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5 – TO SARLAT 
 
 
 

Monday, 25 May 

A fine morning, though it soon clouded over. As I was now quite fed up 
with the Loire Valley, I decided to leave it today. I got up at half past seven 
and had breakfast with a rather mad English man; however, he was kind 
enough to give me some bread and butter, which I lacked. 

I was quite glad to get rid of him, leave the hostel (quiet and peaceful 
though it was) and walk down the road at about nine o’clock. I had now 
decided to hitch-hike my way down to the Dordogne Valley, even though it 
was quite a distance away. I had thought of stopping off at a youth hostel 
somewhere if I could not do the journey in one day, or taking a train if I could 
not get a lift. 

I was therefore quite amazed when the first car that came along the main 
road stopped and the driver, a young man, brought me as far as Chaumont, 
where I enjoyed a brief view of the château from the north bank of the river. 
The man was very pleasant, shook hands with me when I left him, and 
wished me a pleasant journey. 

Once out of the car, I crossed the road and stuck out my thumb just as a 
lorry was turning round the corner. This too stopped and the young driver 
shouted over the din of his radio that he was going to Tours, my next 
destination. I was certainly in luck today! I climbed up into the comfortable 
cabin and off we zoomed. Although the fellow was not talkative (he preferred 
to listen to the radio and smoke cigarettes), I discovered that he had been 
driving lorries all over the place for the previous three months, and that he 
had started his journey this morning from Orléans at half past seven. 
Understanding what he was saying was difficult because of his sloppy way of 
speaking French and his frequent use of slang. By now I had become 
accustomed to hearing young people saying what sounded like ‘shey-pa’ 
instead of je ne sais pas, but the driver’s vocabulary abounded in elisions that 
meant nothing to me. 

We now whizzed along the monotonous main road with the radio blaring. 
The scenery improved a little, but was not particularly attractive. We passed 
one or two old châteaux, but for most of the time all we could see was a 
succession of uninteresting modern villages.  

At Tours, I discovered that the driver was going on to my next intended 
destination, which was quite some distance away: Poitiers. This was a 
welcome surprise, for I had certainly not expected such good luck! After we 
had collected some packages from a train station in the suburbs of Tours, we 
set off again, now southwards, to Poitiers. 

Eventually the scenery became more picturesque, the modern villages 
disappeared, and we found ourselves travelling through some quite pleasant 
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and expansive countryside. The terrain became a little more hilly and here 
and there we passed picturesque little farms. 

Before we reached Poitiers, we stopped in a layby, for the driver now felt 
tired. I hopped out to gulp in some fresh air. The sun came out and I rambled 
up a little pathway, where I found some very picturesque farms and houses. 
Not far away were tree-covered hills and a neat little château overlooking the 
area. Meeting a lady, I remarked on the beauty of the place and then returned 
to the lorry. It had been a wonderful experience to see some totally unspoilt 
French countryside. 

Off we roared again and soon reached the large and ugly town of Poitiers, 
where we stopped at a depot. I hopped out to join the driver and another 
chap, and walked with them to a restaurant for some lunch. The plan was that 
they would show me how to get to my next destination, Limoges. When we 
arrived at the restaurant, an elderly man approached us and asked for 
directions to Limoges. When the two lads mentioned that I was going there, 
the man said that he would take me. Once he had been given the directions, 
he kindly led me to his car, which was a Fiat. 

The man fussed and fidgeted about for a while until I was comfortably 
installed and had my safety belt on, and then we set off. The man drove very 
cautiously at first, studying every sign to make sure that he was going the 
right way; of course this proved to be a nuisance for the drivers behind us. I 
helped him as best as I could. 

Once out of the city, he relaxed, put his boot down, and off we whizzed at 
a good speed. The man told me that he was originally from Brittany and at 
present lived not far from Limoges; he was now driving home after visiting 
his sister up in Brittany. He had set off at five o’clock this morning and was 
now quite pleased with his progress so far. 

As it was now half past twelve and everyone was having lunch, we had the 
road to ourselves. We had not travelled far when my companion pulled up 
behind a caravan in a lay-by. The man, who had told me that he was eighty 
years of age (he looked much younger), got out of the car, opened the boot 
and took out a hamper containing wine and food. He now invited me to join 
him for some lunch and so I accepted his invitation, since I had had no time to 
buy provisions in the morning. I explained this to the man and apologized for 
eating his food. By way of an answer, he quoted an old phrase: ‘If there is 
enough for one, there is enough for two.’  

