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IF SOMETHING LOOKS TOO GOOD TO BE TRUE...

It was whilst on a family holiday in France in 1969 that my father bought a copy of a cheap paperback by Gérard de Sède called Le Trésor Maudit.

Le Trésor Maudit (‘the accursed treasure’) tells the story of a priest named Berenger Saunière. In 1891 he supposedly discovered a couple of strange and exotic parchments whilst renovating his church in the tiny, time forgotten, mountain top village of Rennes-le-Château in the Languedoc. After a visit to Paris with the mysterious parchments, Saunière began spending money like a lottery winner on speed when previously he had made a church mouse seem positively Croesus-like. He paid for the three and a half kilometre track from Rennes to Couiza at the bottom of the mountain to be turned into a proper road. He built the Villa Bethania, a large and luxurious property compared to the others in the village, and used it as the centrepiece of a lavish social life. He had a water tower constructed so the villagers could have water piped into their homes. He had a dumpy, square, crenellated tower, the Tour Magdala, built supposedly to house his library. He paid for the church to be completely renovated and redecorated in the gaudiest of fashions. Just where had all of this money come from?

This was the not unreasonable question that was running through the Old Man’s brain as he dozed under a tree on the farm where we were holidaying. Le Trésor Maudit had fallen open on his lap at the page illustrating one of the parchments Saunière had supposedly found. In the Old Man’s semi-somnolent state, eyes not really focusing on anything, he spotted that some of the letters in the parchment’s text seemed to be raised slightly higher than the majority. These letters, quite simply read in order, spelled out a message: à Dagobert II roi et à Sion est ce trésor et il est là mort (this treasure belongs to king Dagobert II and Sion and he is there dead). There had been no mention of hidden messages in the book. What had the Old Man stumbled onto?

Being a writer of television drama under the assumed name of Henry Lincoln, the Old Man could smell a good story when he saw one. He took the story outline to Chronicle, the BBC’s historical and archaeological programme, which commissioned him to make a film about it.

He dutifully began his research for his first effort at writing non-fiction by toddling over to Paris to meet de Sède and to interview him. During their little chats de Sède gave the Old Man more tantalising clues such as a photo of a roadside tomb that bore a striking resemblance to the one in Poussin’s painting Et in Arcadia Ego on the back of which was the rubber stamp of the Priory of Sion. Who were the Priory of Sion when they were at home and what did they have to do with anything? When the Old Man finally asked de Sède why he hadn’t published the parchment’s hidden message he was told ‘because we thought it might interest someone like you to find it’. Who the hell were ‘we’? Were they the Priory of Sion? De Sède then gave the Old Man the decipherment of the coded message in the other parchment. This message was hidden behind the most ball-breakingly complex code but by using the correct key it was revealed as saying ‘shepherdess no temptation that Poussin Teniers hold the key peace 681 by the cross and this sword of God I complete this daemon guardian at midday blue apples.’ What on earth did that load of gibberish mean?

De Sède then introduced him to Pierre Plantard who claimed to be the current grand master of the Priory of Sion, an order that has supposedly been going for centuries and that founded the Knights Templar and, over the ages of its existence, claims such luminaries as Leonardo da Vinci, Isaac Newton, Victor Hugo and Jean Cocteau as previous grand masters.

Then, wonder of wonders, he found that five of the local mountain peaks formed an almost perfect pentagram and that the churches of the region seemed to be lying in straight lines and almost equidistantly sited from each other. That had to be worth investigating further.

From these and other questions came the Old Man’s first Chronicle film which was transmitted in 1972. The public response was good enough that he started work on a second film. Then along came a third and then the book The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail which, with some clever marketing by the publishers, became a worldwide bestseller. The story had well and truly grabbed the public’s imagination. The Old Man had spawned an entirely new industry.

Over the ensuing years loads of films and DVDs have been made and hundreds of books and articles have been written about the mystery of Rennes-le-Château, from small private press editions up to such mega-sellers as Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code, all of the writers having first encountered the story through one of the Old Man’s films or reading his book. Every writer has their own pet theory that they are sure is the correct answer to this historical whodunit. Many seem to agree that it is somehow involved with the Holy Grail, and with Jesus and Mary Magdalene having been married, and that not only did their family come to France but their descendants are still around today. Grooviest of all, however, is that these descendants are being protected by a secret society, the Priory of Sion.

