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Regional website: http://www.sud-de-france.com/en/ 
The entire Languedoc, curated: http://www.creme-de-languedoc.com/Languedoc/city-
guides/index.php 
 
 
L'île Sainte-Lucie: A coastal amble 
 
This is a charming way to spend some hours: strolling (there's nothing strenuous here) the 
broad trails of this island just outside Port-la-Nouvelle. On the west edge, trains shoot 
past. On the east edge, salt pans sip at the Mediterranean. And sketching the island's 
perimeter is the placid Canal de la Robine, enjoyed by a few pleasure barges. 
 
The island's ancient (and today barely discernible) quarries provided stones as far back as 
Roman times. Now, it's all a nature preserve. Walkers and bicyclists of all ages use it for 
exercise. "Gone fishin'" types troll the canal. It's a favorite picnic spot. Behind you is 
Port-la-Nouvelle, a small commercial port with plenty of seafood restaurants and 
accessible waterfront. 
 
Time to destination: 1 hour. Time for hike: 2 leisurely hours. 
This is hike #42 in the trail guide, L'Aude, Pays Cathare...à pied. 
 
Directions: From the house in Valros, head toward St. Thibéry. Look for blue signs 
directing you to the A9, the Autoroute. Take the A9 south toward Barcelona and 
Narbonne. Take exit (sortie) 39, toward Port-la-Nouvelle. You'll soon spot a huge cement 
plant. You then come to a round-about. Keep going around until you see the sign for L'île 
Sainte-Lucie. You go over a modern bridge. Turn left at the Lavoye building. You'll go 
under a low gate that prevents trucks from entering. Continue driving along the canal 
until you see a parking lot on the right, next to the salt pans. 
 
 
Gruissan: Seaside village 
 
We went for the hike, no. 39 in Topo-Guide 44, L'Aude, Pays Cathare...à pied. A 2.5 
ramble beside the salt lagoons near Narbonne sounded refreshing. Flamingos flock there. 
And the foothills of Montagne de la Clape add worn limestone drama. 
 
La Clape is a designated terroir of the Coteaux du Languedoc AOC. This isolated 
geological feature juts up between Narbonne and its beaches, echoing the rugged 
Corbières hills farther inland. 
 
The walk was a treat. Clear day, powerful wind (wind farms are common in the region), 
salt air; and the seaside village of Gruissan, an old core wrapped in new development, 
was picture pretty. 
 



Day Trips to the South of Valros 
 

©Tom Ahern 2 

Time to destination: less than an hour. 
 
Directions: From our house, go to the Autoroute, the A9. Head south toward Barcelona. 
Get off at exit 38 (Narbonne Sud). After the tollbooth, follow the signs toward Gruissan. 
If you're doing the hike, pass through the village of Gruissan or follow the signs for 
Autres Directions (you'll skirt the village and avoid the narrow streets). Cross the bridge 
south of Gruissan and turn left, following the signs for Château Bel Évêque, a local 
vintner. On your left is the Mediterranean and huge piles of sea salt. Continue following 
the Bel Évêque signs. They lead you down passable dirt roads to a parking lot with a 
signboard for Le sentier des Goules. 
 
 
Montolieu: The Village of Books 
 
If the idea of a town devoted to literature makes your heart beat faster (it does mine), visit 
Montolieu, which bills itself "Village du Livre." 
 
As many as two dozen booksellers crowd the narrow lanes of this attractive small town in 
the foothills of the Montagne Noire. Most volumes, of course, are in French. But a love 
of language is in the air. 
 
From our house, go to the Autoroute, the A9. Head south toward Barcelona. Take the 
A61 interchange toward Toulouse. Take exit 23, southwest of Carcassonne. Head toward 
Carcassonne on the N161 for about 4.5 kilometers, pickup the N113 headed west toward 
Pezens. After Pezens, head north about 8 kilometers on the D629 through Moussoulens. 
 
Bonus sight to see: Just up the road from Montolieu is cute little Saissac with its 14th 
century castle now undergoing restoration. 
 
Time to destination: 1 hour 20 minutes 
 
 
Abbaye de Fontfroide 
 
“The old Cistercian abbey of Fontfroide lies tucked almost out of sight deep in a little 
valley in the Corbières,” says the Michelin guide. “This tranquil setting surrounded by 
cypress trees could almost be somewhere in Tuscany.” 
 
Most of the abbey buildings were erected in the 12th and 13th centuries. When the 
Albigensian Crusade raged across the region, the abbey sided with the Pope against the 
Cathar heretics; the Pope repaid this loyalty handsomely. The abbey prospered for 
centuries, but in 1791 was abandoned. A family from Béziers purchased the property in 
1908, to ward off the sale of its cloisters, and has tastefully restored the place. 
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The abbey serves lunch in its charming restaurant from noon until 2:00 PM; dinner is also 
available during the summer. A cave for wine tasting is open during the day (except 
during lunch). Many people bring picnics and eat their lunch at tables beneath the trees. 
 
