Land of the
CRUSADES
The Tarn countryside is now a tranquil haven but 800 years ago
it was a Cathar stronghold and the scene of bloody conflict, as
Judy Armstrong discovers on a walk through its bastide villages
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elow the ramparts, men are gathering.
Some are on horseback, some are on foot;
through the arrow slits in Puycelsi’s
defensive wall, the townsfolk watch the
Crusaders approach. It is the year 1211, and the
fortified village is about to be over-run by Simon de
Montfort and his Catholic forces. The people run
for the woods; they have no option.
I rest my hands on the wall and squint through
the narrow slots. The great forest of Grésigne, which
harboured the villagers, spreads before me; the
volcanic cliffs that form the foundations for Puycelsi,
drop away to plains now covered in vines and
sunflowers. The peaceful scene, soaked in sunshine,
is a far cry and 800 years from the chaos of the
Albigensian Crusades.
Puycelsi, in the heartland of the Tarn département
of south-west France, provides the perfect platform
for contemplation of this violent history. The war of
Catholic Crusaders against Cathar heretics has
been fundamental in shaping the southern land
and villages that we love today, but sometimes it
can be difficult to absorb the enormity of it all.
A visit to Toulouse, the regional capital, made me
realise that I could not understand this sector of
France without a basic knowledge of the period.
So, I undertook to walk through the land of the
Crusades: slow travel, on foot, is always the best
way to comprehend a country. Research revealed the
line of least resistance: Inntravel, a specialist in
informed, self-guided walking holidays, had the ideal
solution: a linear trek taking in the most beautiful
bastides, fortified villages built by the Cathars to
defend themselves from the Crusaders.

The village of Puycelsi overlooks the Tarn
countryside from its dramatic clifftop setting

www.completefrance.com

The bastides were custom-built, from the 11th to
the 14th centuries, on top of steep hills, with stone
walls and entrances just wide enough to allow a cart
to pass through, and with gates that could be closed
to ensure the safety of the inhabitants. The tightly
packed houses and fortifications, which miraculously
survived the destruction of a millennium of wars
and revolutions, now ensure bastides are among the
Plus Beaux Villages of France.
My walk starts in Puycelsi, which pre-dates the
bastides but was caught up in the madness, just like
its neighbours. Founded in the 10th century by
Benedictine monks, it is a tight clutch of houses
defended by a double row of walls, perched on cliffs.
While it was not a Cathar stronghold, it was attacked
by the Crusaders just the same, and as punishment ➳
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Bastides were built on top
of steep hills, with stone
walls and entrances just
wide enough for a cart
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for the villagers’ self-defence, the castle, owned by
Count Raymond of Toulouse, was demolished.
After our train journey from London, my
husband Duncan and I gain our first impressions of
Puycelsi from the terrace of Le Roc Café. The sun is
setting, smearing gold across a wide horizon; there is
no sound of traffic, nor any intrusion from the
modern world. Our host Fred proffers plates of food
and bottles of wine, and points out that everything is
sourced within 15 kilometres: “The vineyard is there,
over that hill; the cheese is from the farm to the left;
the charcuterie from down by the river.” It is a theme
that continues throughout the week’s hike: local
food and wine presented with passion and skill.
Tranquillity and character pervade everything
here. Delphine de Laveleye, whose chambre d’hôte
was built in the 18th century to house 20 local
policemen and their families, feels like a close friend
within minutes of our arrival. She has just five
rooms, although several are suites; ours, up
an exquisite staircase, is airy and beamed, with
a balcony. From it, I can see over orange-tiled
rooftops to ‘le Verger Conservatoire’, a regional
centre for the preservation of ancient orchard fruits.
There are three each of 550 varieties of apple, 70 of
pear, 55 of plum, 45 of cherry, 55 of peach and 102
of vines. For breakfast, Delphine offers organic juice
and jams made from the harvests; the produce has
travelled less than a kilometre from tree to table.
Our first day starts in Bruniquel, a bastide a short
drive, or 13-kilometre hike distant, returning to
Puycelsi. Before leaving, we pop into the village
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bakery for picnic provisions. The door is open, we
can smell the bread, but... finally, with a rattle and
a puff of fumes, a little blue Renault rolls up and
Philippe Audard steps out: “Sorry to keep you
waiting; I was delivering baguettes.” He sells us
bread, local cheese and tomatoes from the épicerie
next door, and shrugs. “Before, I was not a baker.
I ran a business of organic food shops. But I came
here to rest my mind, and for the beauty.”

