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Touring AdvenTure

Marvellous 
Mirepoix

Martin Ferid heads to the beautiful Medieval 
‘bastide’ (fortified) town of Mirepoix in 
the Ariège département of southwestern 
France’s glorious Occitanie region
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One of the things about piloting 
small aircraft is that, depending  
on what kind of flying you do, 
you tend to bump into the same 
people in different places. 

‘Social’ pilots can be found at all the get-
togethers, ‘local’ flyers know everyone at two 
or three airfields in their area, and ‘tourers’ 
meet sporadically at fly-ins at far flung places. 
There’s also another category of pilot, those 
with ‘Captain Kirk’ syndrome, who try to seek 
out new places, attempting to go “Where no 
Man Has Gone Before”. I guess, to varying 
degrees, we all have aspirations of doing  
what Manuel Queiroz successfully completed 
some years ago – he sold his share in a Jodel, 
bought and modified an RV and flew it around 
the world (then wrote a book about it, Chasing 
the Morning Sun – Ed). A feat such as 
Manuel’s would’ve taken me a lifetime to 
complete as I’d have wanted to thoroughly 
explore each new place and meet the locals!

HeAdING sOuTH…
Well, it may only be in France, but it’s time to 
blow the lid on Mirepoix, as it certainly isn’t on 
the ‘usual suspects’ list, as far as aviators are 
concerned. As part of this series of articles, 
I’ve tried to cover interesting destinations  
and fly-ins, most of which are well within the 
capabilities of the average PPL-holder.

However, the southwestern town of 
Mirepoix, which is situated in the Ariège 
département of the Occitanie region, near 
the border with Languedoc-Roussillon and 
between Carcassonne and Foix, is aimed at 
the confident tourer or more adventurous 
novice. Not that the flying is different in any 
way, just that instead of going around in a 
circle for an hour or so, you have to go in 
straight lines for several hours at a time.

For many pilots it’s the fear of the unknown 
that’s the biggest hurdle, especially if your 
‘spirit for adventure’ doesn’t manage to push it 
aside. At 90kt the journey to Mirepoix takes 
about six hours from the southeast coast of 
England, so the reality  is that you may well 
cross several weather systems, unless you’re 
flying on one of the rare occasions where high 
pressure dominates the whole of the route. 
From the very north of France to its extreme 

south there can be several changes in 
conditions and in the times I’ve flown down to 
the the bottom of l’Hexagone (the Hexagon), 
as the country is often known, I’ve learnt that 
you have to be flexible. 

When it comes to flying further afield, we all 
start off with a little toe-dipping and one of the 
major concerns when making the transition 
from ‘local’ pilot to ‘intrepid tourer’ is the radio, 
which is strange, as mostly everywhere except 
for the smaller airfields speaks to us in English. 
Just spare a thought for the poor overseas 
pilots who can’t fly beyond their borders without 
having to conduct their RT in English to at least 
Level 4. Is it any wonder that we see so few 
overseas-registered aircraft touring the UK, or 
could it be vagaries of our weather and the 
complexity of our airspace which puts them off?

Well, maybe not the latter because the last 
of the main hurdles when looking at the French 
charts is the airspace and military corridors, 
which may well appear complex but in truth 
simply aren’t. Firstly, the military tend to shut 
down on a Friday from about midday until 
the following Monday morning, and secondly 
French ATCs will tell you what is and isn’t 
active at any given time, if your GPS doesn’t 
do the job for you. There’s also a dedicated 
website where you can check the activity 
of military zones, using ABZA charts, namely 
www.sia.aviation-civile.gouv.fr/schedules

On the logistical side, fuel can pose a 
problem for those without an Air Total card, 
which is almost all of us. Fortunately, Total 
has recently relaxed some of its rules, which 
makes getting a card easier, but it still isn’t 
as straightforward as it could be – see www.
airtotal.com/general-aviation/french-card.html 
Why the company doesn’t install simple 
self-service credit card machines at French 
airfields, as are found at its petrol stations, 
is beyond me. Some of the more forward-
thinking French airfields have gone to credit 

cards, which makes life sooo much simpler, 
otherwise you need to rely on local aeroclubs 
to provide you with an Air Total card so you 
can purchase the precious liquid and pay 
for it in cash. An important point to remember 
is that you can always call ahead to check 
fuel availability, particularly if you’re likely to  
be stuck should you not be able to get any.

