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Laurent grew up on a farm near ].;1guiulc, where his

tather and brother still breed cartle and which his faml]}'
has had for 200 years. ['hc}' did their transhumance md;l)'.
he says, \'-'.ﬂkmg their cows from the farm ar 1100 metres
up ro pasture at 1300 metres. There were ["lﬁ'}' cows and
most of their bébés, except for the really little ones, so they
took it very slowly, he says. While most farmers nowadays
move their cattle up and back from the summer pasture
by truck, many farming families, like Laurent’s, enjoy
doing it traditionally, on foot. The youngest calves go by

truck or trailer. The cows know thev iare oai tter
know :hul. are going to better

pasture and as soon as the gate at the farm is opened

they head off down the path, Laurent says.

We dine with fellow guests Chrystele and Florence

hotel owners fr ;
_ s trom Bézier dy souls '
n Béziers. Ha:d} souls, :im}- ve walked

much of the Le Puy pilgrim path and previously visited
= e e i
La Borie de I'Aubrac in February and October, Now

they are back in kinder weather to see the trans

They'll walk to Aubr

Hmance.

ac for tomorrow’s festival — about

THERE ARE PERHAPS
SMALL TEAMS, DECOR

| SITION
SUPPORT THE g

three hours — then return with g family hringin t

cattle to a nearby meadow. Laurent has cooked usin:lr
Aubrac beef, which he serves with a red wine and sh:lll‘cr
sauce. And aligot! But this is the real rhing- Its as thoy T
the best mashed porato ever has olopaie: : n-j}
stretchy cheese fondue. We all reach for another hel X

ping
and talk about how extraordinary it is thar here, fll'ounj
this table, we are the newesr pilgrims to share 3 dish
created by the Aubrac monks for the pilgrims they fed
and sheltered a thousand years ago. It was originally made
with bread, as potaroes didn't come to the region ungl
devastating grain shortages in the eighteenth century,
It is a dish as robust and enduring as the people whao haye
handed it from generation to generation — in Laurent’s
family, from his mother to him. It's also a dish for which
there are no shortcurs. When it's good, it's because of the
hard yakka that’s gone into getting the texture just right.
Like polenta made properly. A comment Laurent made
earlier comes back ro me: "People here work hard, even
when there is nnthiﬂg to do.

Parisians greatly benefited from the strong work
ethic of the people from these parts who lefr for the
city. First, they were their bath boys, carrying the bachs
and then the water to fill them. They also lugged fuel
for winter fires. The more entreprencurial became wood
and coal merchants, their shops often having a bar as
well, and from there they graduared to café owners. By
the mid-twentieth century, the grear majority of Paris
cafés and restaurants were run by Auvergnats. One of
them was Marcellin Cazes, who left Laguiole for Pars
when he was just fourteen years old. He carried water,
worked sixteen-hour days as a waiter and eventually
created Brasserie Lipp, still one of the great landmark
restaurants in Paris. Others left Aubrac each year for
temporary work elsewhere. Come the autumn, when the
cattle returned from the pasture and the cheeses were

safely stored, they would go south to the vint}ml‘ds of

TWENTY MEN WORKING IN
ATING COWS. IT TAKES THREE

THE HALTERS THAT WILL

Joc and later, when the railways arrived, to rhe
[ angl p

_iries. Young peasants would catch the train to Paris
*-.,.-]-! the train station across the road from where we
11d dined last night in Aumont-Aubrac.

Jow, a motorway runs through Aumont-Aubrac
nd, at dinner; one of the women from Béziers says thar
.-II‘I_,i‘;-,lL- s becoming fashionable. As peasant workers
. Paris, the Auvergnats were known for keeping their
ce intact. [ go to bed optimistic that they can do the

1
CLITL

1o matter how many city slickers descend upon

o 1THE

the plateau. Granite does not yield easily.

