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Take a daytrip on the Canal du Midi 
 
At the base of Béziers is an astounding engineering feat: les Neuf Écluses de Fonseranes, 
the nine locks of Fonseranes, on the Canal du Midi. It’s a boat staircase, one lock 
following on the heels of the next, seven in all, allowing boats to move up and down a 
hill. (There once were nine locks, hence the name, when the canal connected directly to 
the river Orb.) It makes a fascinating place to hang out. There’s plenty of parking. 
 
If you’d like to take a ride of the canal, there are several boat companies offering cruises 
with durations as brief as a couple of hours. Website for one vendor: www.bateaux-du-
soleil.com 
 
Round trip cruises on the good ship Manon, a well regarded cruise boat, take 6 hours 
from Béziers to the river port of Colombiers and back, including a large lunch with wine. 
About 40 Euros per adult. Departs and arrives from the Port Neuf, on the Quai du Port 
Neuf in Béziers, a surprisingly upscale neighborhood hidden in an old industrial zone 
beside the canal. 
 
For full information on available cruise options, visit the Neuf Écluses. There are 
information offices there with brochures. 
 
Take the N9 from Valros toward Béziers. Follow it around the base of the city, toward 
Narbonne. Look for signs for les Neuf Écluses. 
 
 
The windmills of Faugères 
 
On the sightseeing menu today: a set of luminously restored 16th-century windmills and 
various drystone farmer’s shelters called “capitelles.” The capitelles are beautifully 
crafted without mortar and strikingly cool on a hot day; local historians have restored 
them perfectly. At the windmills, you can take a tour, purchase a drink and postcards if 
the tiny shop is open, and admire a 360-degree panorama from atop one mill. A bas relief 
map there tells you what you’re viewing, from the Mediterranean to the Espinouse 
Mountains. On a brilliantly clear day, you can even see the looming Pyrenees on the 
horizon. 
 
You can do this day trip pretty much all by car or add in some pleasant hikes through the 
aromatic garrigues, the scrubby limestone hills that form the transition between the 
mountains and the coastal plains.  
 
Time to Faugères: 50 minutes. 
 
From the house in Valros, take the N9 toward Béziers. 
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On the outskirts of Béziers, as you approach a roundabout (what Americans call a rotary), 
take the road that bears sharply right and is signposted for Bédarieux/St. Pons. 
Shortly you make a turn onto D909, heading for Roujan/ Bédarieux. Get off at Faugères, 
onto the D13. 
 
If you want to hike, park in the lot right next to the École Mairie (town hall and school). 
There’s a WC there as well. Look for signs for “Moulins XVIe (Trois Tours).” You can 
follow a mostly paved road all the way to the windmills. Or you can take the scenic route: 
on your way uphill, just as you reach the outskirts of the village, you’ll see a crude sign 
for “Sentier Botanique” (a botanical walk). This follows an old mule trail, through the 
woods and between impressive stone walls. From the windmills, it’s easy to spot several 
capitelles hiding in the brush. To reach them, follow your nose. Fire trails and access 
roads cut all through these hills. 
 
If you want to drive directly to the windmills, either follow the well-marked road up 
through the village of Faugères or stay on the D909 and just over the crest of the hill, 
after the petrol station, look for a small sign on the right for “Moulins XVIe.” 
 
 
Lamalou-les-Bains and the Forest of the Fighting 
Writers 
Medieval miners first unearthed the soothing hot and warm springs of Lamalou-les-Bains, 
a spa that once attracted the elite of Europe. The surrounding Espinouse mountains are 
under the sway of the Parc naturel régional du Haut-Languedoc. Hiking, rock-climbing, 
and scenic drives abound. Time to destination: 1 hour 10 minutes to the start of the loop. 
The loop goes into the mountains and ends in Lamalou-les-Bains. 
 
From the house in Valros, take the N9 toward Béziers. 
On the outskirts of Béziers, as you approach a roundabout (what Americans call a rotary), 
take the road that bears sharply right and is signposted for Bédarieux/St. Pons. 
Shortly you make a turn onto D909, heading for Roujan/ Bédarieux. 
As the D909 reaches a crest in the foothills, you have a choice: you can follow the curve 
on D909A toward Hérépian (the bell foundry town) or you can turn right onto D909 
toward Bédarieux. Either way brings you to the D908. Heading toward Bédarieux adds 
maybe 10 minutes to your trip. However, there is a small scenic advantage with this 
option: you pass through a mountain tunnel, then down a steep hill road with a 
commanding view of the Orb river valley. 
Turn onto the D908, toward Lamalou-les-Bains. 
Continue on the D908 past Lamalou-les-Bains (you’ll be coming back) to the next town, 
Poujol-sur-Orb. 
At Poujol-sur-Orb, turn right onto D180. The road starts to climb. 
You will drive through Combes, a picturesque little village clinging to the mountainside. 
If you wish to stop and get a closer look at these all-stone houses, grab the first parking 
space you see. Don’t wait. Parking in this precarious spot is limited. 
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Stay on the D180. You will pass through the Forêt des Ecrivains Combattants, a 
reforestation project dedicated to the 560 writers who died in World War One. 
Where the D180 meets the D180/E3 follow the signs back toward Lamalou-les-Bains. 
You will enter the town from the rear. 
 
