you see initially is the massive, castle-like cathedral towering above the town. It seems all the more imposing being built entirely of red brick rather than the usual stone. The short span of bridge allows a glimpse of the two other magnificent old red brick bridges either side. This is the best location for photos of the cathedral, which is difficult to record in one shot. Albi is huge but the old Bastide is relatively small. It is impossible not to be reminded, or told, that Albi is the birthplace of Toulouse Lautrec. [TIC’s map details suggested tour of Old Albi]. 

Detail of route

Leave Villefranche on the D47 to the southwest. The D47 leaves Villefranche on the north side of the river but care is required due to Villefranche’s one way system. Climbing starts from Monteils. Stay on D47 to St-Vincent where D47 meets D958. [Last 4.5 kms marked on map as D106 but roadsigns show D47/D106]. Right onto D958 via Varen. 1km past Varen where D958 turns sharp right, go straight on, over railway. This track is running parallel to D958. Turn left onto D33 south of Lexos, road changes into D600 via Milhars and Marnayes to Cordes-sur-Ciel. East from Cordes on D922 for 3 kms, then left onto D30. Continue via Noailles. D25 from Noailles to join D600 into Albi. 

Detail of accommodation and meal

The Hotel St Clair is right in the centre of the Bastide and it’s a great hotel serving a good breakfast. Tel 00 33 5 63 54 25 66 Fax 00 33 5 63 47 27 58. 424 francs [including 20 francs for putting the bikes in the hotel’s garage]. Superb meal at Le Poisson D’Avril, which is situated so you can see the Palais de la Berbie with the cathedral in the background and opposite a row of typical four storey wooden framed buildings with bright red brick infil.

Note

Map of Albi required from TIC. 

Day 7 Albi to Camares 84.3 kms 

The suburbs of Albi are immense. The city sprawls along the river and to the south east. It is 10 km before you leave the built up area of Albi and its adjoining town of Saint Juery. The route follows the valley of the river Tarn and it is all uphill. To be fair, the first 20 kms is only very gradually uphill and two mountainous climbs and descents are avoided by the tunnels either side of Marsal. The route is right alongside the river. At Ambialet, which must be unique having a church built above the main cross roads in the tiny village, the vegetation begins to change from the vines and arable land of the river valley to pine forest and the mountainous landscape of the Causses. It is just after Villeneuve-sur-Tarn that climbing really starts as the route climbs to the top of the Parc National des Grandes Causses. There are sweeping views across either pine forest or small pockets of farmed land. The top of the Grand Causse is 10 kms beyond St-Sernin-sur-Rance. The landscape changes yet again and the panoramic views over the high plateau farmland are breathtaking. It is a patchwork quilt of browns, greens and golds rolling gently in all directions to more distant hills. Heaven comes in the form of a 10 km descent to Montlaur but the last 10 kms into Camares are all ups and downs. Camares is tiny, old and a bit beyond its best, but it’s got real character and feel. The Hotel du Pont Vieux is by the small main square alongside the river. The hotel restaurant’s impressive menu is introduced by a handwritten expression of the owner/chef's love of Camares and of cooking. The Hotel du Pont Vieux is a once in a lifetime find and it’s restaurant is a gastronomic delight.  

Detail of route

Leave Albi in an easterly direction on the D100 to St-Juery. Then D172 via Marsal and Fabas to Ambialet. Road number changes to D77. [Paris Meridian is 2 kms after Fabas]. Continue on D77 via Villeneuve-sur-Tarn to meet D33 south of Plaisance. Right onto D33 here and follow via Balanguier-sur-Rance to meet the D999. Left onto the D999 via St-Sernin-sur-Rance. [Persevere because it’s downhill from where the D501 joins this road. We reckon these are the best views of the holiday]. Continue on the D999 towards Montlaur, turn right to take the D12 marked Montlaur/Camares. D12 joins D902 into Camares. 

Detail of accommodation and meal

Hotel du Pont Vieux Tel: 00 5 65 99 59 50 Fax: 00 33 5 65 49 56 38 300 francs. 