The tower is rare, with
a curved front and
squared sides as defence
against cannonballs
Our taxi to Bruniquel is with Phil, a long-time
resident of the area and favourite driver for
Inntravel. “I can always tell an Inntravel virgin,
although there aren’t that many: once clients have
completed their first walk, they’re hooked,” he says.
Bruniquel is a classic bastide: a tall, narrow
entrance gate leads steeply to the castle on the
highest point. Its golden-stone walls are impenetrable,
the drop to the River Aveyron is prodigious. Below,
on the safe side of the hill, houses in pale stone,
garlanded with vines and wisteria, are packed closely
together, giving a glimpse of the 14th century.
The walk to Puycelsi follows a shallow valley
split by the placid River Vère, crosses limestone hills
shrouded in woodland, and passes medieval iron
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and glass workings deep in the Grésigne forest. After
four hours on foot we climb to Puycelsi’s ramparts,
past the fabulous orchard, and enter through the
Porte d’Irissou. The tower attached to it is rare, with
a curved front and squared sides as defence against
rams, catapults and cannonballs. The gateway leads
to a corridor: on the right are arrow slits in the outer
wall, and on the left a second defensive wall – the
only other town with this feature is Carcassonne.
Following our route notes, we explore the village:
the half-timbered houses, ancient auberge and
vividly painted ceiling in the 15th-century church.
We wander along the 800 metres of ramparts, past
the chapel of Saint-Roch, built in 1703 by the
inhabitants to thank God for protecting them
from the plague. With the Tarn at our feet and
history at our fingertips, Puycelsi charms and
inspires, in equal measure.
Our next bastide is Castelnau-de-Montmiral,
a day’s walk through vineyards, sunflowers and
woods. Scrambling down from the heights of
Puycelsi to the River Vère, we pass a low, multiarched bridge that now spans dry land, and march
under an avenue of fig trees whose fruit is so ripe
that it bombs down around us in a purple avalanche.
We pick up a few to eat; they taste of sunshine.
The hike is a delight, over rolling hills, past
ancient wash-houses, through hamlets where people
sitting outside their homes drinking coffee, eating
lunch and reading a newspaper raise their arms in
greeting. We see Castelnau from a distance, a walled
village on a wooded plinth. Arriving in the central ➳
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square, with its well, arcades and cobbles, we meet
Ian and Jan, fellow Inntravellers. Over cold beers,
we discuss restaurant options for the evening; along
with Uwe and Ali, who are also on our route, we
plan to eat together. These new-found friendships
are a surprising bonus: both couples say that most
walkers have so much in common that joining
forces in the evenings is part of the fun.
Castelnau feels like a village of halves: the west
side features immaculately restored houses while the
east is more chaotic, a jigsaw of narrow streets
descending to Porte des Garrics, the 13th-century
arched gateway. After pausing to admire the
stonework, we march the final kilometre to La Croix
du Sud. Catherine Sordoillet and her husband
Guillaume have spent years renovating the buildings,
blending them into a comfortable, luxurious
chambre d’hôte. She shows us original features
including fireplaces, a bunk alcove where people
slept sitting upright, and a 15th-century stone
slow-cooker, probably fuelled by charcoal.

