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While the hordes head for Mont Ventoux, a 
stone’s throw away is a ride of deserted roads, 
sinuous switchbacks, far-reaching views and 
dramatic gorges. Just don’t tell anyone

Big Ride: France

Words Laurence Kilpatrick Photography Mike Massaro

The secret
garden
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France Big Ride

ot many successful breakaways involve almost 5,000m of 
climbing over 324km, but that’s exactly what Napoleon 
Bonaparte pulled off in just six days in the spring of 1815. 
After escaping from exile on the island of Elba, he went 
on the attack in France, drafting behind his team of loyal 
soldiers and surging northwards from the Côte d’Azur on 
what is now known as the Route Napoléon tourist trail. 
Eventually he ended up in the medieval citadel of Sisteron, 
which also happens to be the starting point for today’s ride.

There are three things that Sisteron is well known for. 
One is as a stopping off point for Napoleon on his last 
hurrah. Another is its status as the ‘Gateway to Provence’ 
thanks to its position in a gap between two long mountain 
ridges. And third is its connection to pro cycling. Sisteron 

has welcomed major French stage races, including the Tour 
de France, no fewer than 20 times since 1999. This is partly 
because of its proximity to fan favourite Mont Ventoux, and 
partly because it’s a visually dramatic town in its own right, 
sitting in the shadow of a vast tower of limestone rock.

The Rocher de la Baume (which translates loosely as 
‘rock of the cave’) looks like a combination of The Lion 
King’s Pride Rock and a toppled slice of Vienetta. Crevasses 
gape between the almost vertical stratifications, and even 
at 7am on this fresh summer’s morning a clutch of rock 
climbers can be seen clinging to its vertiginous walls.

Far from the madding crowd
It’s August, so Kate and I have made an early start to avoid 
the most sweltering temperatures. There are still wisps of 
morning fog and the air is frigid.

Kate is originally from Devon and is joint proprietor 
of Serres des Ormes in nearby Salérans, a tranquil cycling 
retreat where Cyclist is gratefully receiving room and board. 
We’ve already knocked back an organic breakfast including 

homemade yogurt, homemade jam and locally sourced 
eggs. We’ll need all those calories as what’s in store is  
not to be sniffed at. 

Today’s ride is a pétanque throw short of 100 miles in 
a clockwise loop up hill and down gorge. Since breakfast, 
Kate has been enthusing about the Clue de Barles route for 
its climbs, its scenery and its silence, although not from 
Kate herself – she talks like she’s paid by the syllable. 

Having crossed the Sisteron bridge, we settle into a 
steadily steepening 35km climb that seems to be searching 
for the source of Le Sasse river. No one is here. We turn off 
the main road onto something even quieter, and still no one 
is here. It’s not until we pass through Bayons that we see 
evidence of habitation, albeit without any actual people.

A few kilometres further up the road we arrive at a 
valley that appears to be a dead end, but Kate assures me 
that we can escape via a series of tight switchbacks known 
as Les Tourniquets de Bayons. The climb is 2.4km at an 
average of 8%, which hoists us 50m up the hillside via 
beautifully engineered curves, and once again we are alone.

At the top, Kate produces her phone to play a video 
that shows Les Tourniquets in an entirely different light 
– a night-time scene of rally cars skidding around the 
corners from the 2024 Monte Carlo Rally, the climb lit by 
floodlights and hemmed in by huge crowds of fans, with 
billowing flares of red smoke, explosions and the roaring 
noise of engines. It’s an incredible spectacle, and hard to 
square with today’s sun-soaked tranquillity.

Parcs and recreation
Once over the col and out of the forest, the horizon  
reveals itself: a canopy of fresh blue and white, propped  
up by some burly green hills. It’s a cleansing kind of beauty. 
Depending on which side of the hills you are, the region  
can be arid, sometimes going for weeks without rain, but 
here the land looks verdant and thrumming with life.

We are up on a raised plateau and won’t drop down to 
our starting altitude for another 70km. Having made light 
work of the Col de Garcinets (1,250m) a road sign alerts 
us that we have entered the Unesco Géoparc de Haute-
Provence. Presumably Unesco doesn’t have much tarmac 
budget as the road surface has disintegrated.

A 180° turn points us south, and with another valley 
vista in front of us it’s hard to disagree with the Unesco 
executives. The banister road we are descending has  
been hacked out of the stone and it zigzags with the 
contours of the mountain. The more it turns, the broader 
the views of this vacant landscape become. There’s just  
no one here.

