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IF YOU ARE VISITING THE PYRENEES ORIENTALES 
IN THE SOUTH OF FRANCE FOR THE VERY FIRST 
TIME, YOU MAY GET THE FEELING THAT BEHIND THE 
TRANQUIL FACADE, SOMETHING DISTURBING TOOK 
PLACE HERE IN THE DIM, DISTANT PAST. 

The lofty, crumbling yet imposing remains 
of castles, forts and monasteries, perched 
impossibly high on craggy hills and mountains, 
seem to urge you to delve deeper. Yet they 
offer more questions than answers. You get the 
distinct impression that their inhabitants were 
either hiding from a very determined enemy, or 
anticipating their unwanted presence in their 
land.

 Arriving in Barcelona via Doha, from Australia 
after a 15 to 20 hour flight, depending on who 
you fly with, is no mean feat in itself. Then hop 
into a left-hand-drive hire car and navigate your 
way out of the airport straight onto a major 
freeway, in Spain’s second largest city, where of 
course every road sign is alien. So if you intend 
doing a similar thing, then don’t do what this 
ageing hippy did and try to use a map. Hire or 
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buy a TomTom. It will save your sanity, there 
won’t be any loud yelling or gnashing of teeth, 
tears of frustration or near collisions. If on the 
other hand you decide to drive on your own in 
this environment, whilst reading a map, having 
never done it before, well whatever happens 
is your karmic outcome alone. The number of 
couples I saw arguing with a map spread out 
on the car bonnet, or hire cars trying to go 
down one way streets or turn around into the 
traffic flow, I think is an indication that there 
may be a problem here.

I was spending three well-earned weeks in 
the small Catalonian hillside village of Rodes, 
in the south of France, close to the Spanish 
border. I did not know much about the area 
at all and assumed that it would just sort of 
‘seep in’ as it usually does during a holiday. So 
it is always a surprise to learn about the many 
layers that make up any new experience. In 
this case it started with the knowledge that this 
part of France was once part of the ancient 
Kingdom of Catalonia, hence the Catalan 

influence that permeates the area today. In 
much the same way as northern Spain is the 
home to the Basque community, this area has 
its own unique Catalan influence. In the many 
great cafes the menus offer unique Catalan 
dishes, their influence in the architecture, 
dress, language and habits permeates the 
entire area.  Today Catalonia is an autonomous 
community within Spain itself, though it is 
actually older than Spain, at one stage being an 
independent territory of the Crown of Aragon. 
Catalonia covers a large area that incorporates 
the cities of Barcelona, Girona and Tarragona, 
plus of course the Mediterranean coastline of 
Costa Brava. Its northern flanks were ceded to 
France in 1659 and now occupy the Pyrenees 
Orientale’s, often called Roussillon or French 
Catalonia. This area, like many other borders 
worldwide, has been fought over for centuries. 
There were the Romans, the Visigoths and 
many more all who fought to occupy this area. 
At different times the area was under Spanish 

rule, then French. So the castles and chateaus 
were a formidable line of defences stretching 
across the foothills of the Pyrenees, to 
effectively prevent any invaders from accessing 
the area. 
Another layer that slowly but surely enters your 
consciousness the more you delve into this 
region, is that esoteric word ‘Cathar’. I had 
heard the word many times, but I really had 
no understanding as to what a Cathar was, or 
what they did. To me the word seemed to be 
uttered in revered tones. I was to find that there 
was probably a very good reason for this. 
 
A group of peaceful followers living in the 
12th and 14th centuries, calling themselves 
the ‘Good Christians’ (later to become the 
‘pure ones’ from the Greek word Cathar), 
were at odds with the Catholic Church. They 
subscribed to a doctrine that there were in fact 
two gods, not just one, one god being good 
and the other evil. They also believed that the 



spiritual practice of redemption or absolving of 
your sins once committed was morally wrong. 
The Cathars would not subscribe to the dogma 
set down by the ruling body at the time, which 
of course just happened to be the all powerful 
and mighty Catholic Church. The Pope decreed 
that there was only one God who created 
everything that was visible or invisible. 
Unfortunately, actively voicing their ‘heretical’ 
beliefs in the face of the Catholic Church 
ultimately did the ‘pure ones’ no favours. 
Looking at the wisdom offered by history shows 
us that this type of thinking always causes huge 
ripples in whatever establishment happens to 
be presiding at the time.