A great way to get down to the general 
area would be to take a week, making flights 
of no more than an hour or so, and just 
heading generally in the right direction.  
In that manner, a certain level of discovery is 
inevitable, as France boasts so many nice 
towns and places to visit. That said, the luxury 
of a meandering journey is for the lucky few, 
as most of us simply don’t have the time, and  
of course it’d also be weather-dependent. 
Personally, I try to break the back of a journey 
on the first day, leaving just an hour or two for 
the day after. Theoretically, my Jodel can do 
five hours to dry, however, this pilot’s bladder 
has a shorter endurance, which often 
becomes the determining factor!

With France’s selection of Customs airfields 
having been further reduced, Rouen Vallee de 
Seine (LFOP) is a reasonable choice, one 
requiring six hours’ notice if routing through 
the southeast of England, although last time  
I was there they had a different price for 
international flights as opposed to internal. 
I’ve yet to try Tours Val de Loire (LFOT),  
which I plan to do at some stage, as it’d  
enable me to make a little more headway 
into France on that first leg.

The choices for the next hop could be 
Angoulême-Cognac (LFBU) which, from 
memory, either has no landing fee or one  
so low that I don’t remember what it is, or 
Limoges–Bellegarde (LFBL), offering full 
facilities and prices to match. 

Of course, for those who have the  
range and speed, options exist which 
aren’t available for our slower types. In 
addition, if you don’t have a transponder 
or simply fly alongside someone who does, 
things are getting increasingly difficult.

HIs ANd Hers
Mirepoix is one of my partner’s favourite 
destinations and, fittingly, the town lies near 
the River Hers, to the south of Toulouse, north 
of Andorra, the Pyrénées and Spain, west of 
Carcassonne, and to the east of Pamiers-Les 
Pujols (LFDJ), the nearest airfield. Incidentally, 
you may have noticed that many French 
airfields have two names, the first being the 
nearest major town and the second the village 
where it’s located.

Pamiers-Les Pujols isn’t the easiest place to 
get to and from after landing, without some 
prior knowledge, unless you simply call a taxi. 
There is a bus, which runs direct from Pamiers 
to Mirepoix, but unfortunately it doesn’t stop 
at the airport, which is about halfway between 
the two towns. In practice, I’ve found that, if you 
ask them nicely, the largely easygoing French 
bus drivers don’t mind stopping to let you off 
when you’re returning to the airport. If there are 
a few of you the taxi option isn’t so bad, as 
although Mirepoix is only 15-20 minutes away, 
in France the hire charge commences from 
where they start – in this case, Pamiers.

My preferred choice is to hire a car from 
Europcar (1 Avenue De Toulouse, Station 
Total, 09100 Pamiers, +33 (0)5 61 67 06 15, 
www.europcar.com/location/france), who are 
happy to deliver the vehicle to the airport. ›

(Opposite page) Construction started on 
the Cathédrale saint-Maurice de Mirepoix 
in 1298 and then continued, on and off, 
for another six centuries. It boasts the 
second widest Gothic arch in europe. 
(Photo: Martin Ferid)

Pamiers-Les Pujols Airport, with the 
Parc Naturel régional des Pyrénées 

Ariégeoises (www.parc-pyrenees-
ariegeoises.fr) in the distance.  

(Photo: Martin Ferid)
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(Above) Rue Porte d’Amont in the heart of Mirepoix which, amazingly, like a large proportion of the town centre, has remained pretty 
much unchanged for hundreds of years. (Photo: Martin Ferid)

Mirepoix’s town hall, or mairie, is a half-timbered delight 
on the historic Place de Couverts. (Photo: Martin Ferid)
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The manager at Pamiers-Les Pujols Airport  
(3 Route de Pamiers, 09100 Les Pujols, +33 
(0)5 61 68 71 43) is a chap named Nicolas 
Barré who’s happy to help in any way he can.

I did mention to Nicolas that, given enough 
interest, I may arrange a fly-out to his field and 
he couldn’t have been more pleased about the 
idea. In fact, there’s an RSA fly-in at Parmiers 
in August, which could work well – send me an 
email if you’re interested in attending, you’ll 
find my details in the About the Author box at 
the end of this feature.

On a clear day, there’s an immense sense 
of satisfaction in tying the aeroplane down 
after a good flight, with the snow-capped 
Pyrénées in the background and imposing 
scenery all around.

For those who love France, the journey 
from Pamiers-Les Pujols to Mirepoix is 
equally impressive, especially in a hire car,  
as you can slow the pace down to match  
that of the surrounding region.

AN uNTOuCHed GeM
Mirepoix is one of those pleasingly romantic, 
largely untouched Medieval places that us 
Brits adore, with a population which has 
stayed static at around 3,000 for decades.