The Rocher de la Baume looks like a 
combination of The Lion King ’s Pride 
Rock and a toppled slice of Vienetta

Article continues on p67

N
Above: Kate and her 
partner Paul know the 
roads around Sisteron 
like the backs of their 
hands, and there’s a 
Filofax full of route 
options backs at their 
boarding house if 
today’s ride is a  
bit of a stretch 

Below: Footage of 
rally cars blitzing up 
Les Tourniquets des 
Bayons is scarcely 
comprehensible, 
especially in light 

of how ponderously 
most riders toil  
up the climb

Previous pages: 
Sisteron is split  
across the River 
Durance. The famous 
rock formation lies  
on the east side,  
with the citadel, the 
cathedral and the 
raised fortifications 
all situated on the 
west side. On a clear 
day you can see for 
almost 100 miles
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We settle into a steadily steepening 35km 
climb that seems to be searching for the 

source of Le Sasse river. No one is here

Far left: The climb  
up Les Tourniquets  
de Bayons is 2.4km  
at an average of 8% 

Left: The Clue de 
Barles loop isn’t 
stuffed full of 
punishing gradients 
and jagged profiles. 
But with around 
3,000m of climbing, 
you’re sure to be 
feeling the grind by 
the end of the day

So much beauty, so few people 
Ventoux’s quiet neighbour

To download this route go to cyclist.co.uk/169france or scan 
the QR code. This loop of spectacular gorges and steady climbs 
begins in the bustling town of Sisteron, about 40km east of Mont 
Ventoux. It starts by heading north following Le Sasse river uphill 
for 35km, cresting the hairpins of Les Tourniquets de Bayons. 
Rolling terrain takes you east to the highest point of the ride at 
1,456m, which comes just south of Seyne. From there it’s over 
30km of descent into the Clue de Barles gorge. After Digne-les-
Bains, climb through wild landscapes to the village of Authon  
and then wind your way back down to Sisteron.

Distance: 162km
Total ascent: 2,960m
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The rider’s ride
Giant Defy Advanced 2,  
approx £2,699, giant-bicycles.com

For our 100-miler out of Sisteron, Albion Cycles, based 
in Sault, loaned us the category-defining all-road bike, 
the Giant Defy. Built up with a utilitarian spec, including 
a Shimano 105 mechanical groupset, a shallow Giant 
P-R2 wheelset and Continental Grand Prix tyres, the Defy 
was not the fastest or (at around 8.5kg) the lightest 
companion, but it may well have been the comfiest.  
Plus, a 36t sprocket ensured no hill was unclimbable. 

With the geometry set fast from higher up the  
Defy hierarchy – shorn of certain elements such as  
the scalloped seatpost – frameset features including  
the sloped top tube and slender dropped seatstays 
contributed to a delightful road feel on some 
occasionally desiccated surfaces. All cabling is neatly 
integrated through a well-designed two-piece cockpit,  
so even this lower-tier Defy still looks the business. 

The Col du Fanget is mainly forested 
and relatively cool, though spikes of 
up to 13% certainly get my attention

Far left: The remnants 
of this road’s creation 
are still clearly visible. 
The blasted rock 
crumbling away down 
the valley has left a 
less than ideal riding 
surface in its wake

Below: Mountains 
or hills? They’re not 
quite either on this 
route, but they’re a joy 
to descend regardless

France Big Ride

Swansong in Sisteron
Where we start, Caleb Ewan finished

Five years is a long time in cycling. When Australian 
sprinter Caleb Ewan rolled onto the start line in Nice for 
Stage 3 of the 2020 Tour de France, he was regarded as 
perhaps the fastest rider on the planet. He’d won three 
stages in the previous year’s race, and this stage, despite 
packing over 3,000m of climbing, was ripe for a sprinter 
who wasn’t afraid of the uphill stuff. 

In his classic weaving style, Ewan took the scenic 
route from about eighth wheel back to pip a disbelieving 
Sam Bennett on the line in Sisteron. The win was 
spectacular and entirely expected, although it would 
turn out to be the zenith of his career. A week later, Ewan 
managed another stage win for his Lotto-Soudal team, 
but he wouldn’t put his hands in the air at the Tour de 
France again. 

He retired earlier this year after one look inside the 
Ineos bus.