.T,

| surent has kindly arranged for us to join the Puech
fmily for part of their 80-kilometre walk, when they
bring their cattle to the transhumance festival at Aubrac
nd then take them on to their summer meadows. The
farmers are given specific time slors, half an hour apar,
tor their arrival with their cows in the village’s main
square where each will have a brief ceremony before they
conrinue on to their destination — the meadows where
they will spend the summer. The Puech family is first

up, at 10.30 a.m. This means a hve oclock start for us,

but Laurent still insists on getting our breakfast. By six
we are in his car, thankful he knows the back routes as
Il the main roads are closed. I must admit I have some
rreprdation about today. Many moons ago in Spain,
few of us stumbled upon the Seville Feria, or Spring Fair,
traditional occasion when the landed gentry come to
wi for a major celebration. A fairground had become

smart canvas pop-up town of fancy marquees where

families entertained in great style. In the afternoon,
they paraded through the fairground on horseback
ind in carriages, seeing and being seen, calling on one
nother, the women vibrant and sexy in their flamenco

tsses, the men macho and sleek in fitted riding jackets
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and black straight-brimmed harts. Goodness knows what
the Seville Feria is like these days, bur back then [ felt

I'd somehow crept in under the back of the tent and

witnessed something real and meaningful. Would the
transhumance today be the same?

Looking ar the map, it seems incredible how far
the Puech family are walking their cattle. Their farm at
Saint Julien de Rodelle is another 20 kilometres beyond
Espalion, which is itself a two-day walk from Aunbrac
on the pilgrim path. Yet they do the 80 kilometre walk
in just two days. Over a mountain. We rendezvous ar a
farm where the forty Puech cows, eight calves old enough
to walk and three bulls have spent the night in a friend's
cartle yards. They set off at 9 a.m. yesterday and reached
here ar 7.30 p.m. The rest of their bébés have gone ahead
in the big car, I'm rold. [ wonder momentarily how they
Al fiin a car — no matter how big, but then discover it's

actually a truck. We're only 6 kilometres from Aubrac, but

from there it’s still another 30 kilometres to the Puechs

By the end of their rwo-day m;bnmm:c: the Puech m&yhb
will have walked their forey cows, mm:w_m:hdmrc:}nsx |
80 kilometres from their farm upmrhwnmﬂpmw

cartle are not only distncove with their bmuﬁ:l:l;:gqun
bur are :spu:ia.lb' robust mdﬂc:ﬂblt'.[hq h:;: ol
centuries to thrive despice an annuzl regme mgr::m | =
long transhumdnee, 3 SUMMET spent roaming plareau
Mg;.-t'n October, and then 3 winter spent 1n bams.»

The cows srand -.I!!d,".‘:*",'- whiile
the heavy beadpreces and large
cowbells are firead, bur s arill
1 tank for experienced hands
whior k_r.‘rf".'.-' 1o mvond Ih:.‘:’!

i
paney norns



or pastire. When they ger there, they will have

vty with their friends

[he scene ar the cartle ||J.-~.ﬂ'.||-.{ not e more alien

i el

L here are pe rhaps tweny

yan Australian Lrmers eyes
wen working i small teams de QUL VWS, | |u'
\ ihrae cows ari T [ 13 [t e, l‘l.ll! '«II” 1l |.IF\1"~ [|||1'|.' M

forir men. watchtul ol those proimniy horns, (O position the

yaleers that will support the big branches of holly, covered
with paper Howers and ribbons, that are propped against
o o[l i'-l"l?'_'-. ready to be hrred. Others tasten thick wide
leather collars on which hang heavy brass cowbells, A
tle van has reversed up lose to the vards. 1ts back doors
I O .H'.I.I. I'.l'\..l.!.L ANC CYETL MIOTE I.i.l.'l. arations: |.".“ 1O
-'_'||'..||1-.;.- ol |-:'~:.. white .'.I*.-.I. Ii*l'll.u'; i ]'1l.'|'ll.l|. fl.i;‘,;

 large, ron-tramed phorograph ot the Puech farm with
the family name, like a crest, on top. And more ribbons,