The town was originally captured in 1209 
by Simon V de Montfort and given to one of  
his lieutenants. Eighty-odd years later, in 
1290, it was flooded and rebuilt in its current 
location, on the opposite side of the Hers 
River, by Jean de Lévisin. 

Unless you’re intending to explore the 
surrounding area, a car is surplus to 
requirements once you get to Mirapoix as 
the town can only be explored on foot. Even 
seeking out all the nooks and crannies 
should take no more than a few hours.

The foundation stone for the imposing 
Cathédrale Saint-Maurice de Mirepoix, which 
dominates the town, was laid by Jean de 
Lévisin on the 6 May 1298 and it boasts the 
widest Gothic arch in France, second only to 
Girona, Spain, in the whole of Europe. The 
bridge across the Hers River, designed by 
Jean-Rodolphe Perronet (1708–1794), is  
quite a feat of engineering, having seven 
arches and spanning a total of 206 metres. 

You may not be familiar with the name  
of ‘Edward of Woodstock’ (15 June 1330  
– 8 June 1376), who was born in Oxfordshire, 
the eldest son of King Edward III and 
Philippa of Hainault, but he’s certainly 
remembered in Mirepoix.

Known as a great English military leader 
during the Hundred Years War with France, 
Edward became Prince of Wales and remains 
of two of the four gates which were built as 
part of the fortifications erected after his 
army invaded Mirepoix, to prevent it ever 
happening again, can still be seen. As 
Edward’s death preceded his father’s, he 
never became King and was posthumously 
given the sobriquet ‘the Black Prince’, either 
due to the colour of his armour or the 

CuLINAry deLIGHTs
Mirepoix exemplifies the France which has 
captured the hearts of so many for so long  
– there’s no McDonalds or ‘Just Eat’ delivery 
service and not even that other British 
favourite, ‘the curry house’.

A meal at the Logis Hôtel Le Commerce is 
almost a must, particularly for those aviators 
who recall the Jodel fly-outs to Bernay and 
the thoroughly enjoyable meals at the Hôtel 
Cheval Blanc d’Angleterre. I’m guessing that 
Madame, who’s clearly ‘in charge’, has sat 
in her chair above the reception area, as 
‘master of ceremonies’, for the past fifty 
years or so. I’d think that Madame chose 
the decor personally when she took over, 

background colour of his coat of arms.
Hotel prices range from around £50 per 

night for the charmingly rustic-looking but 
comfortable Logis Hôtel Le Commerce 
(20 Cours Docteur Chabaud, 09500 Mirepoix,  
33 (0)5 61 68 10 29, www.logishotels.com) to 
those with a more luxurious feel, such as the 
Hôtel Les Remparts, 6 Cours Louis Pons 
Tande, 09500 Mirepoix, +33 (0)5 61 68 12 15, 
www.hotelremparts.com).

Now when I say a ‘more luxurious feel’,  
I’m referring solely to the bedrooms – don’t 
expect a slick looking frontage, reception 
area or even lifts. The stairs creak and the 
corridors have a musty aroma found 
everywhere in ‘Old France’! ›

(Above) The town’s market, held in the shadow of the Cathedral on the Place de 
Couverts each Monday morning, offers a tempting array of local produce, including 
fromage and saucisson – perfect for a picnic! (Photos: Martin Ferid)

“Mirepois exemplifies 
the France which has 
captured the hearts of 
so many for so long”
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possibly from her parents or grandparents 
in the seventies, and the food hasn’t changed 
its style and content from the time the recipes 
were created and passed down through the 
family. The set-menu cost around €20, with 
a carafe of wine being approximately €10. 

Another favourite, on the other side of 
town, with more modern decor, is Restaurant 
Le Grain de Sel (17 Rue Vigarozy, 09500 
Mirepoix, +33 (0)5 61 68 30 71)

Do bear in mind that many restaurants 
in France are only open for lunch on 
Sundays, although most hotels with 
restaurants will still serve food in the  
evening. Wherever you choose to eat, the 
style of cuisine is essentially ‘peasant food’ – 
wholesome, filling and copious. There’s 
no attempt at producing ‘nouvelle cuisine’, 
either aesthetically or in volume.  