For a longer alternative tour, don’t turn onto the D180/E3. Continue instead on the D180, 
called the Route de L’Espinouse, to the D53, then along the D14 to Olargues, and back to 
the D908. This winding route across the Espinouse ridgeline brings you within hiking 
distance of several mountain peaks. 
 
 
St. Martin de l’Arçon & Mont Caroux 
 
St. Martin de l’Arçon is a hidden village built of stone on the slopes of Mont Caroux. It 
has no shops. But it’s like the Shire in Lord of the Rings: strange; perfect; and very, very 
cute. Intimately, lovingly restored. Magical, actually. And that’s before you even begin 
the hike. 
 
You hike up out of town past a squat water tower, through second-growth forests, up 
ravines, toward a magnificent waterfall cascading hundreds of feet. At your shoulder the 
entire time: panoramic views of the Orb river valley. In October, midweek, we were 
alone on the mountain, even though Mont Caroux is a prominence of note, popular with 
hikers, chestnut collectors, rock climbers. 
 
From the house in Valros, take the N9 toward Béziers. On the outskirts of Béziers, as you 
approach a roundabout (what Americans call a rotary), take the road that bears sharply 
right and is signposted for Bédarieux/St. Pons. Shortly you make a turn onto D909, 
heading for Roujan/ Bédarieux. Just after the road crests at Faugères, you’ll take the 
D909A toward Hérepian. 
 
There, you’ll pick up the D908, headed for Lamalou-les-Bains. Stay on the D908 (it’s 
quite the scenic road) until you see signs on your right for St. Martin de l’Arçon. Drive 
up the hill. There’s a dirt parking lot on your left, immediately after the Mairie. This is 
the proverbial “one-horse town.” Take the road into the middle of town. Nailed to an old 
tree is a sign for Mt. Caroux. Just keep going uphill. It’s a mountain. You can’t miss it. 
Start with the gold blazes then switch to the blue. This hike is detailed in the guidebook 
Walks in the Languedoc, which you’ll find at the house. 
 
 
Two easy mountain hikes: St. Michel and Dio 
 
St. Michel is a chapel and castle ruin with a panoramic view of the Orb river valley. You 
can drive almost to the castle itself. Dio is a small, prosperous wine village perched on 
the GR7, one of France’s national walking trails. St. Michel and Dio are close as the crow 
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flies, but they feature very different terrains: one forested, the other volcanic. Time to 
either St. Michel or Dio: about 1 hour 15 minutes. 
 
On the outskirts of Béziers, as you approach a roundabout (what Americans call a rotary), 
take the road that bears sharply right and is signposted for Bédarieux/St. Pons. 
Shortly you make a turn onto D909, heading for Roujan/ Bédarieux. 
 
For St. Michel: 
As the D909 reaches a crest in the foothills, follow the curve on D909A toward Hérépian. 
At Hérépian, take the D908 toward Lamalou-les-Bains. 
At the Lamalou traffic light, turn left toward Les Aires. You will cross the Orb. Take a 
left onto D160. Just past the “Moulinas” sign, take a sharp right uphill onto a narrow road 
signposted St-Michel. 
If you want to drive to foot of the castle, don’t stop, no matter how forsaken the road 
seems. It’s often a track over bare rock or buried under fallen leaves. But at the end 
there’s a large parking lot and picnic tables. Or you can park along the way and hike up. 
 
For Dio: 
As the D909 reaches a crest in the foothills, you can turn right onto D909 toward 
Bédarieux. Pick up the D35 (it follows the River Orb north). Turn right at le Mas Blanc 
onto D157. Turn left onto the D8 and you’ll soon see signs for Dio. Drive into Dio, park 
across from the Marie (mayor’s office). Consult the signboard next to the phonebooth for 
a guide to hikes in the surrounding hills. 
 
 
St. Pons-de-Thomières: Headquarters of the Haut 
Languedoc 
 
St. Pons-de-Thomières is the administrative headquarters for the Parc Naturel Régional 
du Haut Languedoc. It is a handy portal to an entirely different climate and landscape 
than the coastal Mediterranean plain with its wall-to-wall vineyards. Here it is heavily 
wooded and increasingly mountainous, almost alpine in feel. Many walks originate in St. 
Pons and wander into the steep hills. The Michelin one-star cavern, Grotte de la Devèze 
is a short way outside of town, on the N112. 
 
