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Luxurious design hotel in a rural setting 
whilst being near the sea. Calm and 
relaxing atmosphere at Arguibel, the 
boutique hotel in a private settingboutique hotel in a private setting

Imagine a lodge of charm and its spa floating quietly on the water 
in company of a few wild geese meeting chanced swans at twilight. 

Such is Venise d’Astacus, huddled in a 12 ha shrine of verdure 
made of a 4.5 ha lake, protected woods and natural meadows. 
We invite you to discover this unbearable lightness of well being

which gives you the feeling of floating. 
These moments will last for ever at the same time rare, 

unique and energizing for you.

www.venisedastacus.com

I have always been enamored of France. 
As a kid, I had posters hung around my 
room of the Eiffel Tour and the Loire 
Valley castles, and waxy bags of postcards 
depicting the pastel-colored fi shing vil-

lages of Cassis, Villefranche-sur-Mer and Honf-
leur would remain tucked into my desk drawer 
until I forgot about them. And of course there was 
my grand aspiration to become fl uent in French 
so I could mingle seamlessly with locals while 
sipping local wine and looking effortlessly chic 
à la française. I am still working on that one.

Needless to say, I was elated to receive a maga-
zine assignment to write a story about a chef, 
Laura Schmalhorst, and her culinary tour com-
pany in the Dordogne region of France. I was 
as excited as a kid at Christmas to discover 
a new corner of the country. I hopped in my 
car in Brussels and programmed my GPS for a 
tiny village I had never heard of before - Biron.  
This journey to the Dordogne, it turned out, 
was the catalyst for many more to come and 
sealed my love affair with France for life.

It’s been said you never get a second chance 
to make a fi rst impression, and the Dordogne 
impressed me the second I crossed into the prov-
ince. Meandering towards Biron along the ser-
pentine roads, images popped up around every 
curve like snippets from a romantic movie, so 
perfect they were almost cliché. Arched bridges 
spanned serene rivers, bright yellow sunfl owers 
gazed up at the summer sun, and castles cut from 
storybook pages seemed perfectly placed. I still 
recall the fi rst time I saw the Château de Beynac. 
I was driving along the D703 when I rounded a 
curve to see the medieval fortress hewn from a 
rugged cliff, presiding over the Dordogne River 
and valley below. I pulled over to call my hus-
band. ‘You will not believe what I am looking at 
right now,’ was all I could think of to say. Words 
could not do justice to the scene before my eyes 
on that July day and it wouldn’t be the last castle 
to steal my breath. Turns out the Dordogne is the 
land of 1,000 castles, and seemed to be the answer 
to every girl’s question: just where did Cinderella 
go when she turned right at happily ever after?

Local lore says that when God was distributing 
castles over France, he discovered a hole in his 
bag when he got to the Dordogne and tumbling 
out were crenulated towers and drawbridges.  He 

had nothing left to do but shake out the remaining 
‘crumbs’ over the hills and valleys of the depart-
ment and head back to Paradise. It has to be true. 
No matter where you turn in the Dordogne there 
seems to be an imposing fortress, a regal river-
side home, or a castle-crowned bluff to lure you 
deeper into the fairy tale. Though my camera 
worked double time to try and capture every brick 
and acre of the stunning scenery, I also discovered 
a land rich in history and tradition, impossible 
to capture in a photograph yet intertwined with 
the hardscape and landscape of the Dordogne. 

How can a camera grasp the footsteps of prehis-
toric man in the grottos and cliff-side caves where 
traces of history date back 500,000 years? Two-
dimensional images don’t do justice to an abbey’s 
silent cloisters that house the devotion of 800-
years of religious pilgrimages. And how do you 
portray the ache of loss etched in marble monu-
ments that bear the names of sons, brothers and 
fathers taken during World War Two? Even the 
bustling tourist sites, the brooding castles and the 
impressive bastide towns, remain living monu-
ments to the medieval strife that once ravaged the 
region, scars of which mar the primitive walls.

It’s no surprise that food is culturally signifi -
cant in France, but nowhere is this more evident 
than in the kitchens of the Dordogne. The cuisine 
of the region is world-renowned thanks to black 
truffl es and foie gras, walnuts, and duck. These 
culinary gems are the jewels in France’s culinary 
crown and are deeply rooted in the agricultural 

tradition and the terroir of the Dordogne. The 
staple in the Périgord pantry is duck fat, and the 
ultimate comfort food has to be pommes sarlada-
ises and confi t de canard cooked in the magic elixir. 