Like this kit? 
Scan the QR code 

or go to cyclist.
co.uk/169gear  

to find out more
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France Big Ride
Right: Neither the 

Tour de France nor 
the Critérium du 

Dauphiné have ever 
been through the Clue 
de Barles. It is unlikely 

the giant leeks or 
bulbous Orangina 
bottles in the Tour 

caravan would make 
it through the many 

rocky tunnels

Below: In winter the 
Saut de la Pie gets 

close to freezing  
over but rarely does.  
The torrent of water  

is too fast-moving

We are now staring down the barrel of 
40km of almost uninterrupted descent 
towards the crown jewel of today’s ride

Stop for a moment and  
go back 198 million years

Dinosaur hunting 
by bike

Haute Provence is a treasure chest of dinosaur activity, 
with fossils and palaeontological findings all over the 
area. On our route, about 6km after leaving the gorge  
of the Clue de Barles, a small car park marks the start of  
a trail (should you have walking shoes with you) that 
leads to a preserved fossil of an ichthyosaur, a sort of 
terrifying dolphin from 185 million years ago. 

For those in cleats there is still a chance to time-
travel. Right next to the road, just before the town 
of Digne-les-Bains, is La Dalle aux Ammonites, or the 
Ammonite Slab. This slanted wall of rock contains 
1,550 ammonites, the solidified remains of coiled shell 
creatures, some as big as dinner plates, that accumulated 
during the Lower Jurassic period 198 million years ago. 

Suddenly, a few hours in the saddle doesn’t seem 
such a long time after all.
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The sound of our freehubs 
reverberates off the stone walls, 
mingling with the trickling of water

Left: With such a 
claustrophobic road 
layout, it’s no wonder 
the Clue de Barles 
road is subject to 
landslides. The most 
spectacular occurred 
during WWI when a 
lake formed behind 
the blockage

Below left: In the 
school holidays a 
place like this in the 
UK would be overrun. 
On this day in August, 
we more or less have 
it to ourselves

Right: If you’ve got 
time there are plenty 
of fantastic spots for  
a quick dip. Unlike  
the UK, the water’s 
clean. Like the UK,  
it’s damn cold

France Big Ride

By the 
numbers
Some real big ’uns

162
Distance in kilometres of this 
Big Ride

70 
Millions of years since the 
Haute-Provence mountains 
were formed

200
Number of metres below sea 
level the Clue de Barles once was

1,550
Number of ammonites 
contained in the Clue de  
Barles Ammonite Slab

320 
Size of Ammonite Slab in  
metres squared

70
Diameter in centimetres of the 
largest ammonite

1
Nights Napoleon spent in 
Sisteron en route to regaining 
power in 1815
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Our route heads southeast, tracing the course of the 
river. It takes us past Saint-Martin-lès-Seyne and Selonnet, 
where Kate suggests we stop for a coffee. Needless to say, 
it’s just us and the ubiquitous Frenchman drinking his 
10am beer in Chez La Poete this Thursday morning.

After passing through the pretty town of Seyne we 
ascend to the 1,459m Col du Fanget, the highest point of 
the route. It’s mainly forested and relatively cool, though 
spikes of up to 13% certainly get my attention. The 
alternative valley road ensures a total absence of traffic. 
Near the summit, the trees break sufficiently enough to 
allow for some impressive sight lines.

Importantly, we are now staring down the barrel of 
40km of almost uninterrupted descent towards the crown 
jewel of today’s ride, the gorge of the Clue de Barles. Once 
through the hamlet of Auzet, the walls of the gorge begin to 
close in. It’s a sunny day but this fissure in the rock allows 
for little direct light. We hear the sound of rushing water 
from around the corner and pull over to take in the Cascade 
du Saut de la Pie, a waterfall battering into rock that the 
signs tell me are hundreds of millions of years old.

It’s spectacular, but Kate assures me that this is merely 
the tip of iceberg.

Follow the Clues
I assume that, it being school holidays, the weather being 
good and this being an absurdly beautiful place, the Clue 
de Barles is going to be tricky to navigate, what with all the 
tourist cars. It’s not. There aren’t any.

The road luxuriates in an almost hallowed atmosphere, 
an echoing serenity summoned by the high flanking cliffs. 
The sound of our freehubs reverberates off the stone walls, 
mingling with the trickling of water that accompanies the 
tarmac as it winds back and forth over the path of the river.

Every time I catch sight of Kate, she’s got a look of 
delight on her face that borders on the outright smug.  
Who can blame her. Her doorstep opens onto a private 
bike-riding Eden.

