From the Altantic to the Mediterranean in the lee of the Pyrenees

(Bayonne to Narbonne via Lourdes, Toulouse and Carcassonne)

609 kms [380 mls] 8 days cycling, 2 days off

We did this route in June 2000, having spent the winter planning. The route was virtually entirely on minor roads, scenic routes and along the canal towpath. My other half whinges when he has to cycle on busy roads and duly did so on the entire 4km on N road [main road] that we needed to negotiate around Narbonne!

We pre-booked all our accommodation, mainly by fax. Although we offered to pay a deposit (by credit card) none of the hotels actually 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.

We have not, for each day described the spectacular scenery because we have insufficient adjectives at our command. Suffice to sat, this is out best holiday to date. We are not super athletes (or young) although we play tennis and are reasonably fit. In fact we had a few excursions on our bikes since our cycling holiday the previous summer. Although there obviously were hills, we did not have to get off and walk and we did not find any of the days too strenuous. Although we cycled hills which are marked as such on the 1:200,000 series, we did not see any gradient signs on the hills we cycled.

We used the four maps covering the route of the 1: 100,000 IGN series verte which are only £4.99 each so we considered that a reasonable price at a total of £20.

We also contacted the Tourist Information centres to obtain town maps where appropriate.

The majority of the villages on this route have fountains for drinking water which came in very handy as it was extremely hot and sunny for our entire trip. Shops shut sharp at 1 o’clock and don’t open again until 3pm.This applies to most food shops, so beware if you are intending to purchase food for a picnic lunch. This also applies to most attractions.

Day 1 Bayonne to St Palais 59 kms

Scheduled drop off time is 8.30 am on the D312. Head east along the south bank of the river L’Ardour. After 2 kms turn left onto the D261 towards Urt, still hugging the river bank. The road is flat, the river wide, the occasional house opulent. The L’Estanquet Hotel at Urt provides a scrumptious breakfast. Continue along the D261 for 6 kms then turning south, inland towards the Pyrenees, on the D253 to Bardos. From Bardos the D318 continues south following a river valley winding gently upwards. This is cycling anyone  would enjoy. The valley is narrow but every inch is farmed and the obvious fertility is reflected in luxuriant growth, everything depp green from ground level to the tops of the trees climbing the valley sides. Even the cows are pretty. This is reasonably gentle baptism in Pyrenean cycling. Turn left at the T junction onto the D123 then right at the T junction onto the D11 into St Palais. We are very pleased with our choice of the Hotel de la Paix tel: 00 33 5 59 65 71 15 fax: 00 33 5 59 65 63 83 (345 ff) which is in the middles of the picturesque St Palais town square. Try dinner at the Hotel Trinquet, also in the main square. We are particularly impressed when the soup tureen is left on the table for us to help ourselves.

Day 2 St Palais to Oleron St Marie 58 kms

On Friday mornings you can breakfast at the Hotel de la Paix with the local farmers who are in St Palais for the market. We eat rolls and drink coffee. They eat meat stew and drink red wine. Take the D 933 from St Palais (marked towards St Jean Pied de Port) for about 3 kms before turning left onto the D242 towards Maulean-Licharre. We defy anyone to tell from the map that there’s about 9 kms of up followed by about 8 kms of down, most along a ridge. This road is one of the greatest we’ve ever cycled. Take the D2 up the hill out of mauleon-Licharre, marked to Navarenx, but after one very hilly km take the right fork onto the D24 and another 8 kms of up before dropping into picturesque Barcus, yet another village with a fountain. There appears to be a hill out of each village, so leave Barcus on it and, still on the D24, drop into Oleron St Marie. Virtually the whole day’s cycling was on roads marked as scenic which resulted in this being one of the most spectacular day’s cycling we have ever had.

The Hotel Bristol tel: 00 33 5 59 39 43 78 is adequate. (286 ff). The recommended Le Trinquet restaurant is excellent. It all happened at the Hotel Bristol in June 2000. We didn’t need to read any newspapers to know that France won it’s game in the European Championship as they celebrated with a disco until 2.39 am!