I have never believed one word of this story. I had never bothered trying to work out why this was but deep down in my guts it all sounded just too damn good to be true. As far as I was concerned this just sounded like the synopsis of a pseudo-historical novel. People seem to expect me to have access to all of the Old Man’s research and therefore to have wonderful insider knowledge, to know more than I let on. Why will nobody listen to me when I say I don’t give a tinker’s cuss about Saunière, Rennes and the Priory of Sion?
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AND SO TO FRANCE

Jan was a smart, attractive woman in her early forties. Quite why she put up with and married me, a scruffy sod one year her junior, I could never fathom. When I was dressed in my normal uniform of jeans and T-shirt I looked a mess; when she wore the same clothing she managed to look immaculate. But one beautiful summer’s evening, when we were sitting in the garden cuddling glasses of chilled rosé, there was something similar about us. She could see it in my eyes, and I could see it in hers. Jan’s Cornish heritage had given her a fetching, fair complexion but today she was slightly off-colour. I was positively monochrome. Clearly we were not feeling overly at one with the world. There was a problem that ran all the way down to our feet.

They were itchy.

For as long as we’d known each other we’d had this vague, nebulous notion that being a pair of old hippies with a penchant for poultry, growing our own food and all things bucolic it might be nice to get on the road in search of a piece of land to buy where we could live as self-sufficiently as was possible. The idea started slowly, almost subliminally, to take shape. We spent more and more of our time talking about it. Before I met Jan I had spent several years living in southern Spain and had rather enjoyed the experience.

We decided that when our time finally came we would move to Spain.

The first positive step in that direction was the purchase of an old, left-hand drive VW campervan. It had originally been owned by the Dutch army but had since been lovingly converted into a home. The marine ply interior was spotless and the little sink and cooker seemed to be perfectly adequate for the jobs required of them. The bed – when it was created by pulling the bench seats flat – was as big as any regular double bed.

We now had a vehicle in which to chase our dream. But still, at this stage, it was little more than a dream. Our friends inevitably laughed and made unkind comments about mid-life crises while we ignored their insults and formulated a plan.

So far our plan was simple. We would potter down through France enjoying the countryside and the comestibles, taking as long as it took, eventually heading into Spain to buy our bit of land. No timetable, no pressures, no hassles: we were going to play it all by ear. Que sera, sera as they say.

Getting out of England, however, entailed hassles, pressures and a near-impossible timetable. We were running around like blue-arsed flies, stuffing my mother’s attic with our furniture, bidding our farewells, digging up the garden, and having essential maintenance jobs done on the van – such as having a bookcase installed. Oh, and getting it serviced. We took the bus to a VW specialist in Farnborough, some 120 miles away. A long way to go, granted, but they were the nearest that we could find. The bus was pampered, exfoliated, manicured and massaged by the experts. It was returned to us purring, with a satisfied smile on its face. We now felt confident in its ability to deliver us to Spain without problems.

From a very tender age I realised that I was not like other folk. Pinocchio had Jiminy Cricket sitting up beside him, whispering helpful words of wisdom and advice into his ear; I had the Fuck-up Fairy. The FUF had taken a personal dislike to me and has been sitting on my shoulder ever since the day I was born. If ever there was a chance of a fuck-up happening then I was the man it would happen to. Whenever friends were feeling a bit glum they would think, ‘Hey, let’s phone Hugo, see what’s happened to him now.’ It never failed to make them feel better.

Halfway home, the bus started to judder and lose power. Then it stopped dead. Jan and I looked in horror at each other. If this was how reliable the campervan was immediately after a service and not far from home, what kind of horrors would the FUF let loose on us when we were deep into a foreign land? It turned out, according to the extremely helpful man who stopped and sorted us out, that the FUF had amusingly placed a kink in the fuel pipe.