Markets are the area’s social glue and everyday, 
somewhere in the Dordogne, a market is in full 
swing. These food carnivals not only brim with 
local bounty, but are also ground zero for social 
life (and local gossip) in the region. You can learn 
a lot from observing the chattering ladies or the 
chapeau-sporting men who meet at the mar-
kets, and the vendors themselves are often the 
guards of valuable information. I was advised 
how to cook a magret de canard, told about the 
latest restaurant not serving duck, and given the 
name of a excellent ferme auberge - a must for 
anyone wishing to try locally prepared cuisine.

It’s behind these ancient doors and in the 
kitchens and market stalls of those who call the 
department home where I really fell head over 
heels with the Dordogne, and where the idea to 
write a book was born. After years of frequenting 
the same hotels and restaurants, visiting farms 
and wineries, and taste testing my way around 
the daily markets, I slowly got to know the fami-
lies, the market vendors, the inn owners, the 
producers, and was invited into their homes and 
kitchens. From those with deeply seeded roots 
in the Périgord to immigrants looking to start a 
new life in the region, there is a common thread 
amongst them: passion. Sitting down at their 
tables, listening to their stories and tasting their 
recipes revealed more over a single meal than all 
my wrinkled guidebooks ever told me. I found 
the people of the Dordogne delightful and eager 
to share their stories with me, yet still humbled 
by my interest in their heritage and their region. 
But why wouldn’t I be? The Dordogne has it all--
castles, churches, abbeys, historic villages, modern 
restaurants, ancient caves, museums, markets, 
rivers, forests, Michelin stars and AOC wines, tra-
ditional festivals, and most importantly, a benev-
olent population of inhabitants proud of their 
heritage and welcoming to new arrivals.  It’s the 
best of France rolled into one fairytale setting.

It’s hard to believe that magazine assign-
ment was only six years ago.  I feel as if I have 
known the Dordogne my whole life. My GPS 
fi nally landed me at my destination in Biron, 
a 500-year-old priory with doors as big as ele-
phants. I clacked the giant metal ring and as 
the door creaked open, a smiling face appeared 
in the open space and said, ‘bonjour’. 

It was a word that opened a door that 
I would both literally and fi guratively 
walk through time and time again, and 
a door I hope will never close. TFP

On a magazine assignment to 
discover the Dordogne, travel writer 
Kimberley Lovato fell head over heels 
for its entrancing landscape, friendly 
people and delicious food…

‘You will not believe 
what I am looking 
at right now…’

see magnifi cent prehistoric artwork. At 
Rouffi gnac, (tel 05 53 05 41 71; www.
grottederouffi gnac.fr) a small electric 
train carries you about two kilometres 
into the cave. As the train makes it 
journey, it passes a series of what ap-
pear to be craters on either side of the 
cave. These are the beds created by the 
giant bears that once hibernated here. 
Long, deep claw marks scar the walls. 
Luckily for the Cro-Magnon artists who 
decorated the cave, the bears had aban-
doned their den prior to human arrival. 
My favourite place to eat and stay there 
is Au Vieux Moulin (tel 05 53 06 94 33; 
http://moulindelabeune.com).  Encircled 
by the river, it’s quiet and romantic yet 
suitable for families as well. 

Basque village
Located a few kilometers from the Span-
ish border in the Pyrénées-Atlantiques, 
this town, Sare is a picturesque Basque 
village that makes a good base for a 
walking holiday. Stay at the Hotel Arraya 
(tel 05 59 54 20 46; www.arraya.com), a 
16th century former Compostella hospice, 
once a respite for weary pilgrims, now 
a charmingly decorated, atmospheric 
hotel with a very good restaurant.  

The Arcachon Bassin
There are three things no one should 
miss on the Arcachon Bassin in the 
Gironde. The fi rst is the long climb to 
the top Europe’s highest sand dune, 
the Dune de Pyla. The view is stunning, 
particularly at the end of the day or 
for early-risers, as dawn is lovely. The 
second is the ice cream at Le Moulleau 
made by the artisanal genius Aux Delices 
Glacés. It’s located right on the main 
thoroughfare at 257 Boulevard de la Cote 
d’Argent. The third is the boat ride leav-
ing from the jetty at Le Moulleau. There 
are several options, all good, depending 
on your time frame, including Cap Fer-
ret, the islands in the middle of the bay 
or the Banc d’Arguin sand bar near the 

mouth of the bay.  

Roman ruins
When in Périgord in the Dordogne don’t 
miss one of the best sites in the region 
- the ruins of the temple built for the 
Gallic goddess Vesunna. The temple is 
linked by a shady park to the glass-
enclosed ruins of a luxurious Roman 
villa. Inside, you have the sense of being 
in an open-air excavation, but in fact 
you’re in the climate-controlled Vesunna 
Gallo-Roman Museum (tel 05 53 53 00 
92; www.ville-perigueux.fr) designed by 
internationally acclaimed architect Jean 
Nouvel. It’s a magical place. A short walk 
away is the well kept,  town park ‘Le Jar-
din des Arenes’, built amongst the ruins 
of the Roman amphitheatre. 