There’s an admission charge. And, please, don’t forget to tip the very professional guide: 
you’re expected to put a euro or two in her hand as you leave. (Guide-tipping is common 
in France, incidentally.) 
 
You cannot self-guide inside the abbey, but you can walk the perimeter and the land; 
there are several marked trails. We took a bracing hike into the hills of the Corbières 
from the abbey, following the fire roads. Like many things in France, the abbey is closed 
for tours during lunch. 
 
http://www.fontfroide.com/ 
 
From Valros, take the A9 (the Autoroute) toward Barcelona. (On a clear day, you might 
see the Pyrenees ahead.) Take exit 38 (Narbonne - Sud).Look for the N9 toward 
Carcassonne (NOT Perpignan). Then take the N113 toward Carcassonne. (This all 
happens pretty quickly, so stay alert.) At a roundabout (“rotary,” say Americans) pick up 
the D613. This takes you directly to Fontfroide. You’ll see plenty of signs. The abbey is a 
major attraction, rated two stars by Michelin. 
 
 
A 3-star restaurant in the Corbières 
 
Our destination: the amazing Auberge du Vieux Puits (Inn of the Old Wells), in the tiny 
hilltop town of Fontjoncouse in the Corbières. 
 
But first a note on the Michelin rating system, just so you know. The vast majority of the 
restaurants listed in the Michelin red guide, the dining bible of France, receive NO stars. 
Michelin reserves its stars for just those “certain establishments [that] deserve to be 
brought to your attention for the particularly fine quality of their cooking.”  
 
One-star restaurants are “a good place to stop in your journey.” Two-star restaurants are 
“worth a detour.” Three-star restaurants - the pinnacle, often associated with a luxury 
hotel - provide “exceptional cuisine, worth a special journey.” In the red guide I’m 
looking at (1999), among France’s tens of thousands of restaurants, Michelin named just 
21 as three-stars and just 70 as two-stars. 
  
Master chef Gilles Goujon bought the only place he could afford: a restaurant that had 
gone bankrupt three times in an obscure village up a wild gorge. And he turned it into a 
destination (the inn also rents guestrooms). Expect the parking lot to be full, for both 
lunch and dinner. And expect to be enormously entertained: this is the sort of dining 
experience you’ll talk about for years, with intriguing, imaginative food, and flawless 
(yes, the staff speaks English) service. If you’re looking for snooty, go somewhere else: 
here, they work for your smiles. 
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Order the prix fixe menu, which features all the chef’s daily specials in modest-sized 
portions. (You will not arise from your four-hour, five-course meal feeling bloated.) The 
lunch and evening menus are the same. Cost? Let's just say, not cheap. 
 
Some of the highlights from our meal: [appetizers] anchovies in fritters, tartlets of black 
sausage pudding and apples; [main courses] a perfectly grilled shrimp and scallop in a 
pool of sea broth accompanied by a scoop of fennel sorbet, which was then melted by the 
waiter pouring over it a stream of hot chicken broth; pieces of kid (baby goat; the crisped 
skin tastes exactly like potato chips) with bits of the heart and liver in a cappuccino made 
of the mother’s milk; a cheese sideboard six feet long featuring products from the nearby 
Pyrenees; finishing with chocolate crêpes and cardamom ice cream. We had four drinkers 
and consumed two bottles of wine. 
 
Dress is whatever you feel comfortable in. The only ties we saw were on the male staff 
and a few businessmen. Most people were dressed well but casually. 
 
Time to Auberge du Vieux Puits: 1 hour exactly. 
 
Call for reservations: 04 68 44 07 37. 
http://www.aubergeduvieuxpuits.fr/en/gilles.php 
 
From the house in Valros, head toward St. Thibéry. Look for blue signs directing you to 
the A9, the Autoroute. Take the A9 south toward Barcelona and Narbonne. Take exit 
(sortie) 39, first toward Portel, then on the D611 to Fontjoncouse. Please note that D611 
takes you through some of the best wine country in the Corbières. 
 
 
Walking Fontjoncuse, with degustation after 
 
In another daytrip, we talk about the surprising, delightful, Michelin three-star restaurant, 
L'Auberge du Víeux Puíts, located in the remote Corbières village of Fontjoncuse. Well, 
for those of you worried about your waistline, you'll be glad to know there's a hike in the 
same picturesque location. 
 
And when you're done with the hike -- a 1.5 hour up-and-down ramble rated "of middling 
difficulty," through herb-choked limestone countryside (hat, water, and sunglasses 
recommended) -- you can conduct a wine-tasting (degustation) at the richly-medaled and 
welcoming Château de Lastours. (As opposed to the richly-medaled, delicious, but rather-
full-of-themselves-the-day-we-visited, Domaine Haut-Gléon, up the road.) 
 