Departure now required the loading into the van of our clothes, books, bedding, kitchen stuff, books, cassettes, more books, maps and a kilo of borax to help my arthritis (should be interesting trying to explain away that bag of white powder to an observant customs officer). We were also going to take our home-grown food. We had timed our departure to coincide with the optimum season for harvesting everything we could from the garden, to keep us supplied with basics whilst we were on the road. We had sacks of potatoes, onions and garlic. Why we were taking garlic to France is a mystery even greater than that of Rennes-le-Château. We also had beans, tomatoes and fruit in varying stages of ripeness. We were a bloody mobile greengrocer.

Crossing the Channel via Portsmouth, we started the long drive south. We had a merry time visiting the tourist attractions along the way that were still open this late in the season. There were mushroom museums and corset museums and cheese museums and shoe museums; there were museums for anything and everything. If there was a museum to visit we visited the bugger and bought the T-shirts to prove it. Unfortunately the Calvados museum was closed. That upset me quite a bit, but then I’ve learnt over the years how to cope with the little disappointments life keeps chucking my way.

A marvellous and un-thought of bonus of our autumnal departure, however, was that we were travelling through France at the height of the mushroom season. We were both becoming quite obsessive about our quest for fungi and for one in particular, Shaggy Parasol or as it’s known over here, la lepiote – the finest-tasting mushroom I’ve yet eaten. Growing as many varieties of fungi as it does, France very sensibly decided that pharmacists have to study mycology as part of their degree. Gatherers of mushrooms can walk into their local chemist’s shop and have their haul looked over and be told if it is safe to eat or not: extremely useful for would-be poisoners or novices like us.

On we journeyed, juddering to the occasional halt for food, loo, mushroom picking or museums. We crawled sedately in a southerly direction, reaching the heart of the Dordogne, where geese are stuffed and snails sucked, where socks sport Toulouse-Lautrec designs and spectacle frames are made of wood. A country that is closed on Mondays.

It was Jan’s birthday so it seemed appropriate that we should go out for a meal to celebrate. We drove into Sarlat grinning in gustatory anticipation. We probably ought to have known better. Every bloody restaurant was closed. We stomped around the sparsely lit and silent town getting grumpier and grumpier. The tall grey buildings loomed over us as we made our way along the narrow streets. Medieval and atmospheric the town may well have been but it certainly didn’t seem to be any epicure’s idea of Mecca. Our stomachs protested vociferously at their emptiness.

‘This is ridiculous,’ Jan moaned. ‘Let’s go back to the bus and you can make me an omelette instead.’

‘We’d better have your birthday scoff tomorrow,’ I told her. ‘At least some of the restaurants seem to bother opening for lunch.’ Walking back towards the bus we passed a bar that appeared to be open. ‘Fancy a quick noggin before we go back?’ I asked her.

The bar was high-ceilinged, with dark brown wood and nicotine-stained paintwork. There were no other customers, but as we were already halfway through the door before we realised this we were rather caught. We couldn’t just turn round and walk out again: that would have been too impolite for our English sensitivities.

I ordered us a beer each and we chatted to the young and impossibly healthy-looking (despite spending his life in a fog of Gitanes smoke) barman for a bit. I don’t know why but strangers seemed to like discussing sport with me. Could they not tell that I detested sport in all its manifestations and that when I take over the world I shall have all sports (but especially bloody football) outlawed? I grinned politely at him wishing we could talk about some other topic. To interrupt him, I asked if he knew of a restaurant that was open. This was the only eating establishment in town that was still open, he told me. Jan and I looked at each other and shrugged.

An ancient, bearded crone appeared and guided us through to a barn with a few tables and chairs scattered around it. Her grubby black clothes swished through the air and brushed against the furniture as she walked, leaving dirt marks on all points of contact. Her ancient face looked like it was made of cracked and gnarled leather, the kind of face that instantly reminded you of nineteenth-century photographs of proud and noble Red Indians even though she certainly seemed neither particularly proud nor noble herself. Decades of disapproving expressions had seared deep crevices into her tarry skin and even her artificially black hair tumbling all around it did little to disguise the fact that she had in all probability been responsible for Custer’s last food poisoning.