For wine lovers, the excellent and extensive AOC of St. Chinian is en route. Worth 
seeking out: the wines from the so-called Les Tontons Zingueurs domains - Borie la 
Vitarelle, G. Moulinier and Canet-Valette (the latter’s Une et Mille Nuits is wonderful, I 
can happily attest). Time to St. Pons: 1 hour 15 minutes 
 
Take the N9 from Valros toward Béziers. At the first rotary, you’ll already see signs for 
St. Pons. It’s a major regional destination and crossroads. Eventually you’ll find yourself 
on the N112 headed northwest. For a lovely return ride, pick up the D908 just southeast 
of St. Pons. It wanders up the valley of the Jaur then the valley of the Orb, scenic all the 
way. You can return to Valros, by picking up the D909 at Hérepian. 



Day Trips to the West of Valros 

©Tom Ahern 5 

 
 
Roquebrun and the Orb River Beaches 
 
From Roquebrun, you can canoe/kayak the clean, mountain-fed Orb or cool off in its 
waters, at a riverside beach. Tucked away in a mountain valley, Roquebrun has an oddly 
mild microclimate. Its most celebrated attraction is a Mediterranean garden featuring 
hundreds of cacti. Roquebrun has a beach right in town. Ten minutes away, just south of 
Cessenon-sur-Orb, there's another, where the canoes haul out. Even on a busy day, it’s 
not hard to find a private spot to enjoy the rocks, pools, shallow rapids, and occasional 
patch of sand. Bring a folding chair and sunblock. Time to destination: 45 minutes or less. 
 
From Valros, take the N9 toward Béziers. At the roundabout, follow the signs toward 
Roquebrun, then Murviel-lès-Béziers. Take the D154 toward Murviels. It becomes the 
D19. At Murviel, turn left onto the D36, at the sign for the “base de canoe/kayak.” This 
will take you over the Orb River. Turn right onto the D14, toward Cessenon-sur-Orb. 
Quite soon you pass the canoe/kayak terminus. Next door is a river beach, with free 
parking and grills. The canoe/kayak rides begin in Roquebrun further up the D14. The 
route to St. Chinian, if you’re diverging for wine, is the D20, north of Cessenon-sur-Orb. 
 
For hikers: many trails begin in Roquebrun. We kept the signs for the Mediterranean 
garden at our left shoulder as we passed through town, and hiked up a canyon. An easy 
stroll through the surrounding district is also signposted at the bridge over the Orb. 
 
For wine lovers: wine expert, Oz Clarke, says Roquebrun has “an excellent co-
operative...[where] the preponderance of Syrah and Mourvèdre...gives wines that are well 
structured and capable of aging. The top wines are aged in new oak.” A few minutes from 
Roquebrun are two major AOCs, St, Chinian and Faugères. Among the St. Chinian wines 
highly recommended by the Wall Street Journal in 2002 were three domaines: Borie la 
Vitarelle, G. Moulinier, and Canet-Valette. 
 
 
Cessenon-sur-Orb: Red marble, rare wines 
 
Think the extinction of the dinosaurs was bad news, biologically speaking? Apparently 
(the signboard is in French, so we’re not exactly sure) there was an even BIGGER 
unexplained die-off somewhat later (earlier?) in the earth’s history, when 80% of all 
species on land and sea went bye-bye forever. 
 
Appreciate the majesty of the catastrophe here, at the Reserve Naturelle set up by the 
commune of Cessenon-sur-Orb, just south of charming Roquebrun, just east of charming 
St. Chinian (and part of that wine AOC). 
 
This nature walk hugs an abandoned red marble quarry and explains (we think) the 
cataclysm, when, apparently, a large chunk of space debris crossed wires with our planet. 
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By the way, the red marble in Cessenon-sur-Orb isn’t just any old red marble: it was once 
world famous and quite Presidential. A room in the White House features it (we’re pretty 
darn sure the signs tell us). 
 
This isn’t a hike. It’s an easy stroll through lovely deep-rose terrain. 
 
Drinkers, take note: just up the road, between the nature reserve and town, is the Canet-
Valette vineyard, which we visited. These wines were singled out for notice by the Wall 
Street Journal in 2002; it remains notable. (See the Roquebrun daytrip for additional 
information on other area wines.) 
 
http://www.canetvalette.com/index.cfm 
A well-reviewed restaurant we haven't yet tried: 
https://www.tripadvisor.com/Restaurant_Review-g1425986-d1425987-Reviews-
Restaurant_de_L_orb-Cessenon_sur_Orb_Herault_Occitanie.html 
 
From Valros, take the N9 toward Béziers. At the roundabout, follow the signs toward 
Roquebrun, then Murviel-lès-Béziers. Take the D154 toward Murviels. It becomes the 
D19. At Murviel, turn left onto the D36, at the sign for the “base de canoe/kayak.” This 
will take you over the Orb River. Turn right onto the D14, toward Cessenon-sur-Orb. In 
Cessenon-sur-Orb, follow the D136 out of town. If you’re using Michelin’s regional 527 
map, you’ll see an icon for “Marbre” (marble). That’s the nature reserve. 
 