Day 3 Oleron St Marie to Lourdes 69 kms

Take the N134 out of Oleron towards Pau but turn off after 8 km onto the D920 to Louvie Juzon. The road is initially relatively flat but all the time with a backdrop of the mountains. The D920 changes to the D918 at Arudy before arriving at Louvie Juzon (the finishing point of a Tour de France stage). The D35 out of Louvie Juzon starts with a climb that is several kms of down. Turn right at the junction with the D937 for the final 19 kms to Lourdes. Alternatively, about 3 kms from this junction, just after Lesterelle-Betharram take a road with no number which runs south of the river all the way to Lourdes in spectacular open countryside.

We stayed at the Castel Mirabel tel: 00 33 5 62 94 30 50 fax: 00 33 5 62 94 13 82 (480 ff for two nights) in the tiniest room. Perhaps next time we might try staying at Hotel de la Grotte , which looked very inviting. Our dinner in their Brasserie was superb. However, our hotel rewarded us with one of those unforgettable moments of a lifetime. One evening we came down from our room to the reception area to hear the close harmony of an unaccompanied male voice choir practising for their performance in the subterranean Basilica that evening as the Madame’s son is the soloist tenor.

Day 4 Lourdes day off

Our view is that Lourdes is a must. There are thousands of people worshipping in churches and open air services. There’s an open air service in front of the cathedral with a continual procession of the lame and the ill being wheeled around , in identical trolleys or beds, in a huge oval past the altar. It’s a very distressing sight. The majority of people have candles.

There are thousands more people in the subterranean Basilica, it holds 8,000 worshipping at another multilingual service where we also hear ‘our’ choir. There are churches everywhere. The Espace Ste Bernadette, on the other side of the river holds 7,000. There’s a superb open air municipal swimming pool but unfortunately it had no water in it. The funicular ro Pic ju Jer is almost a kilometre of near vertical track carved into the mountainside. The 360 degree view from the tower of the summit is magnificent. Lourdes is far below on one side and high on the other is the snow on the range of the High Pyrenees. The fort is disappointing but for the sound of singing drifting up from far below. Our abiding memory of Lourdes is music, music everywhere. It seems that wherever you are, you can hear the singing from one of the indoor or outdoor churches.

Day 5 Lourdes to Capvern – les – Bains 46 kms

Leave Lourdes on the D937 [to Badneres de Bigorre] via a valley which runs alongside a range of huge dark green hills behind which are the white peaks of the Pyrenees. There’s a long climb up to Loucrup. Turn right at the T junction onto the D935 to Bagneres. There’s another long climb out of Bagneres on the D938 which, like the one to Loucrop, has the names of local and famous Tour de France cyclists on it. The views of the mountains across the sloping fields are astounding. The road drops steeply to a tiny wooded valley belonging to the Abbey l’Escaladieu, a wonderfully tranquil scene, but the monks obviously shut for lunch too. Turn off the D938 onto the D80 for the last 4 kms to Capvern les Bains. These last 10 kms are the most challenging so far with hairpin slimbs and immediate descents as we cross a series of ridges and drop into valleys which are so characteristic of the area. Unusually, it’s a final clib up to Capvern les Bains which is situated over thermal springs. The thermal baths open at 6:50 am and bustle with activity until 12 noon. The village has an air of decayed Edwardian splendour exemplified by the now closed Grand Hotel. After a tour, we can imagine just how relaxing it must have been at it’s height. Unfortunately the swimming pool,another really nice one, has no water.

The Auberge de la Goutille tel: 00 33 5 62 39 03 62 fax: 00 33 5 62 39 16 73 [330 ff], is just outside the village in a cool wooded location and the rooms are huge. An excellent choice. Try Le Victoria for dinner, with it’s terrace overlooking the pretty main street.  