Ominously, there was only one other couple dining, and they looked up almost pleadingly at us. The crone placed us as far away from them as was possible. Jan and I looked at each other. It seemed as though the FUF was at it again. Fully expecting the worst we psyched ourselves up for the ordeal and settled back to wait for a menu. The crone brought us a basket of bread and a bottle of rough red wine which we hadn’t ordered, then shuffled away again. We decided we might as well have a glass of the plonk whilst we were waiting for something to happen. It had a full and rich flavour, and I particularly enjoyed the feeling of the enamel of my teeth disintegrating as I sipped it.

The crone reappeared carrying two soup bowls, and banged them down in front of us. Jan and I stared at the offering. Why had she given us each a bowl of oily dishwater with a bit of old sponge floating in it? The centime dropped. This was the old ‘menu of no choice whatsoever’. There’s nothing like a bit of tension, wondering what you’re going to be served next. It aids the digestion wonderfully.

The soup was vile but fortunately this was where the wine came into its own. The French like nothing better than saving the last spoonful or two of their soup then flinging a generous slug of plonk into their bowl, swirling it around to mix it all up then picking the bowl up and downing it in one. Fellow diners have given me some odd looks when I have tried this in restaurants in England, but on this occasion the soup became far less vile with the addition of the plonk. I wiped my mouth with the heavy linen napkin and smacked my lips, wondering what culinary curiosity would be coming next.

Back came the crone bearing a silver serving plate. On it were two pieces of skate wing, blackened butter dribbled over and around it, all set off by the chopped parsley sprinkled over the top. The fish slid obligingly onto my fork and slithered seductively down my throat. This was superb. She brought cauliflower, cooked to perfection, sprinkled with parsley, hard boiled egg and breadcrumbs. This was turning into a surprisingly passable meal. I toasted Jan and wished her happy birthday.

‘I’ve had a thought,’ she suddenly announced.

I glowered at her. I didn’t trust her when she came up with mutterings like this.

‘What?’ I asked suspiciously.

 ‘Why don’t we go and visit Rennes-le-Château on our way through, since I‘ve never been there?’ She grinned at me.

‘No bloody chance. It’s a total dive,’ I told her, hoping that would put an end to her bright idea before it got any further. She just raised her eyebrows but said nothing. The crone was at our side again; this time, unfortunately for Jan who is a vegetarian, it was the meat course. I rubbed my hands happily at the thought of getting a double portion while Jan sulked good humouredly. She had become used to the French attitude towards her culinary perversions.

It was pigeon. I’m very partial to pigeon, but why did the crone bring three halves of birds for two people? I couldn’t be arsed to do the sums; I just ate the lot and was called a pig by my wife. Waiting until my mouth was full, Jan continued with her idea.

‘I don’t see why you’re so against going there,’ she said.

 ‘Look, I went there years ago,’ I told her, licking pigeon juices from my fingers, ‘and apart from the views, which I grant you are magnificent, there’s sod all there to warrant wasting any time visiting the place.’

She looked at me.

 ‘Honestly,’ I continued, ‘it really is a seriously grotty little place.’

‘Well I still want to see it and it is my birthday so you ought to be nice to me for a change.’

I was starting to get the feeling I might well lose this particular argument.

‘Look love, you know how I feel about going to New Zealand. Well that’s how I feel about Rennes. Just because I know it exists it doesn’t mean I want to visit the damn place.’

She snorted derisorily at that excuse and continued with her argument as to why she wanted to see it. ‘Well I’ve still never been there and I want to see how your father’s supposed to have become so well known and how he’s been earning his living for the last thirty years.’

I scowled at her.

Food came and was devoured; wine bottles came and were emptied. In the end I was beaten down. I knew I’d never get any peace until I agreed with her.

‘I s’pose we might as well go and see where the makings of our inheritance is coming from,’ I conceded. I could see there might be some vague sort of sense in paying it a fleeting visit on the way past. We wouldn’t be staying long. It wasn’t exactly out of our way and half an hour wandering round a manky little village was hardly going to mess up our schedules too much.

The crone reappeared, this time bearing a couple of strange-looking, pungent pustules on a plate that she seemed to expect us to eat. The urine-yellow abscesses oozed malevolently, like a miniature lava flow, across the plate towards us. Jan and I stared in horror. Was this some sort of omen? I gave one of the things a tentative poke with my knife. I don’t know what I expected it to do in response to this affront to its dignity but all it did was just ooze out a little more of its rancid overflow.

