
Our boat had two cabins with en-suite wet 
rooms and a main saloon with a seating area 
on one side and the kitchen on the other. The 
boat had dual steering so you can steer from 
inside as well as on the upper deck, which 
also had plenty of space to relax in the sun. 

After the necessary lesson in driving the 
boat (don’t worry, it’s really simple), we 
decided that, as dusk was on the horizon,  
it was probably a good idea to wait until 
morning before we headed off. It turned  
out to be the best move because we got  
to eat at a superb restaurant.

Auberge du Somail is just over the bridge 
from the base with a terrace by the canal  
so you can sit and watch the boats go by. 

M ost of us have been lucky 
enough to visit France – 
whether it’s a weekend break in 
Paris, a family holiday on the 

coast, or exploring the vineyards around 
Bordeaux and the Loire Valley. But have you 
ever explored France on a boat? You can’t 
beat it, as I recently discovered when I took 
a trip on the Canal du Midi.

We started from the charming little port 
of Le Somail, located halfway between 
Carcassonne and Béziers. Heading east, you 
can join up with the Canal de la Robine to 
visit Narbonne, and then on to Port-la- 
Nouvelle leading to the Mediterranean and  
its sunny beaches. 

SECRET LIFE SECRET LIFE

ON THE RIVER
Climb aboard a luxury boat and head for the Canal du Midi – it’s the 

perfect way to explore the highways and byways of the South of France 

We chose the mixed board of delicious 
nibbles including olive tapanades, goats 
cheese drizzled with honey (heaven), salad 
with red peppercorns, crusty bread, ham, 
grilled peppers… it was truly a feast.

Our route took us first onto the Canal  
de Jonction – a series of eight locks ending 
in a double lock. All the locks on our 
journey were automatic, which means you 
literally just have to push a button, wait for 
the light to turn green, and away you go.  
If the lock is in use, you have to moor up  
to wait for that boat to pass before you can 
go in. Often easier said than done! Starting 
with so many locks so close together meant 
we got plenty of practice and, as we found 
out, practice really does make perfect.

After the Canal de Jonction it was on  
to the Canal de la Robine, a beautiful 
tree-lined stretch surrounded by 
countryside and vineyards. It was so 
incredibly peaceful. Tired from all our 
efforts mastering our lock technique, we 
decided to moor up on the bank for the 
night and got out the gas BBQ we had hired 
from the base – this was such a good move! 
Burgers, sausages, fresh baguettes and 
delicious French wine, followed by cheese 
and port, surrounded by beautiful 
countryside with the stars twinkling above 
us was the perfect end to the first day.

The next day we headed for Narbonne.  
As we entered the city we noticed people 
sitting outside Brasserie Flo on a wooden 
terrace overhanging the canal. It looked so 
inviting that we decided to stop there for 
lunch – another good move! Located in an 
old mill dating back to the 12th century, 
Brasserie Flo has a warm and friendly 
atmosphere and serves traditional cuisine 
– the set menus are perfect for a light lunch.
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THIS PAGE Brasserie Flo in Narbonne has a terrace that sits over the water. OPPOSITE If a lock is in use, 
there’s usually a mooring platform nearby or posts in the bank you can use. Failing that, there are metal 
pins and a hammer on the boat which will come in handy – they did for us!

WORDS AND PICTURES LIZ HOLLAND
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“We returned to Le Somail, soaking up the beautiful scenery 
one last time, enjoying the tranquillity of the waterway –  

and mastering those locks to perfection”

Messing about



Narbonne – Languedoc’s charming 
baby-city – is well worth exploring. It used 
to be the capital of Languedoc in medieval 
times and has a number of magnificent 
historical buildings, an old medieval centre 
and lively streets. The Cathédrale de St-Just 
is the only Gothic cathedral in the 
Mediterranean that comes anywhere close 
to rivalling those in the north of France. 
However, it was never finished because 
when it was constructed in the early 12th 
century, it was considered too risky for 
defensive reasons to knock down the 
Roman wall nearby. Hence, there’s no nave. 
It sits next to the Archbishop’s Palace, a 
Gothic confection now home to the town 
hall and a couple of museums. Just in front 
is a recently-revealed and protected portion 
of the Roman ‘Via Domitia’ road.

The 100-year-old Les Halles indoor 
market is famous across the region – and 
rightly so.  An elegant pavilion with a 
beautiful façade, it’s packed with more than 
70 stalls, including bakers, butchers, 
fishmongers, greengrocers, and wine 
merchants. Still with food in mind, we 
headed to Patisserie Combot on rue de 
l’Ancien Courrier, a bakery that’s something 
of a Narbonne institution. They sell a 
variety of delicious pastries – try their 
bouchons du Languedoc biscuits made with 
honey, almonds and pine nuts.

We left Narbonne the next day, passing 
under numerous bridges, some so low  
that you had to literally f latten yourself to 
the top of the boat, and continued onto 
Port-la-Nouvelle. There is just one lock 
through this part of the journey and the 
countryside is breathtaking, incredibly f lat 
so you can see the mountains in the 
distance. We navigated our way along the 
canal as it twisted and turned through a 
series of étangs (lakes) on either side. It’s 
beautiful, green and marsh-like – we had 
never seen anything like it.

Finally we reached Port-la-Nouvelle with 
its sandy beach lined with cafés, bars and 
restaurants. In a few short days we had 
experienced the contrasts of villages, towns, 
sublime countryside and the sea.

We returned to Le Somail, soaking up the 
beautiful scenery one last time, enjoying the 
tranquillity of the waterway – and 
mastering those locks to perfection.
Cruise the Canal du Midi with Nicols  
from their base at Le Somail. Boats can be 
hired for crews of between two and 12 people 
from €645 for a three-night short-break,  
or €993 for a one-week holiday based on  
a boat sleeping six.  
www.boat-renting-nicols.co.uk

FLY I Flybe has flights to Perpignan  
from Birmingham and Southampton

“We left Narbonne the next day, passing under 
numerous bridges, some so low that you had to 

literally flatten yourself to the top of the boat”

Mastering  
THE LOCKS

At first the locks seemed a bit daunting and 
the first two went terribly! As a group of 

four with one at the helm, we decided that 
two should jump off the boat and the third 
remain to throw the ropes. But as you need 

to have one person at the front and one 
at the back, we couldn’t throw the ropes 

quickly enough. We would get the back tied 
but by the time the person on the boat had 
got to the other end and thrown the second 
rope, the end of the boat that wasn’t tied 

would start drifting out to the middle, ending 
up horizontal across the canal. 

However, by lock three we were on a roll 
and had begun to master the technique. It 

may not have been the right technique, but it 
worked for us and we soon got into a rhythm. 

This time, one person would jump off with 
the remaining two on the boat, one at each 
end with a rope in hand. The person on land 
would catch one bundle of rope, securing it 
and throwing the end back on boat, then go 
down to the other end of the boat to do the 

same again. This worked much better.
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ABOVE FROM LEFT Surprisingly, this barge did fit in the lock! We watched with wonder as the driver carefully manoeuvred it in; the Cathedrale de St-Just in Narbonne is stunning; 
Narbonne has some magnificent architecture; Auberge du Somail was so good that we made sure to return to base early so we could have one last meal there on the return trip