Howers, Several women stand warching. This is

i o
IMens '.l..v.l, Lm told, because Il!u'.1|'|||1'..'||-.Lnuwt|'|r men
ind are combortable w ith them, Every cow h.'.k 4 1ame,
juse like Giérard Delangle’s Charolais cows 1d seen in

irgundy, and when the men are finished thes will e

Aty 1 L ¥ i
work swilttlv, lhe |.lh| ol [|'I¢' Lll.'-.l.!'l'.'gllllr]h

Xed Nt place | |". aldest cows Al C .'Il'l'-..'l". 5 .'I'L"-'.l!'-.{L"n_i

1 1 ’ | }
L 1 s .'..'.."-L"".;L' "I. %

tecorations. The three bulls are

1 | |
AL L ICK 1 1 i h b f ]
i INded with b .-.II-_!.'IL'.\ ol ';'L‘:'lt'l'n'u'
e S TEIeE |
L L % i 100 tired it thev |k l
0 n '...i 1] LAEY DEAVE [O 'x'n.llh El'lt.‘
" Cne will be ivslas da Usie |
will € LINLOaak x!.|..--. LIS e .'Istlili"['.ll.
bine - ’ ™y |
RULHL dPYpearance alone ith the gird i |
| VIR With the girls in the village
. L 1"-' Il . I -
I. 1 ..': .I 1t 1 1, 1y Waw . [
{ LTS, WHCre 3 i€ 15 open,
cow with one of thy - ._,.'.!.L !
L3l L1 budl CLCS -H:M'-_‘L"\-[l:ll.' .!".‘II--L.
Li] LI SOCm D VIno I
3 L0 DE s¥ing, !L'..\
& ¥ (3 ] + |
1€ I T COWS Know X i-.'l"l'
1EY remermbe s ol 1l
EIMDEr the delictasie ma e
S | ;..".I'w!-,lh.l']rf
rhi e " |
hey know the route and thau'l
VUHIC and they | "'r"L""L‘I

S LN summ

cr |h-:1-g-

[he haunting sound of bagpipes slences
' ik g o '."r'l']' '“['"'
”'Hw_,- are not conventional l‘r1}1|‘f]‘l'x [“” ¢ Lo tI y .
= L 1".1
&l HI’? *LEE ODerate [ |1| ’ | ! r."ull,]“I
A cabrette, operated by a bag positioned under ¢f
: 1€ arm.
[he cabrette player is Isabelle, the only woman wh
i 4] 51:':”1.'1
to be directly involved in this 'J"'IT-lr'll.m- titual Ty
L} " 1':

M
:L{.lthl'l. song sheets in one |'|.|1'|Li .IHL’] pf.l'-i-l!ir L"lll_\ii f |
. = O~ the

Puechs homemade local hooch, ratafia, in the oth
A febat i

'\itl:|_: the tolk |1}'1nn ot the ﬁulwl;f”_u M

rand
asue, It is 4 song

abour lite as it was in the buron. Afterwards Isabell
S dsabelle says,

"When we sing or when we listen to this song, and w}
e e

we play the cabrette, we think about 4l the people whe
worked with courage in very difficulr conditions. Boys ag
young as seven worked in burons, she tells me. The song
1S Ssung i Uccitan, a [.mgu.lg{: t‘!.lririg back to the Middiv
Ages that is stll spoken in pockers of southern France.
Laurent told me last night that his parents seill speak
Occitan with their friends somerimes, and his father and
brother address their cows in Oceitan.

At precisely eighe o’clock, our little procession of
cows and people moves our of the farmyard and onto
the road. It's a long steady climb from here to Aubrac,
much of it along a ridge. Chrisrian and Monique Puech
and their sons Maxime and Jean-Baptiste know exactly
how long it will take. A special bell — la clape - is firted
on a cow that is a good and sready walker and she sets the
pace for the others. Most of the cows walk on the softer
grassy verge beside the bitumen road and the calves walk
with their heads nestled into their mothers’ bodies. The
noise of all the brass cowbells is extraordinary. Each one
has a slightly different ring and tone, and walking in the
midst of the cows is like being in the middle of a jangly
yet strangely harmonious bell orchestra. It's very festive.
Pine forest lines one side of the road and on the other
side the land falls away sharply to meadows covered in
thick bushes of yellow-Howering broom. Occasionally
4 cow wanders away, down the slope. At most, gentle

fouch with a thin, carved stick brings her back ro the

AT ’.;Ir.l'
CAIATe 1 e |
1EE 1M Ehe -.l_|.'.:,:1: siuare,
LTl .L|_|'.'.- Ing 15 just one ol
|:|