Explore the bastide
villages by car or bike

If walking is too slow for you, or your Inntravel hike has sharpened your appetite
for this exquisite area, a journey by car or bicycle along the Circuit des Bastides
Albigeoises could tick your boxes. It includes all the villages visited on
Inntravel’s walking holiday: Bruniquel, Puycelsi, Castelnau-de-Montmiral and
Cordes-sur-Ciel. The full route takes in 17 fortified bastide villages and towns,
starting and finishing at Lisle-sur-Tarn, south-west of Albi, capital of the Tarn
département. The Gorges de l’Aveyron, historic forests and panoramic viewpoints
are also part of the 166km circuit, which is waymarked with brown tourist road
signs. More information from www.tourisme-tarn.com.
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Before dinner, we take a dip in the turquoise pool
and hear church bells tolling farewell to the day.
After a glorious meal under the arcades in Castelnau,
we take a final wander through Catherine’s garden:
a light breeze tickles the trees, the pool surface
shivers, the only sound is a bird, cheeping.
The next day is full of dovecotes. Following the
long-distance GR46 walking route, we hike past
acres of Gaillac AOC vines, through sleepy Cahuzacsur-Vère, past domaines offering tastings and sales.
Everywhere are pigeonniers, some postcard-pretty
with high, pointed roofs, others less flamboyant with
a single-pitch roof and a stone tower often attached
to a house. Our night’s host, Olivier, explains that
the latter is the Toulouse style, while the former
reflects pigeonniers of the historic Quercy province.
Olivier, with his wife Florence, are owners of
Les Vents Bleus, in the vine-growing hamlet of
Donnazac. Their 19th-century home was also
a domaine: flanking the grand house are stone
outbuildings that once housed grape presses, now
converted to holiday cottages and bedrooms.
Aperitifs and a Michelin-worthy meal prepared
by Florence are served at tables under a beamed roof
in the courtyard. Olivier offers Château Bournet
2012 – “it is made 800 metres from here by
Guillaume Favarel,” he says. “It is perfect with foie
gras and confit de lapin.”
In the morning, we sneak a peek into the family’s
salon, opposite the breakfast room. The fireplace
is the size of a London apartment, “certainly
big enough to roast a wild boar,” says Olivier.
Breakfast is a show-stopper, featuring a cake still
warm from Florence’s oven. “It’s my birthday,”
says Jan happily, “and this is the best possible way
to start it.”
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ABOVE FROM LEFT:
The main square in
Castelnau-deMontmiral; A room at
Les Vents Bleus in
Donnazac; Nearing
Cordes-sur-Ciel
on the walk
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Jan’s birthday gets even better. The walk to
Cordes-sur-Ciel is full of variety, with soaring
viaducts and a tiny church hidden in woodland,
a land striped with vines and a sky spiked with
pigeonnier spires. We wander along ancient tracks
lined with moss-thick stones, spy distant villages
on limestone cliffs, watch red squirrels and
blue butterflies... until we round a corner to see
Cordes-sur-Ciel, a high hat of houses on a steep
limestone promontory.
This scene must be among the most photographed
in France: the classic shot is of morning mist creating
a sea, like an inverted halo, below the village
hovering ‘in the sky’. It doesn’t matter how many
times you have seen the picture [this month’s cover
image], the scale and beauty of this fortified town
are breathtaking.
Crossing meadows of yellow flowers, we reach
the mound and climb narrow streets to the
ramparts. The imposing archway of Porte des
Ormeaux, part of the original 13th-century defences,
leads to a street lined with ornate medieval
buildings. Near the top is the covered market with
a deep well down which, legend says, were thrown
three members of the Inquisition who tried to
impose their will on the people.
It’s too much to take in, so we search for our
chambre d’hôte to get freshened up, before returning
to explore. But Maison Bakéa, set into the ramparts,
is itself a step into the past: we find a 13th-century
internal courtyard with open balconies, age-dark
beams, a spiralling stone staircase and secret tunnel.
Marie and Gilles Huguet bought the house in 2015
to feed their passion for antiques and ancient
houses, and the result is exquisite, with priceless
furniture and tapestries; that evening they serve us

www.completefrance.com

The covered market has a deep well,
down which, legend says, were thrown
three members of the Inquisition
a memorable four-course meal with champagne –
it is still Jan’s birthday, after all – on a 16th-century
dining table.
Slipping out a back door into an alley with damp,
soaring walls, we stroll to get a sense of Cordes.
It is busy with tourists, but as the day fades and the
visitors depart, the sense of medieval life returns.
Unlike Puycelsi, which feels intimate and welcoming,
Cordes feels bolder, brasher, confident. Once home
to 5,000 inhabitants, with 14th-century prosperity
coming from tanning, cloth weaving and wool, its
importance slowly diminished and fewer than 1,000
people now live within the walls. With its fascinating
history as a place of refuge and religious tolerance, it
is a fitting place to end our slow tour of the bastides.
We walk from top to bottom and around the
sides before pausing for a final panorama from the
highest point. Resting our elbows on the fortifications
hemming Place de la Bride, we look north over the
Tarn countryside, over cream châteaux and river-fed
woodland. It is a commanding position from which
to spot invaders...
The year is 1222. The new town of Cordes-surCiel is given its charter by Count Raymond of
Toulouse: the occupants, mostly Cathars, are to be
free men, not vassals to the local lord. They feel
strong and hopeful; as the evening draws near they
gather at the ramparts and survey the horizon –
would the Crusaders come?
● See following page for travel information. ➳
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FROM LEFT: The
Porte des Ormeaux in
Cordes-sur-Ciel; The
medieval courtyard
at Maison Bakéa

