Touring Department

Western Pyrenees

1. PYRENEES ATLANTIQUES   Notes on a two week cyclecamping trip to the south west of France in summer 2001 travelling on the European Bike Express to Bayonne and returning from Lourdes.
Anyone going here will have their own ideas about routes and the advisability or otherwise of tackling Les Cols Durs so it is perhaps more helpful, rather than detailing the route I took, to note some of the things that I did or would have found helpful to know or to do while I was there.

CAMPING

No problem with finding sites with plenty of space even in July.  The weekends were busier, though, and the season was only really taking off as I returned home.  French campsites are almost always well set up with hot showers and toilets of both the conventional kind and the older style WC which requires the user to squat over the pan.  The latter are supposedly better for a variety of reasons which may not be appropriate to discuss here!  Campings Municipal, or Town Campsites, are usually cheaper than the privately run sites but may be more cramped and offer fewer facilities such as swimming pools and sports courts.

SHOPS

All close for an extended lunch at midday but open again about four o’clock and stay open late.  This includes food shops even in moderately large towns (but not the hypermarkets) and can mean that you find yourself without your picnic lunch unless you have been organised in advance.  Cafes and brasseries are open for lunch and may stay open throughout the day, especially in towns.  I mention this specifically because the sudden shutting up of shops at twelve on the dot still catches me by surprise, at least at the start of a French cycle tour.   I am inclined to start the day slowly, stop for coffee at least once during the morning and find myself forced to think about what to do for lunch well before I am actually ready to do so.

WEATHER

The Pyrenees are real mountains.  I expect you will feel that this is self evident.  What I had not fully appreciated when planning my tour in the comfort of home and with excitement in my breast was that this does mean that the weather is very changeable.  I was prepared for wet and cold, I thought, and was carrying full waterproofs and a set of thermal underwear.  What I was not prepared for was the demoralising effect of horrible weather when you know that you are in the South of France!  At times there was nothing to tell me that I was not cycling in my home area of Scotland...the top of a long climb into thick mist with nothing to see but pine forest was only too familiar, as was the persistent drizzle and the low cloud.  Of course there were days when it was red hot and I had to watch out for sunburn and dehydration.  However, like here in Blighty there were no two consecutive days with the same weather and I had it all from sun through various grades of precipitation to thunder and lightning.  I wished that I had packed one extra layer of microfleece for those cold damp days.  My sleeping bag was down-filled and got damp.  I wished that I had brought along a good quality synthetic bag, which would have been warm even if damp during the surprisingly cool nights.  Getting anything that was damp to dry in anything less than full sun was impossible because of the humidity.  There were times when I set off in the morning trailing a load of smalls attached to the panniers by various bungees and bits of string in often vain attempts to dry the previous evening’s washing. 

EATING 

This is a major source of pleasure in France and a major source of pleasure for most cycletourists!  I decided not to take a cooker even though I was planning to camp every night.  There is almost always a bar, cafe or restaurant  within easy striking distance of most campsites and even if you do not want to be bothered with the formality, cost or language difficulties of eating out, there are bakers and delicatessen in most towns and villages.  The butchers will often sell cooked meats and the speciality of the area.  Charcuterie and Plats Cuisinière are signs that a variety of ready cooked dishes are on sale in the shop for eating cold or hot (if you have the means of heating them).  I found amazing, ready to eat couscous dishes (with huge chunks of lamb), rice dishes and home cooked pizza, sliced meats and cakes on sale in ‘dellis’ at value for money prices.  I also ate at restaurants, choosing the plat du jour (dish of the day) or the menu (fixed price, limited choice, several courses).   Local specialities included various dishes made with red peppers, gateau Basquaise, the ubiquitous fois gras.  I did not go hungry...ever.  If I were vegetarian it might have been more of a problem, though.

GAZETEER

Bayonne:  a lovely medieval town to which I did not do justice, having just got off the coach and being keen to get on to find a campsite for the first night to catch up on the sleep I had missed while on the journey.  Even though the coach was not full and I had had a double seat to myself I find it difficult to get a good rest while travelling.

Biarritz:  busy and pretty with a whole host of picturesque vistas.  Friendly locals who were intrigued by my panniers front and aft.  Expensive campsites; the one I stayed at had a swimming pool, cafe-bar, shop, private beach, English surfers and cost a tenner a night.

St Jean Pied de Port:  busy touristy sort of town which becomes a better place to be in once the day trippers have departed in the late afternoon.  In the early morning and the evening I had the Pont Roman and the climb to the citadel almost to myself apart from the refuge cat!  It’s a town well established on the Compostela Route and has many pilgrims of all shapes and sizes passing through.  The Camping Municipal was cramped, crowded and the ground was honeycombed with small holes and tunnels that I did not feel comfortable about.  I decided to stay on another small site situated just out of town with showers and a basic washroom.  It cost next to nothing.  

St Marie d’Oloron:  I found this town totally confusing since it seems to be two totally separate and different places depending on which road you come into town along.  Maybe it was just me but I found it hard to link the two quarters when exploring and always ended up on the one way system heading out to Le Gare.  I did like the place though and spent more time here than I had planned.  The country round about was great cycling and I found some amazing medieval villages which despite being draped by telephone and electric cables looked as if they were straight out of the set for ‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles’.