The hike begins at the second bridge on the D123. You'll see a lonely mailbox, a big sign 
for the restaurant, and a sign pointing left toward Saint Victor. That's your direction. Park 
in the grass. Follow the yellow paint markings. The cell phone towers are your 
destination; you'll hoist yourself 205 meters. There's an old, long-abandoned hermitage at 
the summit; as well as some unbeatable views of the area, its canyons, curves, and wind 
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farms. This part of France is the second windiest spot in Europe; first prize goes to 
Scotland. (We'll stand witness. Hiking in the Scottish Highlands, we once had to cross a 
bare summit on our bellies to avoid being blown away.) 
 
Time to destination: 1 hour. Time for hike: 1.5 hours. 
This is hike #29 in the trail guide, L'Aude, Pays Cathare...à pied. 
 
Directions: From the house in Valros, head toward St. Thibéry. Look for blue signs 
directing you to the A9, the Autoroute. Take the A9 south toward Barcelona and 
Narbonne. Take exit (sortie) 39, first toward Portel-des-Corbières, then on the D611 
toward Fontjoncouse. You'll pass big signs for Château de Lastours. Stay sharp. The turn 
onto D123 toward Fontjoncuse comes up suddenly on your left. There's a sign for the 
restaurant. Take your time. This stretch of narrow road is among the prettiest canyon 
drives I know. 
 
 
The Last Cathar Bastion (and a visit to a 450,000 year 
old man) 
 
Today’s destination: “the last bastion,” Castle Quéribus. The siege and surrender of this 
mountaintop fortress in 1255 concluded the military phase of the Albigensian Crusade, 
launched in 1210 to eradicate the Cathar heresy. The crusade also crushed southern 
France’s independence and its rich, cosmopolitan courts, replacing the native lords with 
northern nobles. Once impossibly remote, today Quéribus is easy to reach by car. The 
views of the Pyrenees from this windswept spot are truly spectacular. Another major 
Cathar castle, Peyrepertuse, is a few miles away as the crow flies. Time to destination: 
about 1.75 hours. 
 
From the house, jump on the A9 toward Narbonne. Take exit 41 (Perpignan centre). At 
the first roundabout, take the D12 toward Vingrau. This is the scenic route, as you’ll see 
when the road crests and a glorious valley opens before you. At Vingrau, follow the signs 
to Tautavel (D9). You will pass a sign for the Caune de l’Arago and a gorge. You can 
stop here for a swim in a wide mountain stream. At Tautavel, follow the signs toward 
Estagel. (D9 to D611). Just after some railroad tracks, you’ll encounter the D117, a wide 
two-lane highway. Turn right, toward Maury/Foix. At Maury, turn right onto the D19. 
This road winds up out of the village, taking you directly to the turnoff for Quéribus. At 
the turnoff, you can park and hike the last 2 km, for some extra exercise. Or you can 
drive up to the castle itself. Quéribus can be busy, as it accessible by tour buses. At the 
ticket booth you can also purchase drinks, postcards, and ice cream. Admission for adults 
(2002): 4 euros. 
 
Maury is famous for an elegant, powerful sweet wine of the same name. The vineyards of 
Mas Amiel, the AOC’s leading producer, cover the slopes beneath Quéribus. 
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Finally, a note about Tautavel. During the 1970s in a cave near this village scientists 
discovered the oldest human remains in Europe, the skull of a heavy-browed prehistoric 
hunter. Tautavel is now home to a large museum dealing with prehistoric humankind and 
his/her world. Its dioramas and audiovisual shows bring the period to life. But it’s a bit 
like having your 450,000-year-old relatives over for dinner. They’re dirty. They’re ill-
clothed. All they want to do is crack open deer bones and suck the marrow. And you 
really have no interests in common. An excellent English-language narration 
accompanies the exhibit. The museum is exhaustive and academic. Prepare to be lectured. 
 
 
Sun-Baked Wine and Castle Peyrepertuse 
 
Michelin rates Peyrepertuse, a medieval fortification perched high on a windswept rock 
ridge, a top attraction. This distinctively ship-shaped castle is an easy walk from ample 
parking lots. On the July day when we visited re-enactors hacked at each other in the 
castle's courtyard, a "history comes alive" moment backed up by magnificent views. 
 
But our real destination is two valleys over, a top vintner making Maury wines, Mas 
Amiel. Maury is a complex sweet wine that perfectly complements blue cheese and 
simple desserts. Mas Amiel, by all accounts, makes the best. Maury is noted for a 
peculiar method of production: it ages outdoors in large bottles, exposed to the 
transforming rays of the brutal southern sun. Mas Amiel's "cave" (the wine tasting and 
sales room) is cool and welcoming. 
 