A don’t miss château
Just north of Fumel in the Lot et 
Garonne are the haunting, stunning 
castle ruins of Château de Bonaguil (tel 
05 53 71 90 33; www.bonaguil.org). It 
was meant to withstand an army but was 
never actually attacked. When Law-
rence of Arabia visited it he apparently 
commented ‘It’s so perfect that it seems 
ridiculous to describe it as a ruin’. 

Take the train! 
The Rhune in the Pyrénées-Atlantiques 
is a peak that dominates the local 
landscape, and is one of the best places 
for easy hiking. You’ll fi nd many options 
that lead you through the hills, passing 
grazing sheep, small farms and forests. 
One of the best outings for children is 
to take the 1920’s passenger train (tel 
05 59 54 20 26; www.rhune.com) that 
leaves from Col de Saint Ignac and goes 
straight to the summit at 905m. It gets 
busy during the tourist season but once 
you escape the concession stands at the 
base, the ride up and the walks leaving 
from the summit make it worth it. 

Cingle de Tremolat
If you’re looking for a great getaway 

between Bergerac and Sarlat in the Dor-
dogne, consider the Cingle de Tremolat. 
It offers gorgeous views from its high 
perch along a sweeping bend of the 
river. In Tremolat, award-winning chef 
Vincent Arnoult oversees the restaurant 
at the Relais & Chateaux hotel Le Vieux 
Logis (tel 05 53 22 80 06; www.vieux-
logis.com) and dedicated foodies can 
enjoy one of his cooking classes. 

Life in the 19th century
The Ecomusée de la Grande Lande in 
Sarbres in the Landes is a fun outing for 
families or history buffs. This 25-hectare 
park has an old-fashioned train ride 
through the forest, historical houses, a 
bakery, an interactive walking tour, farm 
animals and hands-on activities. The his-
torical Marqueze quarter recreates life 
in the 19th century and in Luxey, there is 
a pine resin distillery and workshop. 
www.parc-landes-de-gascogne.fr

Stop and stay
Michel Trama’s hotel and restaurant 
L’Aubergade in Puymirol in the Lot et 
Garonne (tel 5 53 95 31 46; 
www.aubergade.com) is the perfect 
destination for anyone loving gourmet 
food and luxury hotels. The hotel is the 
renovated former home of the Counts 
of Toulouse, which was transformed by 
the interior designer Jacques Garcia. The 
courtyard swimming pool is gorgeous, 
the food sublime... what more could you 
want? The famous chef also offers cook-
ing classes. 

Cirque de Gavarnie
The cirque is an amazing, vast natu-
ral amphitheatre in the peaks of the 
Pyrénées. The little town of Gavarnie has 
hotels and restaurants and serves as the 
starting point for the walking path lead-
ing up the valley towards to the Cirque. 
The main path follows the river but there 
are other routes that climb the sides of 
the valley, and it’s possible to do one 

big loop. If you’ve got children with you, 
donkeys are for hire in the village. They 
know the route and seem happy enough 
to plod along the path. The Grande 
Cascade de Gavarnie waterfall, with an 
overall drop of 422 metres, is reportedly 
the tallest waterfall in Europe, and the 
main attraction. For more information: 
www.gavarnie.com

Bordeaux’s best
In recent years the Medoc wine region in 
the Gironde has opened itself to tourism, 
led by the Cazes family at Château Lynch 
Bages. The Cazes family understands 
customer service and you can’t go wrong 
by relying on their many establishments. 
Stay at their B&B at Château Ormes de 
Pez, and visit the cellars and tasting 
room at Château Lynch Bages. Nearby is 
Château Mouton Rothschild, where you 
can peruse the Baroness’ wine museum 
before ambling over to the tasting 
room and sipping some of Bordeaux’s 
best crus. Reserve dinner or lunch at 
the Cazes family’s Relais & Châteaux 
restaurant-hotel Cordeillan Bages run by 
Michelin-starred chef Thierry Marx. 
Don’t miss the village of Bages, located 
directly behind the cellars at Lynch 
Bages, where there are activities and 
events throughout the year. There is a 
great bistro, a stylish boutique, work-
shops with traditional artisans, a lovely 
playground for kids, and a tasty bakery. 
 

Warm Cabécou with 
Armagnac and Honey 
Roasted Apricots

A marriage made in heaven using two of my 
favourite market delicacies: fresh apricots 
and cabécou de Rocamadour, a goat cheese 
with coveted AOC status. If you can’t fi nd 
Cabécou de Rocamadour, any small goat 
cheese round will do.