He then cut me slices of bread and first of all gave me a chunk of fatty 
meat. This was followed by a very generous portion of chicken, a glass of 
delicious – and quite strong – red wine, a thick slice of cooked sausage and, 
finally, half an apple. Afterwards we helped each other wash our hands using 
a bottle of water, then chatted to the couple who owned the caravan. They 
laughed with us and shook hands when we parted, though the elderly man 
just offered them his little finger to shake. He then produced a map of the 
Dordogne region so that I could show him where I needed to go, for he was 
actually travelling farther than Limoges. As it turned out that he would be 
passing quite close to the area that I had planned to visit, he changed his 
plans slightly and said that he would leave me at Brive, where there was a 
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youth hostel. This was another stroke of good luck; now I was very glad that I 
had not decided to return home! 

Off we set again and kept going. The scenery now became more interesting 
and more pastoral, retaining its beauty even when it began to lash rain. Later 
it cleared up and the weather turned warm. I now became drowsy and began 
to nod off, only to be woken by my companion making an observation. Now 
and then he pointed out sheep and cows in the fields. I asked him what he did 
in his spare time; his answer was short and to the point: ‘The garden’. Did he 
read or listen to music? By way of a response he made a typically French 
grimace that signified ‘not much’. 

At last we reached the large and uninteresting town of Limoges, quickly 
passed through it and headed for Brive. It began to rain again but fortunately 
it stopped when we pulled up in the town at about five o’clock. I thanked the 
man, offered him some money for his kindness, which he refused, and left 
him. I now decided that as I still had time and as I had no desire to stay in this 
large, noisy town, I would continue to the place where I had planned to stay: 
Sarlat. 

Before hitch-hiking again, I found a boulangerie and a grocery shop nearby, 
where I bought some food. Then, out on the main road to Périgueux, I stuck 
out my thumb once again for a lift. After a while, a man in a large and 
expensive-looking car offered to take me just a short distance: to a road where 
I would have a better chance of getting transport.  

When we arrived at the road and I had thanked the man, I hopped out and 
started hitch-hiking again. A moment later a car stopped and the driver left 
me to the road that would take me to Sarlat. During the short journey I 
admired the fine scenery, now bathed in the early evening sunshine. 

Again, after a wait of only a few minutes, another car stopped and very 
pleasant young man gave me a lift to the village just before Sarlat. He was 
very proud of this part of the country and rightly so, for it was truly beautfiul. 
The road twisted around the wooded hills, skirting pretty valleys and 
fascinating little houses, many of them built of yellow stone and quite old.  

The village I was left to, which was perched on top of a hill, was very 
picturesque and full of charm; it had its own church and a little château. In 
the main square I managed to stop the first car that appeared and the man 
who gave me a lift brought me right up to the youth hostel in Sarlat. 
Surprisingly, the place looked deserted, though a handmade sign informed 
me that the key to the door was inside a small bag attached to the handle. I let 
myself in and discovered that the place, although basic, was tidy and 
reasonably comfortable.  

Having left my luggage here, I locked the door and wandered around the 
picturesque town with my camera. Just as I had expected, it was a fascinating 
place; the dark yellow stone buildings now glowed in the late evening sun. 
The old quarter was a wonderful place: a warren of narrow alleyways, 
courtyards and fascinating buildings. I left the area to climb a nearby hill, 
where I enjoyed a fine aerial view of the town.  

When the sun began to set, I returned to the hostel where, horrified, I 
watched as a big group of schoolchildren clambered out of a bus and ran 
noisily into the hostel in order to claim beds for themselves. Inside, I let the 
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children run riot and sat down to a meal in the kitchen. It was only when they 
left to explore the town that one of the teachers realized that I had hoped to 
stay here for the night. She went upstairs and returned shortly afterwards to 
report that there was a spare bed in the girls’ dormitory; she advised me to go 
up to it after the girls had retired to bed and were asleep. 

The warden arrived later and fixed up the payment with the teachers. He 
then took my card and told me how lucky I had been to secure a bed, for the 
place was booked up only for groups and would be full on the following 
night. This meant that I would have to leave on the following morning and 
that I would not be able to hire a bicycle here. 

The noisy gang arrived back later and I let them go to bed, staying up until 
one o’clock in the kitchen writing my diary. I then crept upstairs and slipped 
into the one free bed, unseen by the young girls. 