Time to Mas Amiel: about 1.75 hours. 
 
From the house, jump on the A9 toward Narbonne. Take exit 41 (Perpignan centre). At 
the first roundabout, take the D12 toward Vingrau. This is the scenic route, as you’ll see 
when the road crests and a glorious valley opens before you. At Vingrau, follow the signs 
to Tautavel (D9). You will pass a sign for the Caune de l’Arago and a gorge. You can 
stop here for a swim in a wide mountain stream. At Tautavel, follow the signs toward 
Estagel. (D9 to D611). Just after some railroad tracks, you’ll encounter the D117, a wide 
two-lane highway. Turn right, toward Maury/Foix. You'll soon see signs for Mas Amiel 
on your right, and a huge "MA" in white on the hillside. To continue to Peyrepertuse, go 
to Maury, turn right onto the D19. This road winds up out of the village, taking you 
directly to the turnoff for Quéribus, and beyond Quéribus, left on the D14 to Peyrepertuse. 
 
 
Fort de Salses and the gorgeous Corbières 
 
Easily spotted from the A9 Autoroute, the Fort de Salses is well worth a closer look. 
Once a frontier fortification quarreled over by Spain and France, its peculiar construction 
owes everything to the emergence of artillery. The walls grew massively thick and 
sunken as medieval defenses transitioned into the age of gunpowder. 
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The fort is a national monument and a two-star Michelin attraction. There are good 
bathrooms and an attractive gift shop with some unusual items. For more information 
visit the website from French historic sites: www.monuments-france.fr. 
 
We took the long way home, adding a sweepingly scenic meander through the rugged 
limestone hills and canyons of the Corbières. 
 
Time to the fort: under an hour. 
 
Directions: Take the A9 south toward Barcelona. Take exit 40. Head for Leucate, but 
you'll quickly pick up the N9 south to Sales-le-Château, the town outside the fort's walls. 
Incidentally, you'll pass near Fitou, a notable wine AOC. 
 
To do the Corbières leg, take the N9 south out of Sales-le-Château, pick up the D83 west, 
then the D12, which winds up into the mountains. At Vingrau, follow the road to Tuchan. 
At Tuchan, pick up the D611 and follow that through Durban-Corbières. Turn right onto 
D611A and follow the blue signs back to the A9. 
 
 
Collioure and the wines of Terrassous 
 
Your destination is the picture-postcard-perfect (and chic) seaside village of Collioure. 
 
Collioure enjoys a dramatic setting, its fortified harbor nestled at the base of baked 
scrubby hills, exactly where the Pyrenees mountains spread their toes in the 
Mediterranean. The culture here is Catalan, more Spanish than French; the restaurants 
favor food like tapas. Collioure is famous for two treats: Banyuls, the exquisite local "vin 
doux naturel" (sweet wine); and anchovies. The two make perfect companions. 
 
On the way back from Collioure, we visited the cloisters at Elne (a Michelin two-star 
attraction). There's a glass-blowing salon behind Elne's tourism bureau that has 
astonishing work for sale, incidentally. But the sweetest surprise was the town of Terrats, 
near Thuir. 
 
Terrats was a lucky accident. On page 165 of Mitchell Beazley's book, The Wines & 
Winemakers of Languedoc Roussillon, there's a distinctive photo of a strange outdoor, 
gravity-fed winery. The caption says it's Trouillas. In fact, it's Terrassous, the winery of 
Terrats. We recognized the photo instantly and hit the brakes. 
 
I've heard many people disdain sweet wines. I assume they've never had really good ones 
like Banyuls, Maury or Rivesaltes. The Terrassous wines are complex: both sweet and 
dry. They are NOT syrupy or sugary. And (here's a plus) they age forever. At Terrassous, 
they were selling a Rivesaltes made in 1974 for a very affordable price. Other vintners 
sell sweet wines that date back to the early 20th century. 
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The Terrassous tasting room is handsome, the reception friendly and enthusiastic. We 
tried four different wines (all lovely) and settled on a flowery Rivesaltes Ambré (Le 
Parfum de Terrassous) and a three-bottle gift case of Grande Réserve Rivesaltes (one 
bottle each: aged 5 years, 10 years, and 20 years). 
 
http://www.terrassous.com/en/terroir 
 
Time to Collioure: 1 hour 30 minutes 
 
Directions: Take the A9 south toward Barcelona. Take exit 43 and head east toward the 
coast (Le Boulou, Argeles-Sur-Mer, Collioure). 
 
If you overshoot this exit (as we did), you will enter Spain in a few minutes. Take your 
first exit and double back. Follow the D618 to the N114. Watch for signs for Collioure. 
 
To get to Elne, follow the N114. From Elne to Terrats, take the D612 toward Thuir, and 
watch for signs. 
 
 
 