Carefully, I separated a small piece of this goop from the main blob and brought it up towards my mouth. The stench was overpowering; there was no way I was eating these things. There was no alternative, we had to release them back into the wild. I prised them from their plate and wrapped them in a tatty paper hanky I had in my pocket, intending to dump them in a hedge on our way back to the van. I tucked the packet under my chair to be going on with but the obnoxious olfactory assault drifting up and around my body continued to beat the living daylights out of my sinuses. Scooping up the ’kerchief-swaddled fromages I passed them to Jan and told her to stash them in her handbag. She called me names as unsavoury as the aromas swirling around me, but hearing the approach of the old crone she quickly shut up and squeezed them in amongst her purse, the bus keys and papers, our passports and whatever other rubbish she kept in her bag. I hoped they didn’t suppurate over everything.

When the crone saw that our cheese plate was empty she rearranged her face into something reminiscent of a smile. Some of the cracks were stretched, others compressed, as she grinned a dentally-challenged smile at me. I asked what the things we had just ‘eaten’ were called. Crote du diable, she explained. A kind of goat’s cheese. Dropping the bill on our table she disappeared for a moment. On her return I held out a wad of notes, but she didn’t appear interested in money. She was carrying another plate of crote du diable, and held it in front of us. This plate of diable was ‘on the house’, and refusing to eat it was simply not an option.

However much we cleaned our teeth we couldn’t breathe on each other for days afterwards without being reminded of our brush with the Devil.
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A TOE IN THE WINE LAKE

Having lost the Rennes argument, I was now driving there. I’d tried my hand at sulking but, as usual, that had gotten me nowhere.

The bus rumbled past Limoux, the closest proper town to Rennes. There were no signs to the village yet, but I knew it was only minutes away. Jan, just like everybody else, expected me to know the entire story of Rennes inside-out and was waiting for me to give her a running commentary on everything we passed. I managed to give her a thumbnail sketch of the Knights Templar, the order of knights founded in 1118, its original members supposedly going on to form a breakaway group called the Priory of Sion. I even managed a bit about the Cathars, the heretical sect that was so violently suppressed in the fourteenth century and who had made their home in this region and how they believed in a god of good who was boss of heaven and a god of evil who was boss of the earth but otherwise I just waffled vaguely. She seemed miffed that when she asked me a question I tried covering my ignorance by answering her with what I fondly imagined to be enigmatic looks and silence or withering, scornful looks and sneers to suggest that she really ought to know that particular answer herself. For reasons that I shall never fully understand my replies were treated with utter contempt, derision and not a little piss-taking.

‘You’re going to have to do a wee bit better than that, Hewgs,’ she laughed at me.

We were on a mission, however, so the history lesson could wait for a bit. We badly needed a proper campsite so we could restore some semblance of decency and cleanliness to both ourselves and our wardrobes. Free camping is a wonderful thing, and you get to stay in some superb spots. Unfortunately, what you gain on the scenery you lose on the facilities, so tonight we were prepared to pay for the luxury of not sleeping in a sylvan grove.

As we drove deeper into the region it should have become pretty apparent to us that something quite major had recently happened here but, living in our camper van, we were totally oblivious to the things that were going on out there in the big wide world. The debris around us that hinted of a major calamity simply didn’t register in our minds. Believe me, listening to The Rolling Stones, eating freshly caught mushrooms, drinking cheaply bought wine, smoking the odd exotic cheroot and playing Connect 4 tends to take one’s mind off trivialities like natural disasters. Tiredness and unpleasant body odours had also stunted our otherwise normally fairly good powers of observation. Blissfully ignorant of the recent fate of the area we continued in our quest for a campsite.

October in France is not the greatest time of the year to try to find a campsite that is open: it’s even more difficult than finding a restaurant that’s open in the evenings. We had been searching for one since lunchtime and we were getting irritable. We were weary, hungry, smelly and had a real need to stop for the day. Suddenly, just round a bend, a badly-painted sign nailed onto a tree hove into view advertising camping à la ferme. It pointed us off towards a rather interesting-looking mountain road. I flung the van, as much as you can fling a combi, across the road in a manic left-hand turn and trundled onwards and upwards into the descending gloom of the evening.

