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GIANT
        While the hordes struggle up Mont Ventoux,  
     Cyclist heads a short distance east to discover  
 the splendours of the Gorge de la Méouge

Words TREVOR WARD  Photography GEOFF WAUGH

Shadow of the



Previous pages:  
Cyclist heads through 
the heart of the Gorge 

de la Méouge

here’s a lot of gratuitously energetic activity 
going on in the Gorge de la Méouge this 
morning. On our right, people are descending 

a rocky path to a river to swim in one of its 
many natural pools, while others are crossing 

the arches of a 500-year-old stone bridge to 
begin a day’s hiking in the craggy folds of a  

dark and twisting ravine. 
Hundreds of metres above us, spread out along the 

length of a ridge like giant moths waiting for a lightbulb  
to be switched on, are the colourful canopies and sails  
of various types of glider as their pilots wait patiently  
for the thermal currents to rise. Riding our road bikes 
through this corridor of ivory-coloured limestone  
seems rather pedestrian in comparison.

Emerging from the Gorge the activity is of a more 
pastoral nature, with farmers tending the rows of apple 
trees that – along with the lavender plants – are more 
common than grapevines in this far-flung corner of the 
Haute Alpes in southern France. Even where there’s  
no sign of people actually doing things, the sense of  
an impending outbreak of busyness is never far away. 

My co-rider Paul West-Watson points out places that are 
renowned for annual bursts of activity, such as the hilltop 
village of Lagrand, which hosts a turkey fair, or Ribiers and 
its Fete de Pain – festival of bread – during which the entire 
village bakes its carbohydrate fix in a giant communal 
oven. Ribiers is also home to six centenarians, says Paul. 

‘One of them is our friend, a 104-year-old woman,’ he 
adds. ‘We had to dig her house out of the snow last winter.’ 

In view of the whirl of activity and bonne santé that’s 
surrounding us, I assume she must have had a lie-in that 

To download this route, go to cyclist.co.uk/81france. From Salérans head 
east along the D942 towards the Gorge de la Méouge. After the Gorge,  
turn left at the crossroads in Châteauneuf de Chabre, then left onto the 
main road towards Laragne. Just before Laragne, and before the bridge 
crossing Le Buëch river, take the unmarked road on your left. Follow this to 
a crossroads, and turn left. Head through Orpierre and Laborel, where the 
climb to the Col de Perty starts. On the descent, follow signs for Montauban-
sur-l’Ouvèze and Saint-Auban-sur-l’Ouvèze. Rejoin the D546 towards 
Mévouillon and turn right for Aulan. Follow this road to Montbrun-les-Bains, 
turn left on the D542 and start the climb to the Col de Macuègne. Turn left  
at the col and descend to Séderon, then follow the road back to Salérans.
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morning, probably after spending the previous night 
redecorating her kitchen and practising jujitsu.

Paul is no slouch himself. At a wiry 58kg, he makes the 
majority of pro riders look fat. In between road cycling, 
mountain biking, rock climbing and trail running, he and 
his wife Kate run a ‘cyclists’ retreat’, Serre des Ormes, from 
where we started today’s ride. 

We regularly pass signs for fromage de chèvre and Paul 
says the hills and woods are also full of wild berries and 
morel mushrooms, which are considered such a prized 
delicacy that their exact locations are kept top secret.  
Even the seemingly dormant landscape is in a relentless 
state of productivity, and then we arrive in Orpierre, a 
mecca for sports climbers. The limestone cliffs that loom 
over the village like a well-padded nightclub bouncer boast 
a range of routes for people who like dangling by their 
fingertips above several hundred metres of thin air. 

If Bernard Hinault was with me now  
I expect he would probably grimace 
darkly and punch a passing cow

Left and above: It 
doesn’t get more 
French than the town  
of Montbrun les Bains

Gorging and feasting
Follow Cyclist’s route in the Hautes Alpes

Distance: 
117km
Elevation :
1,900m

                          FRANCE

CYCLIST.CO.UK    61

P 

Orpierre

Col de Macuègne

Salérans

Châteauneuf- 
de-Chabre

Gorge de la Méouge

Laborel

Col de Perty

Aulan

Séderon



France

Over a coffee, I scan the rock face. Sure enough, a 
group of climbers is on a ledge halfway up and preparing 
to follow a thread of rope up a sheer wall. I feel a mixture 
of shame and inferiority that while most of the local 
population is either rock-climbing, paragliding, wild 
swimming, hiking, farming, baking, cheese-making or 
celebrating their 100th birthdays, all I’ve managed in the 
last couple of hours is a paltry 30km of pedal pushing. 
If Bernard Hinault was with me now I expect he would 
probably grimace darkly and punch a passing cow. 