GETTING THERE
By rail: Judy travelled from
London to Montauban via
Paris (around 9hr) and
returned from Albi with
Voyages-sncf.com
(tel: 0844 848 5848,
www.voyages-sncf.com)
Standard fares from £121.
By air: The nearest airports
to Puycelsi are Toulouse
(1hr) and Rodez (1hr 40min),
then take a train or taxi.
By ferry/road: Puycelsi is
8hr 30min from the
northern ferry ports.

Follow the Cathars and Crusaders through Tarn

the optimum seasons.
Overnight stays are
pre-booked in small,
luxurious chambres d’hôtes.
Prices from £698pp
including seven nights’
B&B, three evening meals,
three picnics, luggage
transfers, maps and route
notes (tel: 01653 617 000,
www.inntravel.co.uk).

WHERE TO STAY
Inntravel has selected the
best accommodation
available in each village: all
are outstanding.

GETTING AROUND
This is a self-guided
walking holiday from
Inntravel, specialist
operator in ‘slow travel’ on
foot, bicycle or snow. The
seven-night Land of the
Crusades walk is grade two
(fairly easy), available from
late March to mid-October,
with spring and autumn as
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Chez Delphine
Au Bourg
81140 Puycelsi
Tel: (Fr) 5 63 33 13 65
www.chezdelphine.com
Large 17th-century house

with characterful rooms
and a swimming pool in the
pretty garden.

La Croix du Sud
Barreau, Mazars
81140 Castelnau-deMontmiral
Tel: (Fr) 5 63 33 18 46
www.la-croix-du-sud.com
A jigsaw of ancient
buildings, beautifully
renovated, with a pool.

Maison Bakéa
26 Le Planol
81170 Cordes-sur-Ciel
Tel: (Fr) 5 63 56 22 24
www.maisonbakea.fr
Remarkable 13th-century
house set into the village’s
ramparts, with an internal
Moroccan-style courtyard
and five bedrooms, some
with tapestries on the
stone walls.

WHERE TO EAT
Les Vents Bleus

Le Roc Café

Route de Caussade
81170 Donnazac
Tel: (Fr) 5 63 56 86 11
www.lesventsbleus.com
Fabulous chambre d’hôte
serving five-star meals,
cooked by owner Florence
Tracou. Elegant rooms and
pristine swimming pool.

Au Bourg
81140 Puycelsi
Tel: (Fr) 5 63 33 13 67
www.puycelsi-roc-cafe.fr
Vine-shaded terrace on
12th-century walls with
incredible sunset views.
Meals here are part of the
Inntravel package.

TOURIST INFORMATION: Puycelsi, Bastides et Vignoble de Gaillac tourism,
tel: (Fr) 5 63 57 14 65, www.tourisme-vignoble-bastides.com;
Cordes-sur-Ciel, tel: (Fr) 5 63 56 00 52, www.cordessurciel.fr

Auberge des Arcades
Place des Arcades
81140 Castelnau-deMontmiral
Tel: (Fr) 5 63 33 20 88
Classic bar-bistro in
a prime position on the
main square, under the
arcades. Friendly staff
serve straightforward food,
lunch and evening.

Hostellerie du
Vieux Cordes
21 Rue Saint-Michel
81170 Cordes-sur-Ciel
Tel: (Fr) 5 63 53 79 20
www.hotelcordes.com
Considered the best
restaurant in Cordes, with
a panoramic balcony and
innovative cooking. Menu
dégustation €45, standard
menu from €23.50.
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