‘Fercryinowtloud!’ Jan squawked.

 ‘Had you been watching for the signs, omens and portents my dear, like what the co-pilot is supposed to do,’ I sweetly replied, ‘I wouldn’t have had to take such drastic action.’

I pretended not to notice the look she gave me.

The road turned and twisted ever upwards. I could feel my biceps bulging from hauling the beast of a wagon round such tortuous roads. If we didn’t find the bloody campsite soon I was in danger of ending up with arms larger than Charles Atlas’.

One thing I do like about driving up mountains is that there are almost never any alternative turnings to confuse me, therefore it is nigh on impossible, contrary to the usual Law of Sod, to get lost. After what seemed like hours and hours of uphill driving we finally came round the last bend and there, at the top of the rise, was the campsite nestling in the folds of the mountain, lying behind the most immaculate château that I had ever seen. Or it would have been had it been finished.

I slammed my foot on the brake and we ground to a dignified halt. This was it, we’d arrived. Being extremely hospitable people, the owners turned the water and electricity back on so we could avail ourselves of the wonderful shower block they had built slap bang in the middle of a very interesting-looking field.

The scenery around the greener parts of the region is quite alpine and the cows with bells around their necks clonging and donging away in the evening gloom helped to confirm the picture. Unfortunately there is one feature of an alpine landscape which doesn’t suit campsites. If you have ever tried parking a campervan in a field that is almost vertical you’ll appreciate the problem. Unless you have a large supply of tranquillisers, weed or booze to calm the nerves I would advise most strongly against it.

After several lifetimes, Jan decided the bus was level enough for us to cook and sleep, for one night.

‘You can sort it out properly in the morning,’ I was informed.

I know I didn’t have a spirit level to hand but I don’t think I did too bad a job. Jan managed to produce some perfectly acceptable scoff and there was no unnecessary physical contact with each other when we crawled into bed.

‘Result,’ I thought.

The following morning I was feeling pretty chuffed with this masterpiece of parking when it was pointed out to me that we needed to hit the town for supplies. Oh well, I could do with the parking practice.

Off we set, this time going down the other side of the mountain we had climbed so exhaustedly the previous evening. I discovered a new game. Just put the car into neutral and see how far it’s possible to travel before you need to use the engine again. Great sport.

As Stirling Soskin was fully set to beat his own world record for downhill combi cruising he was a bit distracted when Jan started squeaking in that funny way she has when she’s seen something that’s excited her.

‘Oooh, oooh look,’ she squeaked, thumping my arm. ‘Llamas.’

‘I don’t care if they’re Whirling bloody Dervishes,’ I growled at her, ‘can’t you see I’m in the lead? I can’t waste my time admiring saffron-covered practitioners of the terpsichorean twirlings. The very safety of the universe depends on me winning this race.’

We hit the bottom of the mountain, bouncing over a narrow bridge, hurtling past a building that at that speed was nothing but a blur, the wind whistling around the bus in protest.

‘Oh look, it’s an auberge and the menu’s got steak tartare on it,’ Jan read. ‘You like that.’

On we flew, and then bugger, bugger, damn and blast, we hit the bottom of the valley and the road started to climb again. So, popping the van back into gear we drove on. We passed through a minute hamlet which had its four streets all meeting at the narrowest of junctions and all slightly dog-legging onto each other. Just to make things more interesting, the way we wanted to go meant passing between two buildings which would have been fine on a donkey or with the odd ox. Even the much-loved mobylette could have phutted through a brace abreast. Not so a combi. I think we had just enough room to pass a single sheet of Izal between us and the walls.

The trauma of this hazard was almost immediately erased by the scenery that, on leaving the shelter of the village, hits you right between the eyes. A huge expanse of green opened in front of us, conifer-clad mountains as the backdrop, the flash of a solitary bee eater as it hurled itself from the telephone wire flying off in hot pursuit of its lunch. The trauma was fully erased when I spotted, much to my delight, some Transylvanian Naked Necks, as ludicrous looking a chicken as you’ll ever see, scratting around in a garden looking as though they might have played the vultures in a scene from Disney’s Jungle Book. How very at home they seemed.