 
Tuesday, 26 May 

The movement of the schoolgirls in their creaky beds woke me at about 
seven o’clock in the morning. There was quite a racket when they woke up 
and began to shriek and laugh. I let them leave at about eight o’clock and then 
sat down for some breakfast. When I heard them crying, ‘Il pleut! Il pleut!’ I 
looked out the window and discovered that it certainly was raining – very 
heavily. I stayed indoors until about half past nine, watching the rain, and at 
last ventured out when it had eased off slightly. 

As I was obliged to leave the hostel today I walked to the tourist office to 
ask about accommodation. Two American girls whom I met there were doing 
the same thing. I was able to tell them that they would not be able to stay in 
the hostel. I asked the lady behind the counter if there was a cheap 
guesthouse in the town and she gave me the name and address of a woman 
who lived in a nearby street and who had rooms at 40 francs a night. I 
suggested to the girls, Tessa and Carla (not their real names), that we try to 
find a room for three and split the cost between us. As they were about to 
suggest the same thing, they readily agreed.  

Off we went and found the house. The lady who opened the door was very 
cheerful and pleasant. She brought us upstairs to a comfortable room 
containing a double bed and an armchair that unfolded to make a small single 
bed. As the girls and I were quite charmed with the room and liked the 
friendly lady, we decided to stay here. The girls, who did not speak much 
French, were very grateful to me.  

We left our luggage in the room and chatted while waiting for the rain to 
stop; afterwards we decided to go out for a walk and explore the old part of 
the town. We did some shopping in a supermarket and afterwards ate a 
picnic lunch in the main square, seated in a little park. We now found that we 
had many interests in common. Tessa, a very good-looking girl with a head of 
long thick hair, was interested in literature; Carla, a redhead, liked art. They 
asked me about the political situation in Northern Ireland and Ireland as a 
whole, for they did not fully understand what had been happening. I did my 
best to explain. 
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The town hall (top) and buildings in Sarlat 
 
Afterwards we parted company. Tessa and I went rambling around the 

fascinating alleyways, walking between the houses and under lines of 
washing, and then looked at what was on offer in an excellent bookshop. Back 
in the guesthouse I wrote a list of places to see in Ireland as Tessa was 



	 45	

planning to go there sometime soon. I had learned that the two girls were 
heading off for Spain on the following day. They had come to France from 
England, which they had both enjoyed. 

I then left Tessa, posted off another film, then walked out of the town and 
up a nearby hill. Immediately the traffic and noise disappeared and suddenly 
I found myself right out in the countryside, surrounded by hedgerows 
containing bluebells and other wild flowers. From here I could see quaint 
farmhouses, tilled fields, trees, and a beautiful landscape of gently rolling 
hills. The sun came out to illuminate this magical scene; birdsong filled the air 
and a chorus of crickets could be heard clearly. As it was blissfully peaceful 
here, I immediately decided to stay in this area for several days and tour 
around the countryside – depending on the weather, of course. 

As we three had agreed to meet at six in the guesthouse and as I was now 
becoming hungry, I did not dally long and returned to the town. In our room 
we prepared an evening meal and Carla returned from a nearby shop with a 
bottle of wine. Pulling out the cork proved to be next to impossible and what 
little of the wine we could pour from the bottle tasted foul. I accompanied 
Carla back to the shop in order to complain. The man shrugged, passed no 
comment and gave us another bottle. Although we were able to open it, the 
wine turned out to be just as awful. 

We spent the rest of the evening indoors, writing. I wrote a letter to my 
parents and then my diary. Carla showed me some sketches that she had 
made, which were quite good, and then proceeded to mount them in her 
diary. Like me, both the girls were writing diaries. Later we exchanged 
addresses. 

When bedtime came, Tessa mischievously suggested that she and I share 
the narrow armchair-cum-bed as it looked so cosy. Slightly taken aback, I 
quickly decided that silence was the best answer. Inwardly, I would have 
preferred to share the big bed with her more voluptuous companion… but 
enough said. I was very happy to snuggle into the narrow bed, which was 
quite comfortable, and fall asleep. 