Day 6 Capvern les Bains to Frajou 65 kms

True to form, there’s a hill out of Capvern les Bains. The D80 continues and drops into Capvern Village where, at the T juction with the D938, turn left towards la Barthe de Neste on this straight, flat road. The mountains seem adjacent. After about 6 km, turn left onto the D717 where the railway crosses the road and continue along this straight, flat road. At the roundabout with D929 and D939 take the D74 to Cantaous. Left at Cantaous onto the D24, over the motorway and right onto the D75. Follow signs to Montmaurin. [Road numbers change]. This is quite unbelievable, a 30 km ridge, all gently downhill, just entailing the odd pedal to keep the momentum going. This is a real holiday cycling  - the most relaxed day we can remember, the scenery spectacular with views on both sides. The road is so small that it deters everything other than the farm traffic. Montmaurin has yet another lovely open air swimming pool – yet again, can you believe it, no water. From Montmaurin follow the signs to Gorges de la Save. A detour of 100 metres leads to the remains of a Roman Villa, then on through the Gorges where French children receive tuition in rock climbing. Just past the narrowest point of the Gorge, the tiny fast flowing river runs under the road, making a super lunch spot. Follow the signs to Ciadoux via the tiny roads through active farmland and then up the hill to the village. Just past the open green in the centre of Ciadoux turn onto the D3 towards St Frajou. This road also follows a ridge, even narrower and more impressive than the previous one. Steep valleys descend on either side of the road, with tiny villages all of which seem to have quite extravagant churches for their size. This was once a very wealthy area. At one point the ride is barely wide enough to accommodate the road and a small church. Again, the majority of the day’s cycling was on scenic routes making this yet anther unforgettable day.

Accommodation is at Chantal Butery’s farmhouse tel: 00 33 5 61 94 14 14. the farmhouse is on the right hand side of the D3 just before the turning to St Frajou, 15 km from Ciadoux. There is a sign on the road. The refurbished attic over the farmhouse comprises of two huge rooms with magnificent bathrooms. Madame Butery is delightful company, a most accomplished and considerate hostess. Dinner was superb. 500ff dinner, bed and breakfast. Probably our most memorable stay of the holiday.

Day 7 St Frajou to Toulouse 80 kms

The D3 undulates via rolling hills with only the odd tractor to disturb. Gentlemen can visit the pissoir publique in the main street in Rieumes, with no roof and no door! Just past Rieumes turn initially onto the D28 [markes Berat] then immediately onto the D43 signposted to Lherm. Overall the road descends through flat farmland and small viallges. Continue on the D43 through Lhern and over the motorway into Muret where it would appear impossible not to get lost in this large modern town on the outskirts of Toulouse. There’s a magnificent lunch sport on the towpath where the D56 crosses he Garronne.  Follow the signs to Toulouse, although the road number changes to the D4. Amazingly this country road goes right into Toulouse avoiding all the suburbs and it’s even alongside a river. Toulouse is a young persons city; vibrant; people and traffic noise everywhere, definitely a “must see” city. The very heart of Toulouse, Place du Capitole, is bedecked with market stalls and on one side of the square the line of sophisticated cafes seem to remain oblivious to it all. There are many magnificent sights to be seen in this interesting mostly red brick city. The architecture, once considered cheap and rustic, now positively glows in its redness. Even the oldest church, Basilique St Sernin, consecrated in 1096, is built of very thin layers of red brick. It has the most beautifully ornate bell tower. The city offers a captivating contrast to the predominating quiet of the rest of the route. Our visit coincided with the yearly music festival: for the tired cyclist an experience best missed.

The Hotel du Grand Balcon [250 ff] is an experience not to be missed. Tel: 00 33 5 61 21 48 08 fax: 00 33 5 61 21 59 98. It’s a step back in time. Mosaic floors and an ancient caged lift with wires and tubes hanging loosely beneath and the counterweight sliding smoothly down one side of the shaft.. The rooms are a step even further back in time, seemingly last decorated in the early 1900’s, the plumbing and the wiring both run along the surface but it’s clean[ish], cheap, and beautifully situated overlooking the city’s heart, Place du Capitole 