I’m feeling no more invigorated 10 minutes later when 
the warm sunshine on my bare arms and legs compels me 
to do nothing more energetic than order another café au 
lait. Paul rouses me from my repose by reminding me we 
still have all the day’s climbs to come, and it’s nearly noon.

Captain of industry
We jump on our bikes and ride through Orpierre’s warren 
of narrow streets and squares – even here there’s a group  
of villagers taunting my lethargy by taking part in an 
outdoor keep fit class – before re-joining the main road  
in the direction of our first climb, to the Col de Perty.

With a constant gradient nudging 6% for over 8km, 
it’s at last time for me to join the region’s maelstrom of 

industry and work up the first sweat of the day. The Col de 
Perty featured as a second category climb in the 2006 Tour. 
It’s also regularly used in motorsport events, including the 
Monte Carlo Rally.

‘I think the organisers pay the local councils to take care 
of any potholes, which is great,’ says Paul. ‘The downside 
is that if you’re riding on the day of a race, you get the fans 
driving up here like idiots.’

Today, for the duration of our climb, the road is empty  
of any other traffic. To our left rows of purple lavender 
tumble down towards the valley floor. When we stop  
to take a photo, a low buzzing fills the air. Lavender, it 
seems, is a bee’s favourite plant.

The ascent climaxes with a string of hairpins before 
a thrilling, challenging descent commences towards 
the Ouvèze valley: thrilling because it offers views of an 
illustrious neighbour recognisable by the distinctive tower 
at its summit – Mont Ventoux; challenging because a 
succession of tightly coiled hairpins demands unflinching 
concentration as we plummet headlong towards a valley 
floor that’s getting closer by the second.

Paul has already warned me that this part of France 
– we are crossing from the department of Haute Alpes 

The ascent climaxes 
with a string of 
hairpins before a 
thrilling, challenging 
descent towards the 
Ouvèze valley
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The final climb to  
the Col de Macuègne 
averages just over 5% 
as it threads in and  
out of beech, oak  
and pine forests
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into Drôme – has a similar attitude to meal times as 
provincial Britain. ‘Most places won’t serve lunch after 
1.30pm so we need to make up our minds pretty soon,’  
he says over the rumbling of stomachs.

He offers a choice. First there’s an informal little place 
near the end of the descent. Pros: local food, eccentric 
owner and tables outside. Cons: No menu, grumpy owner 
and we’ll have to move our tables and chairs if a car needs 
to get past. 

It does indeed look a lovely setting, but there already 
seems to be an animated discussion going on between the 
server and those waiting to be served, so we opt for Paul’s 
second choice, a more ‘upmarket’ place a few kilometres 
further on in the village of Saint-Auban-sur-l’Ouvèze.

We make it by the skin of our teeth – the waitress is 
mildly bemused that we expect food at 1.25pm – and enjoy 
a fabulous lunch rounded off with a ‘lavender-flavoured’ 
medley of desserts.

It’s comforting to be surrounded by people who, instead 
of indulging in some dramatic outdoor activity, are here to 
relax, eat and drink, although I’m curious as to where they 
have all come from, given that we’ve passed so little traffic 
on our route so far today.

On the way out, we pass a couple of bikes belonging  
to a local hire company. They are sturdy beasts, complete 
with panniers, bells and sit-up-and-beg handlebars. But 
what really catches my eye is the ‘sat-nav’ system each  
bike has strapped to its bars – a ring-binder folder of 
laminated pages containing step-by-step instructions  
and photographs of the appropriate road direction signs.

Shortly afterwards we see a farmer in T-shirt, shorts  
and baseball cap raking a pile of recently harvested 
lavender with a crudely hewn wooden fork. While  

The pricetag hints that Giant’s entry-level model is neither the lightest nor 
most aero of machines, but it has just about everything else you need for  
a long day in the saddle over a challenging parcours. 

Giant regulars will recognise the frame’s distinctive shape, with steeply 
sloping top tube and an awful lot of exposed seatpost. ‘Endurance Shaping 
Technology’ is what Giant calls it, which sounds like marketing guff, but it  
does the trick. I’ve ridden Giant Defys for several years now and can vouch  
for their comfort and compliance. This 2018 model comes equipped with 
hydraulic disc brakes – great for confident braking but with an associated 
weight penalty – and a wide ratio cassette that goes up to a 32t sprocket.  
All of this was appreciated – and utilised to maximum affect – during a day  
with a considerable amount of ups and downs. 