 
Wednesday, 27 May 

I was woken at 6.30 this morning by the girls’ alarm clock. We left the 
house by about eight o’clock and walked in drizzling rain to the station to 
catch the 8.43 train to Les Eyzies. I paid 18 francs for my ticket but the girls 
paid nothing as they both had Eurorail passes. They had been trying to 
persuade me to go with them to Spain, but I had excused myself by saying 
that I had come here to see France and that travelling around Spain (at their 
hectic pace, which wouldn’t have suited me) would be too expensive for me. 

Despite the grey clouds and murky weather, the scenery we passed was 
quite spectacular: we saw hills, trees, vineyards and little châteaux perched on 
the edge of cliffs. We had to change to another train at the tiny village of Le 
Buisson, and finally arrived at Les Eyzies before nine o’clock. As nothing was 
open and it continued to rain, we went into a hotel restaurant, ordered three 
small cups of café au lait and chatted to a lady and her elderly parents from 
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Guernsey. Later, on our way out, I spoke to an Irish couple from Dun 
Laoghaire who had heard my accent from where they were sitting!  

 

 
 

 
 

Les Eyzies-de-Tayac-Sireuil (Les Eyzies) 
 
From here we walked down the road, passing many fine old houses of 

great charm, and stopped at a grocer’s shop, where we bought some food for 
breakfast. The girls had wanted to eat omelettes but, as this was out of the 
question, they had to make do with bread. We then sat on some wooden 
planks by a stream to eat our food, then walked back to the town’s museum 
of prehistory. To get to this, we had to climb up a stone staircase clinging to a 
sheer rockface at the side of a hill that overlooked the town. There was quite a 
spectacular view from up here. The museum was interesting enough, though 
it was not exactly my cup of tea. Tessa was very interested in all the exhibits 
and asked me several times to translate the printed text describing them. 
Unfortunately I was not of much help to her. 

We left this place before midday and I hurried down to a local shop in the 
rain in order to buy some bread and fruit for the girls. We then had our lunch 
sitting on the steps of a shop. Afterwards we returned to the little town, 
where we took shelter from the rain in a noisy café. Once the rain had stopped 



	 47	

and I had managed to get directions from a French couple, we walked along a 
road and arrived at Le Grand-Roc, a grotto that was recommended to tourists. 
When we discovered that the entrance fee was 10 francs and after we had 
studied photographs of its very gimmicky and touristy interior, which 
included models of prehistoric humans, we decided not to bother visiting the 
place. Instead, we headed back for the town and, taking a turn that led off the 
road, walked along a narrow pathway between the dramatic cliffs. The path 
skirted a river and the scenery was very pleasant here. 

Back at Les Eyzies it began to pour rain once again and so we sheltered for 
a while in a hotel. When the rain stopped, we ambled around the town centre. 
As my two American friends were about to catch the train to Périgueux at 
four o’clock and then head for Bordeaux, they wished me goodbye.  

 

 
 

 
 

Scenery between Les Eyzies and Sarlat 
 
As the weather had improved by now, I decided to walk back to Sarlat: a 

journey that I guessed would take me some considerabe time. Indeed it did – 
five and a half hours to be exact – but it was well worth it. The ever-changing 
scenery of forest, hills, meadows, villages and farmhouses was fascinating, 
especially when the sun shone brightly from the cloudy sky. The only sounds 
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audible were the chirping of crickets in the long grass, the two-note call of the 
cuckoo, and general birdsong. The colours in this charming region were both 
pleasing and restrained: the green of the grass and trees, the brown of the 
ploughed fields, and the golden-yellow and red of the houses and barns. Here 
and there I spotted sheep and cows, and inhaled the strong earthy smells that 
wafted from the various farmyards.  Beside a guesthouse was a cherry tree; 
when nobody was looking I picked one and popped it into my mouth. 

 

 
 

La Boyne: a farm near Sarlat 
  
At about six o’clock I sat down in a clearing within a forest and demolished 

the remainder of some cooked sausage, some Camembert cheese and a 
banana. Later, when I continued my walk, I came across a delightful little 
farm on a hill, which I stopped to photograph. It was called La Boyne. 

Footsore and weary (for I had accidentally taken a more circuitous route 
towards the end) but feeling really exhilarated, I finally reached Sarlat by half 
past nine. I stopped at a small Italian restaurant to buy a pizza and returned 
with it to my bedroom. Sitting at a little table I polished it off and washed it 
down with a glass and a half of the dreadful wine. I then began to write my 
diary, but as I was so exhausted, I was forced to stop. Instead, I climbed into 
my bed and immediately fell fast asleep. 