We finally arrived at Quillan to find it was holding its market. Oh deep joy, we love markets. It’s a shame that Britain doesn’t really do the market thing properly. Maybe it’s something to do with our climate or maybe it’s just that nowadays we all rely on supermarkets far too much? We mooched along the wide main street packed full of stalls. We ambled round a small square off the far end of the market, stocking up on goodies as we went. Soon we were laden with tomatoes, olives, cheeses, salamis and still-warm bread. Memories from my childhood of silly television games played on Crackerjack with Peter Glaze and Leslie Crowther flitted through my mind. We munched and mooched. We were happy little bunnies. Much to my squeaking amusement I spotted a road sign.

‘Ooh, ooh, look!’ I squeaked excitedly, spraying baguette crumbs everywhere and prodding Jan in the ribs.

‘Don’t make that stupid noise. And stop poking me. What?

’ ‘Look, that street,’ I pointed at the sign, ‘it’s called Rue Barbe.’

‘Pillock,’ she lovingly riposted.

My humour having fallen on stony ground yet again, we made our way to a café where we sat ourselves at one of the tables on the street, ordered our coffees and Calvadosses then idled away an hour or so indulging in that wonderful pastime of drinking and people-watching.

Now we were scrubbed, pressed and recovered from the days on the road we were quite happy to play tourists for a bit. The precision parking was starting to become second nature. Our field had the most romantic of views all around it, looking as though Caspar David Friedrich in one of his lighter moods could have used them as the backdrop for one of his paintings, and our landlords were extremely hospitable. They were, quite rightly, very proud of their château, which they were building themselves. We were taken on a guided tour of their work in progress and were absolutely stunned at the incredible range of skills and the level of craftsmanship this family displayed. It was a masterpiece and I was extremely jealous.

It seemed odd to be driving up that road to Rennes-le-Château again after so many years. What was even odder was that although this was the end of October, there were other cars going up and down the mountain. This had certainly not been the case in 1975. Then it had been only me and my holiday companion on this road and that had been at the height of the tourist season, too. We climbed on, round and up. The road hadn’t improved at all, as far as I recalled it. Then there, on rounding a bend, high above you that tantalising first glimpse of the village, then gone again, and on, round and up, the road still as vertiginous and serpentine as I had remembered it. Onwards, roundwards and upwards we trundled, then finally, at the entrance to the village there was the notice forbidding anybody to dig. The wording of the edict was the same, it still said ‘fouilles interdit’ as it had on my first visit but it certainly seemed to have grown in size and presence since I had last seen it. As I nosed the combi along the narrow street I was struck by the enormous change to the place. There were people milling around everywhere, there was a gift shop, a bookshop, the car park was full of cars sporting their differing countries’ registration plates, different languages and accents all around us.

I was staggered by it. Sure, the basic layout of the place and its totally decrepit and dilapidated condition looked unaltered but nothing else felt the same. This village was supposed to be deserted, forgotten by time, not crawling in masses of tourists. For crying out loud, there were even two bars here now. I tried explaining to Jan how things had been in 1975 but it’s difficult to appreciate just how empty and bleak the place had been before, when now all around was hustle and bustle.

OK, so it was something like twenty-five years since I had last visited the region but it really hadn’t entered my mind that the place could have changed quite so dramatically. The increasing fame of the village meant that tourism was now the only reason for Rennes-le-Château’s existence. Had I realised that I would be entering ‘Rennie World’ and all that meant I would have run, screaming, for the not-so-distant hills. But I didn’t, so I didn’t.