The rider’s ride
Giant Defy Advanced 2, £1,699, giant-bicycles.com

Stretches of road where the gravel has been 
worn in suddenly give way to curves where 
the loose chips are as deep as our rims

Left: The start of  
the ascent to the Col  
de Macuègne is the 
steepest section.  
Luckily we didn’t 
encounter any  
falling rocks 
 
Following pages:  
The Col de Macuègne 
climb in all its glory,  
with views to Ventoux  
in the distance
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I stop to take some photographs, Paul strikes up a 
conversation in French and learns the following: the 
lavender has been gathered for its flower – used in pot 
pourri ‘drawer-fresheners’ and as an ingredient in the  
flan and ice cream I’d had for dessert – rather than its 
essence, which is used in soaps and oils; and the fork  
he is using has been carved from a single piece of timber 
from ‘one of those trees over there’. 

An ancient tractor clatters past, billowing clouds 
of black smoke from its violently shaking engine. Our 
friendly farmer raises his fork in greeting to the driver 
before returning to his back-breaking toil. 

A cold wind blows, but not here 
Our bikes with their fancy disc brakes and Garmin 
computers are probably the most modern machines for 
miles around. It’s hard to reconcile this scene of bucolic 
simplicity with the TGV trains, super-fast internet and  
all-day restaurant opening times that exist just across  
the next valley. 

Less than 30km away from these empty roads are the 
towns of Sault and Bédoin, their streets thronged with 
cyclists and cars heading up Mont Ventoux. And there’s 
one other big plus to our route, says Paul. The valleys  
we’re riding along are sheltered from the Mistral wind 
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A snake eagle is 
hovering in the air, 
practically at eye  level with us, its 
talons poised for  
a precision strike

Above: The narrow roads 
frequently leave Cyclist 
holding its breath in the 
hope that we don’t meet 
any oncoming traffic

whose cold, northerly flow can turn excursions up 
Ventoux into grim, attritional affairs. 

We turn up another narrow, traffic-free lane and 
complete the final stretch of our climb to the Col d’Aulan. 
The view down the other side reveals a serpentine thread 
of tarmac that promises an exhilarating descent. There’s 
just one problem – it’s the recent recipient of a generous 
layer of ‘surface dressing’. A temporary sign says: ‘15 jours 
de gravillons, 10 ans de tranquillité’ – ‘15 days of gravel,  
10 years of tranquility’. 

Our descent, alas, is far from relaxed. Stretches of  
road where the gravel has already been worn in suddenly 
give way to curves where the loose chips are as deep as  
our rims. Braking at speed would be suicidal, so we 
maintain a cautious pace all the way down. 

One consolation is that we have time to enjoy the  
views of the Château d’Aulan – its turrets peeking above 
the treeline on our right – and a narrow gorge where, yet 
again, the river is dotted with people doing gratuitously 
daring things such as jumping from rocky overhangs  
into natural pools. 

The shifting road surface shows no signs of abating 
as we head down the narrowest part of the gorge. I’m 
holding my breath hoping there won’t be any oncoming 
traffic as we negotiate various pinch points. Eventually the 
gradient starts to flatten and we can pedal with a bit more 
conviction. Quinze jours de gravillons may sound like a 
particularly brutal stage race, but our discomfort finally 
comes to an end in the shadow of the hilltop medieval 
village of Montbrun-les-Bains or, as Paul puts it, ‘The  
home of that well-known Yorkshire audaxer, Les Bains.’ 

With one big climb left, it’s time for a quick detour  
up to the village’s historic centre for a coffee. I also buy 
some lavender soap for my wife, hoping it won’t melt  
in my jersey pocket during the final leg of the ride. 

P 
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By the 
numbers
Because knowledge  
is power

117  
kilometres cycled

1,900  
metres climbed

7  
number of hang-gliders spotted

1,302  
highest point of route, in metres

13.30   
time most restaurants stop 
serving lunch

4  
bars of lavender soap bought

3  
number of places stopped  
to take photos of Ventoux

We have a short drag to the summit, and then 
another thrilling descent – all lazy, sweeping 
curves – to yet another pretty village

Left: The payoff for all the 
climbing is a succession 
of fast descents on quiet, 
wide open roads 
 
Below right: It’s well 
worth refilling bidons in 
Orpierre before the climb 
to the Col de Perty
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In the shadow of the village’s 16th century castle,  
two of the three outdoor cafes have already closed for the 
afternoon and the third is full, so we settle for a couple of 
Cokes from a shop. The views over the valley, though, are 
magnificent – even if you suspect the local council would 
like to be able to pull closed a huge pair of shutters between 
1.30pm and 5.30pm every day. 