Try some of the local specialities, maybe a 
‘salade de gésiers’, a warm salad featuring 
duck and potatoes, or ‘Garbure’, a thick 
French soup of ham with cabbage and other 
vegetables, for starters. As far as main 
courses go, the Cassoulet may say that it’s 
‘de Toulouse’, ‘de Castelnaudary’ or ‘de 
Carcassonne’, but all the local styles get their 
name from the ‘cassole’ they’re cooked in. 
Good alternatives would be Toulouse sausage 
‘avec aligot’, a creamy dish made with cheese 
and mashed potato, or ‘magret de canard’, 
which is duck breast. For desert maybe a 
‘croustade aux pommes’, a flaky apple tart,  
or ‘crème Catalane’, the local crème 
caramel, and if there’s room for cheese try  
the Rocamadour, Tomme d’Auvergne or 
Roquefort. Couple your meal with a bottle 
of wine from Gaillac, Cahors, Bergerac or 
Montbazillac, and you’ll almost be a local!

TAke yOur TIMe…
Walking around Mirepoix has to be done at a 
leisurely pace and certainly not in a rush –it’s a 

As PArT of this monthly series of 
Touring Adventures, throughout the 
year we’ve been arranging fly-outs to 
destinations in both the UK and abroad. 
It makes no difference whether you’re a 
seasoned tourer or have never crossed 
the Channel before, there’s enough 
support and experience around to help 
allay any fears. 

Email me at the address shown above 
and I’ll add your name to my list and keep 
you informed. Just be warned before you 
do get in touch that this kind of touring is 
very addictive!

On the flipside, if you’re organising an 
event which would be of interest to LAA 
members, please let me know. We’ve 
received a few invitations and I’ll do my 
best to come along and maybe even do 
a write-up for LA. It doesn’t matter 
whether it’s a BBQ at a farm strip or 
something on a much grander scale. 

 laa Fly-outs update

place to savour, not only what you see, but with 
all your senses. Think Baloo floating down the 
river in the The Jungle Book, rather than a 
‘buzzy bee’ rushing from one place to another. 

Market day is on a Monday and well worth 
staying for. It’s held in the covered area 
directly in front of the Cathedral with stalls set 
up all around the central Place de Couverts. 
The whole of the square is surrounded by 
timber framed-buildings, which extend quite 
dramatically over the paved walking areas. 
You can buy guinea pigs, goats, live chickens, 
olives, wickerwork, saucisson and whatever 
vegetables are in season.

The atmosphere has to experienced, 
particularly for those of you who fly with a 
significant other. For instance, take the town’s 
resident musicians – yes, they have modern 
drum kits and amplifiers for their guitars, but it 
really doesn’t take much imagination to see 
them as minstrels playing a lute, lyre or rebec, 
as they would’ve done through the centuries.

If you do decide to hire a car, the company 
does a weekend offer, from Friday to Monday, 
giving ample time to enjoy the market before 
heading home. Carcassonne, the subject of a 

future article, isn’t too far away and is easily 
accessible by car. To fully savour the flavour 
of the area, try a visit the hamlet of Fanjeaux 
(Fanjaus), which has a population of under 
800, and very little apart from a church, a 
war memorial and, strangely, a stone-built 
public WC. Or perhaps Limoux on the Aude 
River, which is famous for its vineyards, 
museums and architecture. Limoux is a 
veritable metropolis by comparison with 
Mirepoix, as its population has doubled  
from 5,000 in 1800 to around 10,000 today. 

With Spain and so much of South-West 
France being easily within reach, a flight down 
and a good couple of weeks of discovery 
would do the area justice. Unfortunately, in  
the real world that isn’t always possible, but 
this sport of ours does enable a decent taster 
over the course of a weekend. ■

Next month Martin visits one of Belgium’s 
best and longest-established fly-ins, the 
Oldtimers event at Schaffen-Diest.

MArTIN FerId is a Class Rating 
Instructor and Revalidation Examiner 
who specialises in helping qualified 
pilots expand their horizons by 
introducing them to the splendours 
of flying in Europe, both as day trips 
or for a few days at a time.

If you lack a little confidence in 
crossing the English Channel, touring 
in general or indeed in any aspects of 
flying, please contact Martin using the 
details below. 

Should you be looking for a little 
inspiration or new destinations, simply  
visit www.lightaircrafttraining.co.uk, 
which should offer enough ideas to 
quench most thirsts, all of which can 
be discovered cruising at a relatively 
sedate 90kt.

You can call Martin on 07598 880178 
or email lightaircrafttraining@yahoo.com

about the author

The covered Medieval walkways around 
the Place de Couverts are just the spot 
for a beer or a coffee and to watch the 

world pass by. (Photo: Martin Ferid)

“Walking around 
Mirepoix has to be done 
at a leisurely pace and 
certainly not in a rush –

it’s a place to savour, not 
only what you see, but 
with all your senses…”
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