MAKES 4 SERVINGS
8 fresh apricots, halved and pitted
60 ml Armagnac
2 tablespoons good-quality honey
1 teaspoon unsalted butter, softened
4 baguette slices, each about 2.5 cm thick
4 rounds Cabécou de Rocamadour or 
other goat cheese

Preheat the oven to 375°F (190°C).
Place the apricots, cut side down, on a baking 
sheet and drizzle with the Armagnac and 
honey. Bake until the apricots begin to soften 
but still hold their shape, 12 to 15 minutes.
Meanwhile, lightly spread the butter on the 
baguette slices. Place the baguette slices, 
buttered side up, on a baking sheet and 
bake until lightly toasted, about 10 minutes. 
Remove from the oven and top each slice with 
1 cheese round. Return to the oven until the 
cheese begins to melt, about 5 minutes. To 
serve, place each warm baguette slice on a 
salad plate and garnish with the
roasted apricot halves.

Kimberley Lovato is the author of Walnut Wine 
& Truffl e Groves (Running Press), a culinary 
travel book, with recipes by chef Laura 
Schmalhorst, about the people, food and drink 
of the Dordogne. Available at www.amazon.fr

Recipe
Left: Floating over 
the sapphire river and 
fairytale châteaux of the 
Dordogne. Below: the 
famous Château de 
Beynac perched on high

HOW TO REACH THE AQUITAINE...
AIR: there are four main airports: Bergerac (www.bergerac.aeroport.fr), 
Biarritz (www.biarritz.aeroport.fr), Bordeaux - Mérignac (www.bordeaux.aero-
port.fr) and Pau (www.pau.aeroport.fr). Bordeaux has fl ights to more than 50 
international destinations as well as many internal ones. Bergerac has fl ights to 
10 UK airports as well as Brussels and Rotterdam; it also fl ies to Paris. Biarritz 
and Pau both handle low-cost fl ights to the UK, as well as fl ights to Geneva and 
within France. TRAIN: the TGV from Paris arrives at Bordeaux where you can 
connect to other parts of Aquitaine (www.sncf.com). ROAD: The region is 
linked by many motorways from Paris in the north and Lyon to the east, and 
also south into Spain. 

LOOK 
OUT FOR...

THE PHOENIX BOOK SALE 
opens its doors again this month.
With well over 15,000 books, CDs 
and DVDs to choose from, the sale 
has become one of the biggest 
Anglo-French charity events in 
France, with people coming from 
as far away as Marseille. Each 
book, CD, DVD and refreshment is 
sold for just one euro each. 
The Book Sale is organised by 
the Phoenix association, founded 
by Sheelagh and Rick Johnson, 
an English couple living in Vergt. 
Their efforts to save animals 
in need has now grown into a 
professional and acknowledged 
organisation, working closely 
together with local SPAs, vets, the 
English Blue Cross and the French 
30 Millions d‘Amis. ‘Though much 
has improved over the years, it is 
heartbreaking to see the number 
of animals which are still aban-
doned or even maltreated,’ says 
Sheelagh Johnson. ‘This is where 
the volunteers of the Phoenix 
Association step in, rescuing, 
fostering and rehoming dogs, 
cats, horses and in fact practically 
every other animal in  need. Last 
year alone 211 dogs, 75 cats and 39 
horses were rescued and rehomed 
by us.’
The Phoenix Euro Book Sale will 
be held at the Salle des Fêtes in 
Campsegret, on the N21 Périgueux-
Bergerac road. It’s on from 10am 
until 3pm. Don’t worry if you’re a 
little late - new books arrive every 
couple of hours!

SUCCESS IN THE DORDOGNE 
is a two-day exhibition organised 
by the Franco British Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry in 
the Dordogne. Go along and get 
information from experts in all 
domains of the public sector 
for support with administrative 
formalities, including from the 
taxation system to URSSAF. You’ll 
also be able to talk to businesses 
and associations, including banks, 
accountants and  lawyers to get 
on-the-spot advice. Also present 
will be cross-community associa-
tions, the English-speaking media, 
interpreters and translators, 
alongside international and lan-
guage schools. Free educational 
and informative seminars will take 
place throughout the two days. 
Entry is free and there will be free 
parking too.
It’s on 5-6 November, 2010, at the 
Parc des Expositions, Marsac. 

Sunset at the Atlantic coast 
from Biarritz beach

Museum of 
Prehistory near 

Les Eyzies 

Château de Bonaguil, 
Lot et Garonne 

Footpath towards 
the Grande Cascade 
in Cirque de Gavarnie

Vineyards in the
Jurançon region

the “back from black” beam process

Beam Renovation – at last 
a viable alternative to 
Sandblasting or Stripping, 
no chemicals, mess or dust.

renaissance-beams@live.fr

www.renaissance-beams.com

tel 09 54 32 22 79
or 06 25 01 67 05