FULLET entertilinments ar

5% fratii T T TG 1-‘.:”“,...]]

More friends of the family join us, people of all

ind | discover some of them have taken time off

Loy |"1.' I'H'l'L'. -].I'H_'l'.l.. “-'Ill'._‘ﬂ th' T'ﬂl-ill.-t r{.'ﬂl:hf.*s' d J._Ilgh
ind the verges are wider, I see my first swarm of
motorhomes. They are parked in neat, precise
s, end on to the roadside. Their owners nabbed
prized ringside spots d;i}-‘ﬁ ago and the arrival of the
rranshumance makes it all worthwhile. They cheer
trom their deckchairs.
oceedings come to a halt while one of the bulls
vaded from the truck. He stands quietly while
re ribbon is tied around his hig TLMITY and !Dﬂped
his tail, and a floral tiara is fixed to his halter. More
for all and we set off again. The closer we get to
- the more the crowd builds, until at the entrance
village people are jammed onto the steep banks
er side of the road. We feel like we are in a bovine
- of the Tour de France. "The Moo de France,

'utty. Then, we are in the xffll;agc proper, a canyon

between sombre four-storey granite buildings. Our
cows are funnelled through the crowd, into the square
and to the front of a ]argr: stage. | can't see 2 thing. It’s
nearly impossible to move. Somehow, we make it ro Chez
Germaine, a large café on the other side of the square
that is miraculously almost empty. A man is playing the
harmonica in one corner by the grandfather dock and
we order coffees, beers and warm fouace, a bread thar
locals will tell you was invented by the Aubrac monks.
We fall into conversation with one of the men manning
the coffee machine, who tells me he has a son in Canberra
and kindly asks the owners whether we could go upstairs
for a better view down over the square. We find ourselves
in 2 huge empty room with row after row of rables set for
lunch. Soon it will be parry rime! The sound of Isabelle’s
Tt

ut of the square and we recognise 2 song

On the stage, the famille Puech are

cabrette rises ©

from this morning.
once again in full voice. When their song is over, Its nme

in 8 d calk
to move on. The cows walk in singie file chrough equally

: ,u-;ﬂiﬂhmrﬁiﬁmﬁwfmrfﬂz&!@h
- & uberac The oo remember L3¢ FOGZE
nu-;.hms.md&:fmnﬂwsm eoe
&mn}ﬂ:mytﬂmddn;ﬂtﬂmrﬂhjmfj.ﬂm?;w:imi
cheir summer pasturcs Jome mT"ﬂmu;l 2
:l::c'trbd\!'i.whnhntbtm 1o the meadow ok Before

M‘mhmrﬂ.&ﬂnnﬂﬁmwnm-

mie
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naruralist’s heaven on earth:

it has one of the richest and
most diversified array of plants
in Europe. Once it was a vast
tarest, but the monks wha
arrived in the ewelfth century
brought innovative new l
Farming methods and ceared

the land for grazing livestock.

thick crowds on the other side of the Vi”.lgt‘. Someone
leads the bull by the ring in his nose. They still have

another 30 kilometres to go.
I+ takes us ages to make our way through the crush to
the other side of the village where [Laurent is waiting, On

che drive back to the guesthouse, he rells us of another

family involved with this craditional transhumance, the
I |J1‘n'lr'i.‘i. who bring their cows to the land right by La
Borie de [Aubrac and sure enough in the late afternoon,
just as the light is beginning ro soften, we hear cowbells
in the distance. Qutside, still several kilomerres away,
1 long line of cows and their minders weave their way
down a rise and along the narrow track that eventually
passes t'i_{[ht l'!:.' us.