Beneath le Géant de Provence
The final hurdle of the day is the 9km climb to the Col  
de Macuègne, which Vacansoleil’s Johnny Hoogerland led 
the peloton over during the 2013 Tour when it was given 
second category status. The steepest ramps are at the start, 
when the road threads in and out of beech, oak and pine 
forests and past soaring pinnacles of limestone exploding 
from the rolling terrain. 

As the road reaches the end of the valley and doubles 
back on itself, a stunning panorama unfolds as we gain  

yet more  elevation: the silhouetted whale backs of lesser 
hills shimmer in the shadow of the Giant of Provence – 
Ventoux – which seems to be watching over us. 

The road eventually reaches the village of Barret de 
Lioure, a jumble of houses and a church perched beneath  
a promontory bearing three iron crosses. We wonder if  
we can cycle up to them, but after being pointed through  
a cobbled passageway, the path peters out to a rocky trail 
that lurches steeply upwards. Curious to see more, we leave 
the bikes leaning against a wall and slip and slide our way 
to the top anyway.

We’re rewarded with spectacular views down the length 
of the valley towards Ventoux. A snake eagle is hovering in 
the air, practically at eye level with us, its talons poised for 
a precision strike. A young man arrives shortly afterwards 
bearing Latin tattoos on his forearms and carrying some 
photocopied sheets advertising a poetry reading that’s to 
be held in a nearby village. 

P 
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We have stumbled 
across a little corner 
of France that’s 
quietly getting on 
with what it does best

TRAVEL
The nearest airport is Marseille, which is 
served by direct flights from several UK 
airports. From there, it’s either a bus to 
Sisteron, 25km from Salérans, or a two-
hour drive. The Serre des Ormes cyclists’ 
retreat can arrange airport transfers or  
pick-ups from Sisteron.

ACCOMMODATION 
We stayed at Serre des Ormes, a beautiful 
and spacious converted farmhouse 
with outdoor pool that has been turned 
into a cyclists’ retreat by British couple 
Paul West-Watson and Kate Maddison. 

Situated just outside Salérans and a 
few kilometres from the Gorge de la 
Méouge, our ride started and finished 
here. A week’s accommodation, including 
breakfast, afternoon tea, evening meal 
and wine, costs €570 per person (based 
on two sharing). For airport transfers 
and a supported ride up Ventoux, add 
€120 per person. For full details visit 
serredesormes.co.uk.

BIKE
Our bike was supplied by Albion Cycles in 
Sault, which offers a range of aluminium 
and carbon frame road and e-bikes for 

How we did it

] 

Above right: The  
Col de Perty offers 

more views of  
the inescapable  

Mont Ventoux 
 

Right: You’ll have  
to leave your bike 

behind to reach the  
three iron crosses 

above the village  
of Barret de Lioure,  

but the views are  
worth the hike

hire from €34 a day. Collections can be 
arranged via Serre des Ormes. Details  
at albioncycles.com.

THANKS
Paul and Kate from Serre des Ormes 
were generous hosts and knowledgeable 
guides. Thanks also to Nicholas at Albion 
Cycles for the loan of the bike, and the  
local tourism office for their help with  
the trip. For more on the area, go to 
sisteron-buech.fr/en.

We ask him if he knows the story behind the three 
crosses. He thinks they might have something to do with 
the rebuilding of the village church after the original one 
collapsed in 1959 (later enquiries reveal they were in fact 
erected in 1835 to celebrate the village being spared from 
the cholera epidemic that was ravaging most of Provence  
at that time).

‘Ah, Ventoux,’ he sighs, shielding his eyes from the 
dipping sun. ‘You have been up it?’

‘Yes, on previous visits,’ we reply. ‘And you?’
‘Yes, it was tough,’ he says. ‘I was on my motorbike.’
Our ride is almost at its end. We have a short drag to 

the summit, and then another thrilling descent – all lazy, 
sweeping curves and empty roads – to yet another pretty 
village, Séderon, before a fast, flat 8km back to Serre des 

Ormes and tea and home-baked cake courtesy of Kate. 
But before any of that, this remote promontory with its 
ethereal icons facing towards the hulking silhouette of 
Ventoux seems as good a place as any to reflect on the day.

Today’s ride, with its miles of deserted roads, hidden 
climbs and forgotten villages, has been a real voyage of 
discovery. We have stumbled across a little corner of  
France that’s quietly getting on with what it does best – 
from the hang-gliding and cheese-making to the lavender 
harvesting and rock climbing – leaving its more famous 
neighbour to the west to deal with all the attention from 
the global peloton. 

Sometimes taking the road less travelled really does 
make all the difference. 
Trevor Ward is a freelance writer who still smells like  
a drawer full of pot pourri
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