Larrau:  small and beautiful with a church containing an ancient gilded, wooden statue of Madonna and child.  The small shop in the village was staffed by an ancient old man who wore the most enormous Basque beret.  He had the radio playing in the shop and the tune I shopped to was ‘The Wind Cries Mary’ by Jimi Hendrix!

Arrette:  I hit this village on a day when a major thunderstorm looked more than likely.  The hotel had room for me and so I stayed there rather than in my tent on the Camping Municipal.  Needless to say it only drizzled a bit during the night and the thunder came at the end of the next day.  In the hotel, which had a locked bike shed at the bottom of the garden, were a large party of professional cyclists who ignored my presence completely apart from a curt nod from one of them.  They were clearly in training and had a support vehicle and all the top kit.  Afterwards I realised that it was possibly one of the teams in preparation for the Tour de France which was due to start in about a week’s time.

Col de Bargagui, Col de Burdincurucheta, Col d’Iraty:  these are situated between St Jean Pied de Port and Larrau and rise to a top height of 1327 metres.  In either direction they are a major obstacle to the touring cyclist carrying any sort of load. I was reduced very quickly to a regime of walking 100 metres, cycling 100 metres on the way up Burdincurucheta from St Jean... and on the way down to Larrau I had to use the brakes all the way to keep safely in control of the bike.  The descent was actually very dangerous and I was relieved to get to the bottom without brake failure, exploding my tyres or melting the inner tubes.  I was of course passed both on the way up and on the way down by a French cyclist who was out for the day on his Bianchi, over the col and back in time for lunch and not even a little breathless when he stopped for a chat.

Lourdes:  this town is like Blackpool with added God.  The whole place is geared up to catering for the hordes of people who come here in search of cures and miracles.  I heard every language on earth!  There were priests and parishioners from Ireland to Australia.  Every one of the hundreds of souvenir shops sold virtually the same range of devotional items from hollow plastic statuettes of St, Bernadette which you could fill up with holy water from Lourdes, to rosaries, icons and T-shirts.  The place was thronging with people, wheelchairs and tour buses.  Amazing!
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2. Route kindly provided by Federation Francaise de Cyclotourisme (FFCT)
Area covered: Bearn, Pays Basque & Landes

Distance

1404 km / 872 miles

Maps

Michelin no. 78, 79, 82 and 85.

	Bearn
	
	

	Orthez
	0
	0

	D9 – Maslacq – Mourenx Ville Nouvelle
Views of the Pyrenees
	19
	19

	D281 – D31 – Lacq
	
	

	V.O. – D31 – Arthez – N646 – Morlanne
Chateau
	28
	47

	Arzacq

Ruined castle
	
	

	Garlin

12th C bastide
	
	

	D16 – Castetpugnon – D16 – D13 – Conchez-de-Bearn
	
	

	Lembeye

Gothic church
	
	

	D295 – Momy – D7 – Villepinte – D202 – Pontiacq – D225 – D62 – Montaner
14th C chateau
	34
	118

	D62 – Seron – Morlaas
Ancient capital of Bearn (9th – 12th C)
	
	

	Buros – D222 – Pau
Panoramic views.
	36
	154

	N645 – Lescar
Cathedral
	
	

	D501 – D2 – Laroin
	
	

	D502 – Saint-Faust
	
	

	D502 – D24 – Gan
	26
	180

	D24 – Pietat
Panoramic views
	
	

	Pardies – Pietat – D37 – Nay
Bastide with 12th C ramparts
	
	

	D36 – Asson
Gardens/Zoo
	
	

	D126 - Ferrieres
	38
	218

	Col du Soulor

Altitude 1474 m. Panoramic views of Cirque du Litor
	
	

	N618 – Col d’Aubsique
B.C.N - B.P.F. – Altitude 1710 m. Panoramic views
	
	

	Eaux-Bonnes
	33
	251

	N134 bis – Gabas
B.C.N - B.P.F. – 12th C chapel.
	
	

	Col du Pourtalet

Panoramic views of the Pic du Midi d’Ossau
	31
	282

	SPAIN – C136 – Biescas
Ordesa National Park
	
	

	Sabinanigo – C134
	50
	332

	Jaca – N330 – Col du Somport
Panoramic views of Spanish Pyrenees
	49
	381

	FRANCE – N134 – Urdos
	
	

	Eygun

Views
	
	

	Bedous
	31
	412

	N134 – Pont-Suzon – D241 – Col d’Ichere (680 m) – Lourdios – D241 – N618 – Arette – N618A – Aramits Oloron
	38
	450


	Pays Basque
	
	

	Oloron
	0
	0

	D9 – D110 – Lucq-de-Bearn
12th C church
	
	

	D2 – Navarrenx
	
	

	D2 – N636 – Gurs – 1st V.O. right after village – l’Hopital-St-Blaise
	38
	38

	D25 – Barcus – D24 – Hoquy – Mauleon – Licharre
	25
	63

	N618 – Gotein – Sauguis – Trois-Villes
	
	

	Tardets

Picturesque village, panoramic views
	
	

	D210 – Licq
	
	

	Larrau

5 km from Larrau – chapel of St Joseph, alt. 1300 m
	30
	93

	D18 – Col d’Orgambideska
Alt. 1284 m.
	