The piste cyclable along the Canal du Midi is a cyclist’s dream. It is tarmacked and mostly in addition to the canal towpath. It is slightlyn elevated giving a lovely view not only of the canal but also the wider river valley in which is sits. For the most part the canal hugs the rising land on the south side of the valley. Trees are planted at about 7 metre intervals along the north, the towpath bank. There are infrequent sets of locks, all manually operated and quite picturesque. Although the towpath goes all the way to Carcassonne, the tarmacked surface stops, after about 38 km, just past Avignonet-Lauragais near the motorway service area. It is probably best to continue for about 3 kms on the towpath then leaving to join the D218 running just south of the canal. The road is mostly flat. South of Castelnaudary, turn northeast to find the D33 which then goes all the way to Carcassonne, a long flat stretch. The Pont Vieux is the place to stroll and sit on the bridge looking across at the magnificent ramparts of the cite of Carcassonne, yet another “must see”. The shops in the Bastion are sophisticated but it’s the cite that is the major attraction of Carcassonne. The restored medieval town looks perfect. Everything has been restored, the inner and outer walls and all the buildings inside. The outer bailey between the two walls gives a good impression of how life would have been in medieval times, still having a rough stone surface underfoot. It’s obviously the place to be as there are streams of people approaching from all directions to eat in the many restaurants.

The Hotel Pont Vieux tel: 00 33 4 68 25 24 99 fax: 00 33 4 68 47 62 71 [421 ff] is in a terrific location just between the cite and the Bastion. We have a nice room and the best breakfast of the holiday. A great choice. Try restaurant Le Trivalou, Rue Trivalle, between the cite and Pont Vieux.

Day 9 Carcassonne to Gruissan Plage 94 kms

Take the D303 east out of  Carcassonne. At the T junction with the N113, the D3 is diagonally opposite. It looks very inviting and it does not disappoint. It mostly climbs to Monze where you can watch the bottle filling process in the village winery just beside the road. Beyond Monze the road follows the river valley with vines planted on either side rising up the mountain slopes. 9 kms after Monze turn onto the D114 to Montlaur. The imposing building in the centre of this tiny village is the village school. There’s a long gradual descent to the Gorge of Congouse, the narrow road running high to the left of the actual river gorge which is a fascinating arrangement of deep pool linked to natural weirs and the river running over huge slabs or rock. Follow the signs to Camplong d’Aude and on to the long climb up to Fabrezan. This is another Tour de France route. Fabrezan was clearly once a major wine centre where, in days gone by, the wine was produced by many small individual vineyards, almost all the houses having big arched entrances to their courtyard to give access for their carts. Take the D611 out of Fabrezan to the D613 which goes towards Narbonne. This 25 kms is through a vast plain with vines growing as far as the eye can see. There are majestic looking chateaux perched on the hills overlooking the vines and the ancient abbey of Fontfroide standing atop a rocky crag. Here comes the only 4 km on busy main road of the holiday………. 2 km on the N113 towards Narbonne then right onto the N9 for another 2 km. Reference to the map is required to assist in turning right immediately after the next huge junction onto the un-numbered road towards Port la Nautique. Further reference to the map is needed to finally reach the D32 which runs alongside Canal de la Robine before crossing it. Over the last hill to see the first sight of old Gruissan dominated by its ruined chateau above the tightly packed houses of the old town. Old Gruissan is adjacent to port Gruissan, a new holiday town built around a marina. Accommodation is at the third Gruissan, Gruissan Plage, built on a sand spit and accessed via a very narrow road [with a cycle path] with sea on either side. Gruissan Page has a marvellous beach and a modest number of holiday houses all built in the same style, on stilts.

Les 3 Caravelles tel: 00 33 4 68 49 13 87 fax: 00 33 4 68 49 29 50 www.3caravelles.com [752 ff for two nights] has pride or place right next to the beach. Nice rooms with a huge balcony overlooking the sea. Absolutely perfect for a day off, sunbathing and resting. La Main Fleurie restaurant is definitely the place to be and the food is excellent.

Day 10 Gruissan Plage – day off

“Longer au soleil” or explore the three Gruissan’s and Corbieres.

Day 11 Gruissan Plage to Narbonne 32 kms

Return to Narbonne on same route, D32, but straight on into Narbonne instead of via Port la Nautique. Several main sights are located in one area. Visit the medieval palace [now the town hall] and the cathedral alongside, both just off the main square. Try lunch in one of the very French canalside cafes before making tracks to the rendezvous for the coach. 