We joined the throng making its way towards the church. Tucked at the end of a narrow path was this small, scruffy-looking building. Dull ochre walls, a weather-beaten arch surrounding the heavy wooden doors. It didn’t have the air of a place that was used to seeing a regular worshipping congregation of any size. It looked drab, forlorn and neglected. ‘Terribilis est locus iste’ engraved above the doors didn’t come anywhere near it. ‘Tattyus est locus iste’ was far closer to an accurate description of this supposedly significant and historical edifice, the place that holds the key to unlocking the mystery of Rennes-le-Château. This was where I made another nasty discovery: tucked out of sight, standing just behind the door was a woman clutching a book of tickets. You now had to pay an entrance fee to get into the church, surely something God would object to if he did exist. Either way, I objected, there was no way I was paying. I’m more than happy to put a donation in a church’s collection box, something we do as a matter of course when we visit such places, but to be forced to pay to go into what is after all supposed to be a place of worship was, I thought, not on. We peered through the door into the gloom of the church’s interior, the tourists who were prepared to pay their entrance fee pushing irritatedly past us. I pointed out the little red devil standing just inside the door supporting the holy water stoup. As I told Jan, it was thought by some to represent Asmodeus, the guardian of King Solomon’s treasure, and by many that the contortions of his body contain clues as to the whereabouts of Sauniere’s missing treasure. As far as I was concerned it just looked as though he was making a rude gesture at people as they walked into the place.

Jan, fortunately in total agreement with my sentiments about the forced payment, turned and strolled back up the lane with me following a couple of paces behind muttering about usury, money lenders and temples of thieves. Then I spotted the entrance to what looked like a secret garden. Ivy was growing untidily across the gateway, and the garden was overgrown and neglected. I called Jan back and, wondering what I would find, walked through the gate. I was instantly pounced upon by yet another seller of tickets and had my wallet lightened of quite a lot of euros and was ushered towards an open door. This place, it turned out, was a museum of sorts. There didn’t seem to be anything of any great interest on display so we were making our way pretty rapidly through the few rooms. Jan suddenly burst out laughing and called me over to the display case she was peering into.

‘It says here,’ she howled, ‘your father has become a monument for having given the world this story.’

‘Yeah,’ I sighed, ‘and you know what dogs do to monuments.’ There was something really quite depressing about this place.

We finished our tour, agreeing that Rennes seemed to be nothing more than a rather amateurish attempt to make money from visitors at every conceivable opportunity and to give as little back as possible, then made our way back to our bus and down the mountain to return to normality. I doubted I’d ever go up that road again. Rennes-le-Château? I’d been apathetic enough about it before but now we’d been there and seen what it had become, we weren’t impressed in the slightest. It was firmly crossed off our list of places to ever bother revisiting.

We decided that seeing as we were here now we might as well have a look around the area a bit. We did the churches, the castles and the hermitages. We gorged ourselves on gorges, grottoes and local gastronomy. We admired multicoloured lizards sprinting over rocks and tiptoed carefully around slumbering serpents soaking up the sun. As for the autumnal colours, mists and storms – well, they just took your breath away. We frolicked and played and generally decided that this was one mighty fine region in which to be wasting some time.

We were beginning to notice some of the rather unusual sights as we drove around the countryside, however. To say that it looked as though something cataclysmic had occurred would have been an understatement. Little clues started to hit home, clues that we should have picked up on when we’d first arrived had tiredness allowed our minds to register them. We really should have wondered how a car had got itself onto that side of the river where there was no road, just sheer, forested mountainside above it. How had that articulated lorry ended up lying on its side, diagonally across the warehouse? How the hell had that huge hole in the road got there? The magnificent thermal hotel of Rennes les Bains, a little town stuffed full of history, now stood with its side ripped out and the town’s bridges that had stood since Roman times, no longer there.

We found out that a flash flood had hit the area just a couple of days before we turned up. The river rose and fell over thirty feet in less than half an hour. The devastation was incredible, though, miraculously, only one person had died. This was a wasteland. We reeled around the little town in shock. How would they ever be able to rebuild the place? It felt rather ghoulish walking round, looking at the remains of this town. The next ten days saw us pottering around the area doing our utmost to avoid any of the sites too closely associated with the Rennes story. We did visit the ruined remains of several Templar and Cathar castles perched high on top of incredibly steep and difficult to
























OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
HUGo SoSKIN





OEBPS/images/bus.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo-1.jpg
hﬂﬂl
'@ | TR 003,
;TR Mﬁi’
CAIHERERENIC

eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee

N1&o S8R