Coming from the Latin clausus, meaning closed, the 
Clue exists thanks to the Bès river undermining layers of 
limestone over, well, quite a long time. These layers are 
clearly visible as we spin through cramped rock tunnels, 
duck under teetering promontories and gaze up at piles of 
stratified, apricot-hued rock, me wondering all the while 
how I’ll ever look at Cheddar Gorge in the same way again. 

A little further on we stop briefly at the famous 
Ammonite Slab (see box on p62), giving me a chance to 

brush up on my ichnology – the science of fossil traces 
– and then continue to follow the increasingly parched 
riverbed down to Digne-les-Bains, the first conurbation  
in hours and as good a place as any to bank a serious feed.

One café noir and a hefty baguette later, we begin 
the next 30km section, which contains a fair amount of 
climbing. The sun has been merciful with us so far, but as 
we toil up to Champtercier and through Thoard, it metes 
out a more piercing grade of heat. It’s getting towards 
Pastis Hour and what could easily be the same man from 
the 10am bar is now slumped under an umbrella nursing  
a small glass of milky yellow booze. Ah to be old.

Beauty and the beholder
It’s the final 500m of climbing from Thoard to Col 
Fontbelle that really extracts some pain. The early  
stages are exposed but do eventually give way to some 
shade-casting forest. Kate taps away alongside me as  
we tackle gradients that rarely approach double figures, 
safe in the knowledge that we won’t need to share the  
road with any other vehicles.

A hard left at Authon and, after one more kicker,  
today’s climbing is done. There is, however, one more 
breath-stealer waiting for us. 

The road opens up and suddenly there is nowhere for 
the eye to wander except over a tumbling precipice towards 
a horizon fluted by hazy, vanishing hilltops. In case I was  
in any doubt, the local authority has helpfully signposted  
it as a Vue Panoramique and I dutifully take out my phone 
for a picture, but it’s hard to know what to aim at. It’s  
an absolute faceful of scenery; an ambush from all sides. 
Kate’s seen it all before and just sits contentedly on her  
top tube, not looking particularly homesick for Tavistock.

‘Is there more?’ I ask her, like a weary Oliver overstuffed 
from the sheer volume of natural beauty.

‘There’s always more,’ she replies.
We tuck into 20km of downhill, attacking the sinuous 

roads at pace. Somehow Kate is even more adept at seat-
of-the-pants descending than she is at talking. She slaloms 
towards Sisteron while I risk overcooking the corners in an 
attempt to stay in touch.

Eventually the bridge to the Sisteron citadel comes into 
view, the river shimmering in the cooling sun. After 162km 
it’s time to nod a silent thanks to Napoleon and the lads 
for blazing the trail, and to thank Kate for showing me a 
cycling paradise that no one else seems to know about. 

It’s just a shame for her that I can’t keep a secret.

Subscribe to Cyclist to get access to the full back catalogue of Big Rides

I dutifully take out my phone for a 
picture, but it’s hard to know what to 
aim at. It’s an absolute faceful of scenery

How we did it
Travel 
Cyclist flew from London 
Gatwick to Nice airport. Direct 
flights are also available to 
Marseille from a range of UK 
airports, or it’s possible to get 
the Eurostar to Paris and then 
a connecting train to Marseille. 
From Nice we hired a car and 
drove to Sisteron in around 
three hours. Marseille is closer 
at under two hours.

Accommodation 
We stayed at Serre des Ormes, 
a cycling guest house in the 
beautiful Méouge valley, close to 
Sisteron. Run by proud Devonian 
Kate and proud northerner 
Paul West-Watson, this large 
stone building, complete with 
swimming pool and typical 

shuttered windows, stays cool in 
the punishing summer heat and 
contains a bike mechanic garage. 

The couple run supported 
and unsupported bike tours, 
while providing incredible home-
cooked meals. A double room, 
based on two people sharing  
for a week, starts from around 
€55 per night per person. Go  
to serredesormes.co.uk. 

Thanks 
Many thanks to Kate and Paul 
for planning the routes, putting 
us up, rustling up a vast array 
of nourishing and hearty food, 
driving our photographer and 
ferrying us to and from the 
bike rental shop, Albion Cycles, 
in Sault near Mont Ventoux 
(albioncycles.com).

France Big Ride

Above: Towards the 
end of the ride you’ll 

be torn between 
stopping for a photo 

of yet another wild 
panorama or getting 

yourself off the 
plateau and off the 

bike… for beer