The Church denounced the Cathar practices 
and dismissed them outright as belonging 
to ‘the Church of Satan’. In their eyes, these 
people were definitely anti-establishment and 
needed to be hunted to extinction.
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ABOVE: The annual Sanch Procession in Perpignan. Opposite: The 
lofty ruins of Chateau Queribus.



OPPOSITE: The snow covered slopes of Mt Canigou, frame the 
church at the spa town of Vernet-le-Bains. ABOVE: The village of 
Rodes and ruined chateau as seen from the N116 to Andorra..
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f The church instigated a systematic hunt of the 
Cathars, fuelled by a group within the Roman 
Catholic Church’s judicial system, whose sole 
aim was to combat heresy. This groups name 
was as equally esoteric as the Cathars but for 
very different reasons. They were the hated 
‘Inquisition’.

So the Cathars were persecuted, tortured, 
burnt at the stake, until those that remained 
were finally driven out of southern France and 
northern Italy. Although the Cathars themselves 
did not build the imposing chateaus and castles 
dotted across the landscape of southern 
France, they did use them as sanctuaries 
during the persecutions, to hide. These ruins 
dot the landscape as haunting reminders of 
the power and bigoted beliefs of the Catholic 
Church at the time. For instance the bulk of 
the Chateau of Queribus, high on a spur of the 
Pyrenees, is visible for miles and was where 
the last remaining groups of Cathars were 

driven to, then finally captured and executed. 
Montsegur castle, another one, perched 
impossibly high on a mountain top, was 
another last bastion where a group of Cathars 
were captured. In this instance, possibly the 
worst, 250 of them were herded into a field 
below the castle and burnt in a huge fire. If they 
were to repent they would survive. But all of 
them kept true to their beliefs and perished in 
the flames. Even sympathetic followers from 
the town voluntarily joined them, and they too 
were  incinerated. People were born of stronger 
stuff back then it seems.

So, for my part, I was headed for the sleepy 
Catalonian village of Rodes, nestled on the side 
of a hill in the foothills of the Pyrenees, just off 
the N116 from Perpignan to Andorra. Rodes 
is about twenty five minutes from Perpignan, 
and two hours drive equally from Barcelona or 
Toulouse. Like most small villages in this area, 
Rodes has its fair share of physical evidence of 

The medieval walled fortified town of 
Villefranche-de-Conflent

The imposing Chateau-de-Salses, just 
north of Perpignan.

The cloisters of Serrabona.



This is an area of outstanding walks, cycle rides, 
beaches, ruins, cafes, monasteries, and rich 
history by the bucket load. But be careful, there’s 
something in the water, you may never want to 
leave….

The view of the Tet Valley, from the ruins of Chateau Queribus.



the past left by the various cultures that have 
fought for these very hills. The imposing ruins 
of the Chateau Rodes adorn the top of the hill 
behind the town. In a ravine below the town 
flows the river Tet, named after the very valley 
the town sits in. On its banks rest the crumbling 
overgrown evidence of a Roman aqueduct that 
presumably once carried water, but from where 
to where is not entirely certain. It seems very 
little research that ultimately translates into 
tourist Euros, has ever really been conducted 
here. If this was anywhere else, there would 
undoubtedly be car parks, and every other 
trapping to get the tourists’ money.

On the same hillside lie the imposing remnants 
of an old granite mine, abandoned in the 1950s. 
Whilst all around on the tops of hills nearby lie 
the crumbling ruins of chateaus and castles 
that have been fought over by successive 
waves of invaders. But here in Rodes the ruins 

simply cling to the cliff face and slowly, decade 
by decade, tumble into the River Tet. All this 
of course is part of the town’s charm, and I 
wonder if it could be the next Provence? It 
certainly has its share of romance, heritage, 
culture, cuisine, atmosphere, scenic beauty, 
and much more. The ancient coastal village of 
Collioure is only 25 minutes away, whilst the ski 
fields of Pyrenees 2000 are only 30 minutes up 
the road to Andorra. The magnificent medieval 
walled fortified town of Villefranche-de-Conflent 
off the N116 and only about 15 minutes away. 
This is an area of outstanding walks, cycle 
rides, beaches, ruins, cafes, monasteries, and 
rich history by the bucket load. But be careful, 
there’s something in the water, you may never 
want to leave….

ABOVE: The Tet Valley and the village of Rodes, showing the ruined Chateau Rodes and the arched bridge. 
OPPOSITE TOP: A view of the river Tet from the Rodes arched bridge. Castles, 
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