Note
Day 8 Camares to Bedarieux 66.9 kms [via Col de Notre Dame]

The start of the climb to the Col is again along a river valley, the small river Dourdou. The incline is very gentle as the route passes through a number of small villages which seem precisely equidistant from each other, each with a hotel. La Roque is notable for its large Madonna erected on top of the village’s namesake. Here the climb steepens and the bends in the road become more numerous but it is still surprisingly comfortable going. The gradient is not too steep, even as you round a bend to see the Col de Notre Dame sign displaying 664 metres. [We didn’t even get into our lowest gear. The climb is 275 metres over 23 kms and it took us almost exactly 2 hours – very fulfilling]. There follows a 230 metre descent over 6 kms into Ceilhes-et-Rocozels, the views are quite breathtaking looking down on the tops of the pine trees. It is incredibly green and luxuriant. Ceilhes is at the north east end of the Reservoir d'Avene and a leisure area has been created here with lawns, a playground, a tennis court and a picnic area – the perfect place for leisurely lunch. The route from Ceilhes has a distinct upward incline which carries on for about 5 kms to a second Col, not marked on the map, the Col Mountoune some 200 metres higher. Here the landscape and the vegetation become very different. This is mountainous country with rocky outcrops everywhere and the vegetation limited to gorse and broom. The smell from the yellow bushes is intoxicating. The road descends to the dam at the southern end of the Reservoir d’Avene. The village of Avene is very interesting being a self styled walking and climbing centre. It is a hive of activity. There’s a sign welcoming you to the Val de l'Orb, “les pays des Monts et Sources”. It is clearly a popular spa town as there are numerous cars parked around the baths. It would appear, from the adjacent lavender fields, that scented baths are an option. From Avene, the 30 kms to Bedarieux are almost all downhill. Either side are the Monts-d'Orb but entering Bedarieux is to come back into civilisation after 8 days cycling in the heart of the French countryside. Bedarieux, in its own way, is a suburb of the south of France. It follows a fairly standard pattern, having a very small town centre with busy arterial roads. 

The Hotel Central lives up to it’s name. It is also ancient [just like it’s owners!]. The spiral stone staircase is magnificent and the decor is reminiscent of a second world war movie but the rooms are huge and most have a nice balcony overlooking the small square. La Rapiere restaurant is our first, best and only acceptable choice set in the little square in front of the town hall with fairy lights at dusk. Unfortunately the square is at the main T junction of the town which is part of the circuit for 50 cc motorcycles owned by seemingly most of the town's youngsters. Bedarieux must be back in civilisation as people arrive for dinner at gone 10.00 pm. 

Detail of route

D902 from Camares via Fayet, la Roque, Cenomes to Col de Notre-Dame. Continue on D902 to Ceilhes-et-Rocozels. Then south on D8 via Col Mountoune [not marked on 1:100,000 map] via Reservoir d’Avene to Avene. Continue on D8 via Truscas. Right where D8 meets D35. Continue on D35 via le Bousquet-d’Orb and la Tour-sur-Orb to Bedarieux. 

Detail of accommodation and meal

Hotel Central Tel: 00 33 4 67 95 06 76 Fax: 00 33 4 67 95 04 54 260 francs. Definitely not the best hotel in Bedarieux!

Day 9 Bedarieux to Sete 69.4 kms

The route climbs from Bedarieux up the valley of a small tributary to the Orb. After about 2 kms there is a viewpoint looking back over Bedarieux – up the whole length of the Orb valley to the two Cols of yesterday. Luckily the Col du Buis is avoided by a short stretch of tunnel beneath the peak. It is immediately noticeable that the mountains have been left behind. A 6 km stretch of busy road will remind you of what you have not missed and to make matters worse, it’s all uphill. The route now goes through a massive plain south of Faugeres, through two long stretches of farmland on tiny roads, at times with grass growing in the middle, sandwiched between the vines and the wheat, scorched by the sun and deafened by the cigales. South of Bessan, the route is through the flat coastal plain of Herault. As soon as you leave the vine fields you are assaulted by the traffic as you enter Agde. Agde is definitely an “in” place - judging by the traffic and number of people. The TIC’s map outlines a tour of the old town. The direct road from Agde to Sete [N112] has been given semi-motorway status – barring cyclists. Either take the long route around the north of the lagoon or [as we did] take time to explore Agde and Cap d’Agde and then take a train from Agde to Sete which run about every ½ hour and take bikes. SNCF are definitely sending a positive message with their huge guards vans and user friendly service. The traffic in Sete [also clearly a place to be] is, if anything, worse than Agde. 