	

	Col de Burdincurutcheta

Alt. 1135 m.
	
	

	Mendive
	30
	123

	St-Jean-le-Vieux – St-Jean-Pied-de-Port
	
	

	D15 – St-Etienne-de-Baigorry
	
	

	N648 – N618 – Osses
	
	

	D8 – Irissarry
	38
	161

	Iholdy – St Palais
	
	

	N133 – Sauveterre-de-Bearn
	37
	198

	D23 – l’Hopital-d’Orion – D266 – N133 – Salies-de-Bearn
	
	

	D17 – D29 – Sorde-l’Abbaye
	
	

	Peyrehorade
	38
	236

	D19 – Bidache
	
	

	N636 – Bardos
	
	

	N636 – D10 – Las Bastide-Clairence
	
	

	Hasparren
	32
	268

	D22 – Bonloc
	
	

	D22 – D252 – Mendionde
	
	

	V.O. – D119 – Louhossoa
	
	

	N618 – Itxassou
	
	

	Cambo-les-Bains
	
	

	N618 – Espelette
	30
	298

	D20 Ainhoa
	
	

	Dancharia

Border village
	
	

	D4 – Sare
17th C church, old houses.
	
	

	Col de St-Ignace

Altitude 179 m. 
	
	

	Ascain
	
	

	D4 – Herboure – D404 – Col d’Ibardin (315 m)
	35
	333

	SPAIN – C131 – Vera de Bidasoa
	
	

	C133 – Behobia
	
	

	N1 – Irun
	
	

	Renteria
	
	

	Col de Jaizkibel

Altitude 448 m. Beautiful panorama
	
	

	Cap et Phare du Figuier

Basque coastal views
	
	

	Fuenterrabia

Old fortress with remains of ramparts. Castle
	
	

	FRANCE – Hendaye
	29
	394

	N10C – Socoa
	
	

	Cibourre

16th C church
	
	

	St-Jean-de-Luz

Fishing port, old houses.
	
	

	N10 – Guethary
	
	

	Bidart
	
	

	Biarritz
	
	

	Bayonne
	44
	438


	Landes
	
	

	Bayonne
	0
	0

	D52 – D712 – Mouguerre
Panorama
	
	

	D257 – Urt
	
	

	D74 – V.O. – D54 – St-Martin-de-Seignanx
	
	

	D126 – N10 – Labenne
	40
	40

	N652 – Cap-Breton
	
	

	D28 – Hossegor
	
	

	N652 – Seignosse
	
	

	V.O. – N652 – Soustons
	
	

	N652 – Vieux-Boucau
	35
	75

	Moliets
	
	

	Leon
	
	

	Vielle – Cycle path along N652 – D42 – St-Girons-Plage
	23
	98

	Cycle path a;ong N652 – Contis-Plage
	
	

	Mimizan-Plage
	32
	130

	Forest track – Ste-Eulalie-en-Bron – N652 – Parentis-en-Born
	
	

	D43 – Pissos
	24
	154

	D34 – Commensacq
	24
	478

	N626 – Sabres
Gothic church
	
	

	D77 – Morcenx
Regional park Landes de Gascogne
	
	

	D38 – D27 – Rion-des-Landes
	
	

	V.O. – Laluque – Buglose
	
	

	D27 – N124 – St-Vincent-de-Paul
	
	

	Dax
	39
	260

	D32 – Candresse
	
	

	Hinx
	
	

	Montfort-en-Chalosse
	18
	278

	D107 – Gamarde-les-Bains
	
	

	D107 – Louer – D110 – St-Jean-de-Lier – Onard – D7 – D10 – Poyanne
	
	

	Mugron
	
	

	D32 – Montaut
	
	

	St-Sever
	32
	310

	N133 – N124 – V.O. – Aurice – St-Pierre-du-Mont – Mont-de-Marsan
	20
	330

	D53 – Mailleres
	
	

	Lencouacq
	31
	361

	D9 - Roquefort
	
	

	N626 – St-Justin
	
	

	La Bastide d’Armagnac
	
	

	N626 – Notre-Dame-des-Cyclistes
	
	

	Cazaubon
	15
	401

	D32 – Estang
	
	

	Montlezun-d’Armagnac
	
	

	Aire-sur-l’Adour
	32
	433

	D39 – Duhort – D65 – Eugenies-les-Bains
	
	

	D11 – D2 – Geaune
	
	

	D2 – Samadet
	
	

	Hagetmau
	42
	475

	N133 – D2 – D21 – Brassempouy
	
	

	D21 – Amou
	
	

	D13 – Castaignos
	
	

	N133 Sault-de-Navailles
	
	

	Orthez
	41
	516
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