Having seen the beginning of the day’s walk, it is
fascinating to see the end. The Hibert farm is perhaps
40 kilomerres from Aubrac, and we are 10 kilometres
further on from the village, so they've come a long way,

too. LH'I-I.' COWS CdNn Now see thL‘il' summer 1.".'15““13 ;'llld

they can hear the cries of their bébés, whe have bee

brought in a large truck to the entrance tq the Iﬂ{!adml:
But before they can be reunited, they must haye tl'n:nj
transhumance finery removed. What happens next i e
most impressive exhibition of animal handling thq I've
ever seen. Between the cows and their field g A narrow
bridge. They are stopped just before it while the men
wrestle with cheir collars and remove the garlands, By,
some, in their excitement, make it onto the bridge with
their bells and headpieces still intact. A rall, angular man
in a black T-shirt and beret stands alone, about halfway
across the bridge, with his arms stretched out at right
angles. By the sheer psychological force of his presence,
he calms the cows enough to allow him to singi&handcaﬂy
remove their collars and halters, Once all the cows are
in the field, the truck is opened to discharge the calves

and the noise as mothers and bébés cry out to one another

is as loud and joyous as the cowbells on this morning’s

walk. Their transhumance is done.

THEY STOPPED FIG

TERROIR, THEY BROUG
A MILLENNIUM TO TH
AND THEY MADE FR]

HTING THE CLIMATE AND THE
HT BACK CATTLE BRED FOR
RIVE IN THESE CONDITIONS
ENDS AGAIN WITH NATURE.

A

i

. ean tear }_,Lmrsclf away from Laurent’s aligot, there
[f youl € L i f .
reat restaurants an easy taxi ride from La Borie

4

s WO
l .

At

Lil' |I \‘Elﬂltu.'
feer our pilgrimage. North, near the faded spa

To the west, near Laguiole, is Bras where we

qre }1,1””:"'
- of Chaudes-Aigues, is Restaurant Serge Vieira,

|'L'-I‘-||I ) ’ » N

Cupge has been marked one to watch’ ever since winning

grye lids

che most img

Bocuse d'Or, in 2005, I'd met him and his

jortant international competition for young

tl‘ll'|.‘|- l[“.
Marie-Aude in Melbourne at a food festival

P_;*.Ilh'l‘

se days frer he was awarded his second Michelin star.
SL Ll Yy e

I was an extraordinary achievement for them — Serge,

4 chef in just the third year of his first restaurant, and
Maric-Aude, who runs front-of-house. When I said
[ was planning a walk along the pilgrim path from Le
Puy, Serge laughed and said that was entirely appropriate
as his winning dish for the Bocuse d'Or had been called
Coquille de Saint-Jacques de Compostelle and was inspired
by the fish and seafood along the pilgrimage, not least the
scallop of his dish’s name whose shell, of course, became
the medieval symbol of the pilgrimage. The restaurants
where hed spent his formative years of training were
near three of the major pilgrimage cities: Tours, Vézelay
and Le Puy. Now, his restaurant is putting Chaudes-
Aigues on the food lover’s map and there are plans on the
drawing board for a hotel and bistro nearby.

Serge was wooed by the regional authorities, who
saw the benefits of having an immensely talented
chef in their neck of the woods, a part of France with
few top-notch resraurants. They found a site in the
‘emains of a medieval castle in a majestic location on
top of a hill just our of Chaudes-Aigues and paid for

[Ih :. gl ' Al 4 5 {
¢ building’s renovation, then Serge and Marie-Aude

covered the ~na :
red the cost of the kitchen and restaurant fit-out.