Our hotel, La Conga, is directly opposite the huge sandy, clean beach [showers on beach] near Les Quilles, the manmade marina. La Table de Jean restaurant attached to the hotel looks very inviting indeed with an appetising menu and lovely linen. The restaurant is very popular as the food is excellent. 

Detail of route

D909 south from Bedarieux. After 12 kms, turn left onto D154E to Laurens. D15E via Fouzihon to Pouzolles. South from Pouzolles, initially D15 then left onto D146 via Abeilhan and Servian. D18 from Servian marked Montblanc. Right where D18 joins N9. N9 for 100 metres, turn left onto D18 to Montblanc. 2km after Montblanc, D18 turns left but go straight on – this is D125. Continue on D 125 under motorway, under N312 and into Bessan. From Bessan D13 into Agde. [Explore Agde and Cap d’Agde]. Train from Agde to Sete. South from Sete station down promenade alongside canal [west side] and continue adjacent to the sea, around Mont St. Clair along to the Corniche. 

Detail of accommodation and meal

Hotel La Conga Tel: 00 33 4 67 53 02 57 Fax: 00 33 4 67 51 40 01 240 francs [there is a supplement for sea view] is directly on the Corniche. There are three hotels here next to eachother. La Conga, Le Venise and Le Joie des Sables. All the hotels have some rooms with terraces overlooking the sea - these need to be specifically requested and booked early. For Le Joie des Sables a non ground floor room would need to be requested to get a full sea view. Restaurant La Table de Jean is attached to the hotel La Conga. Numerous places to eat in Sete. 

Note

Maps of Agde and Sete required from local TIC’s. 

Day 10 Sete [day off]

Try Taille [a local speciality - mussel pie]. The old town of Sete is built on the side of a large hill looking down on the very wide canal linking the lagoon to the sea. There is a very large port at the sea end of the canal. The centre of the town is a hive of activity around the shops and bars. There are often joutes de bateau in progress on the canal. These are jousting matches between two competing teams where each member in turn stands on a platform hanging out to the rear high above the stern of his boat. The boats are rowed at speed towards each other, the combatants try to topple eachother into the canal with a long wooden lance. 

Day 11 Sete to Montpellier 42.5 kms

Leaving Sete is, for a busy town, surprisingly relaxed although the roads around Sete have the most diabolical road surfaces. The route is initially via the working port area. At Frontignan the route is on a cycle track along a sand spit for about 10 kms – super cycling – first with water on both sides, then between water and dunes. Then another 10 kms between land and lagoon to reach Vic-la-Gardiole. Mireval seems like Pevensey Bay in Kent – flat, sand everywhere, same holiday homes, same holiday shops. The McDonalds at the pick up point at St Jean de Vedas on the outskirts of Montpellier is open but French milkshakes are half the size of British ones though just as tasty. 

Detail of route

Leave Sete by crossing the canal and travelling east on the N112. Carry on N112 at junction with N300. After 2 kms, take sliproad D50 and initially follow signs to Frontignan. [Total on N roads 3 kms]. Then take D60 east along sand spit. This road turns inland and becomes the D114. 1 km after Vic-la Gardiole, turn right onto D116 to Villeneuve-les-Maguelone. From Villeneuve, D116 heads inland turning north towards Montpellier [not marked as D116 on 1:100,000]. After 3 kms turn left onto D116E. Right onto N112 for 1 km then left at roundabout to get to pick up point. 
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