It ope

ned in April 2009, with a small number of rooms

ava

IR : :
bie for accommodation, Sustainable management

BRAT

f e o
of the building i ‘mportant to this talented couple, so

solar energy i '
nergy is used for heating water and 4 bioclimatic
system heats the buildin

| ‘ ¢, which is designed to work
without air-conditionin

g They also use narural cleaning

roduct: i
products, make their gwn sparkling warter on-sire
and work with their supplier

P
olystyrene boxes are not accepted — even their foie

gras is delivered in recycled paper. There are no layers
of starched white tablecloths, but instead the pleasing

patina of custom-made wooden tables with little pots of

wildflowers that have quite possibly been picked from
the meadow ourside the window,

Restaurant Sﬁrge Vieira wears its eco-credentials
lightly. It is a subtle and elegant personal interpretation
of fne dining, which Dufty, Ange and [ really, really
enjoy. It is polished, but not pretentious. Serge grew up
in Clermont-Ferrand so he knows how good the local
produce is and the menu has a strong regional base:
Aubrac beef, milk-fed Allaiton dAveyron suckling lamb
from Rodez (from the same breed of sheep who provide
milk for Roquefort cheese), trout from Auvergne, onions
and asparagus from not far south in the département
of Hérault. His favourite citrus flavours make several
appearances, too: grapefruit with the trout, lemon confie
with the lamb. On our 60€ menu is line-caught cod with
crisp spring vegetables, followed by beef with slow-cooked
onions, then cheeses and fnally a two-Michelin-starred
version of jelly (apple) and ice-cream (honey), which is a
delicious finale to a truly unforgertable day.

Ten thousand people and a convention of white
motorhomes had made the transhumance, not spoile it.
People had come here to see firsthand the age-old farming
trinity between man, his animals and the land, because
this is where it still exists in its most natural form. The
twentieth century, for all sorts of reasons, saw a steady
exodus from rural France and a sustained assault on the

commerce and values that underpinned it. Ir nearly saw

The burons are no longer used
for cheesemaking, bur there
are still those with long
memeries who can recall the

unrelennng daily routine of
milking and cheesemaking,
Roles of the team living in the
buron were rigidly defined:

the cantales made the cheese,
the pastre milked the cows, the
bédelier minded the calves and
the roul — somerimes a young
boy — was the apprentice.
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cattle. We now know that in some locations. especiall
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around Laguiole, there are Aubrac dairy cows, byt the

ones we see here are bred for meat. They are SOMetines
F) = s,

mated with Charolais bulls. As we saw yesterday e

bulls are put out onto the pasture with the cows and then

the calves will be |"'L‘11']‘1 back x{&‘l'ﬂ-'[l on TI'IC E'l[']]]. mn I'h{' new

year. While theyre all away in the summer. the farmar
can get on with haymaking on his lower pastures, ﬁ”ltlg
his barns with feed for the winter.

We feel a deeper level of intimacy with -:'L'q:r].'rhing
around us and an almost proprietorial pride. How much
more meaningful and interesting things are when you
have some understanding of what it is you're seeing. So
much of whar we've learned here is thanks to Laurent.
His gentle sincerity and empathy with Aubrac have lek
a big impression on us. When we told him about the folk
dancing we saw at the festival vesterday he said, yes, he
had a black tunic and hat juse like the men were wearing
and thar there is still craditional dancing at his family
occasions. His brother sings the song the Puechs had sung
yesterday. What abour the burons, we asked, now they are
no iun}_{n needed for L‘lwl:_\.mn.iklllg. what do the farmers
do with them? His family’s is used for storage, for feed for
the cartle, Are they ever sold? ‘If you sell your buran, you
will only have four ﬁn_;_:cr:a.' [.aurent had rc]_‘-h'cc[ solemnly.
Farms are getting bigger, he explained — farmers used to
have twenty to forty cows, but they're now more likely
to have eighty to one hundred. More than that and the
man will lose the r'tlalrmmhip with the cows. Wed talked
about how the physicality and geography of Aubrac has
shaped a resilient character. Perhaps it's also the legacy
of subsistence liang."‘»’i"hcn you have Ht"fhing- you have
to hold onto it, Laurent said. He is on a commitree that
1s looking at creating a narional park in Aubrac. He really

cares abour its future.
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