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The fact that most people on
the banks start clapping as
the Alouette passes is a good
indicator of just how different
she is. Our barge, one of just
five superior “hotels” on
France’s waterways, has had
a serious makeover by its
owner, Orient-Express.

On board there are now two
luxury staterooms and an
open-plan kitchen, complete
with personal chef. What
better way to spend the
summer than navigating
between Carcassonne and
Béziers on the Canal du Midj,
carefully drifting away from
the nine-point turners and
holiday captains reversing
into their neighbours’ boats?

In high season, the
waterways can become quite
crowded and, with some -
stretches having up to seven
consecutive locks, it ¢can also
be quite a wait — unless,
that is, you're on Alouette.

As a “working” boat, the
lock-keepers calmly wave it
through. It’s like being in a
Bentley with permission to
overtake at red lights while
traffic wardens cheer you on.

The recent refit reduced the
number of cabins from three
to two, so each is now
spectacularly large and
complete with a desk,
wardrobe and marble
bathroom. Indeed, standing
under the king-sized shower
head it’s hard to believe you
are on a boat.

The kitchen is all steel and
steam, more like something
you might expect to find in a
countryside manor.

Really, though, you want to
be on deck watching the
swans and geese pad alon,
the towpath, waving at cyclists
as you sail by banks of yellow
irises, surveying the lush
vineyards beyond.

Apart from our pilot, who
even allowed me to steer the
boat, my fellow passengers
were our hostess and guide,
Sarah, and, of course, chef.

Using local produce as a
base, our chef created classic
French dishes for lunch,
such as chicken breast with

—-rench bliss

An on-board chef, a personal guide and a stateroom
with a marble bathroom make for an indulgently
laid-back trip. Jon Bryant sails Canal du Midi in style

asparagus and goat’s cheese,
and vegetable tart. Dinner
promised rustic magret de
canard or. cassoulets. When
the boat passed through the
Aude and Hérault regions,
truffles, tomatoes, foie gras,
Roquefort and Armagnac were
added to the menu. Sarah’s
exemplary wine knowledge,
meanwhile, only added to the
conviviality at meal times.
The barge’s salon has all
mod cons: a wide-screen

-plasma television and a laptop

with internet access (unless
you are inside a lock). There’s
also a small library of books
about the local area. The
interior is part Georgian
townhouse, part Mediterranean
chic, with riverbank touches.

There’s even a small
portrait of Napoleon, whose
Républigue started to control
the canals after the revolution.
Pleasure sailing, it's safe to
say, wasn’t exactly on Pierre-
Paul Riquet’s mind when he
came up with the plan to join
the Atlantic with the
Mediterranean in the late 17th
century. It does, though, feel
as if the Canal du Midi was
built for cruising.

The journey is packed with
characterful sights: every lock

After we sailed
through Aude
and Heérault,
truffles and foie
gras were added
to the menu

has its own lock-keeper and,
usually, a three-legged dog.
At the Ecluse de PAiguille,
there’s a parade of eccentric
sculptures forged together
from bits of rubbish found
floating in the water, and a
Heath Robinson-style iron
man who winds up the lock
cogs as water rushes into
the wood-lined chasm.
Guests can choose from a
host of day trips, too, including
visits to Narbonne market;
Minerve, a stunning Cathar
stronghold; and Carcassonne,

Ship shape: the Alouette

France’s most celebrated
fortified city.

At just after six o’clock, the
lock-keepers go home and
thoughts turn to evening
activities. Towpath boules
perhaps? Or a pre-chess
apéritif? Candlelit dinner on
the deck was served with a
choice of the best Bordeaux
and Burgundy and a few gems
from the Languedoc.

One of the greatest pleasures
of Alouette is that everything
is done for you: it’s a veritable
floating five-star hotel. All you
have to do is savour the Canal
du Midi at a leisurely pace,
just gazing at the ripples and

oping the holiday will never
end. Otherwise known as
sheer, unadulterated luxury.

Luxury Escapes
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archaeological voyage, bound for Turkey, the Greek

islands and Egypt. In Ephesus, tiered columns perch
atop the Library of Celsus; Bodrum is built over the ruins of
Halicarnassus; walls built by the Knights of St John around
the Old Town in Rhodes retain a fairy-tale quality; and Minoan
deities still seern to inhabit Heraklion's Palace of Knossos.

In between these cultural pages, Aegean waters lap crescent
bays and sunken cities lurk below the sea at Kas, while within
reach of Alexandria, the Egyptian Pyramids glow in Giza's
evening sun.

Discovery's award-winning 2008 cruises are selling fast - call
today and take advantage of fantastic value-for-money fares,

Telegraph readers are invited to experience this unique

Aegean Odyssey - departs October 24

2008 - 12 days

Fly from Gatwick/ Manchestert - Istanbul, Turkey (overnight on
board); Kusadasi

(Ephesus), Turkey - Bodrum, Turkey; Kas, Turkey - Antalya,
Turkey; Rhodes, Greece - Heraklion, Crete, Greece; Alexandria,
Egypt (overnight on board); fly home to Gatwick/Manchestert.

Included in the price:
@ All meals and entertainment aboard
mv Discovery
@ 11 nights’ accommodation aboard mv Discovery
@ All meals from breakfast through to late-night snacks
@ Lecture programme and entertainment
@ Captain’s cocktail parties and gala dinners

Uncover the secrets of the
Aegean Sea and Egypt

From just £1169pp including a free cabin
upgrade exclusive to Telegraph readers’

® On board gratuities

@ Return flights from Gatwick or Manchestert

@ Transfers from airport to ship and vice versa

® Port and pre-paid airport taxes and current fuel surcharges

For more information and to book, call 0845 612 9150, quoting
code TGOF42 or visit www.telegraph.co.ult/travelshop

Price is per person based on double/twin occupancy of a Category O inside cabin. *Free cabin upgrade to the next category, up to and including category G, is subject to availability and must be
booked before 13 July 2008. Price includes on-board gratuities, current fuel surchargesand port taxes. Standard Voyages of Discovery booking conditions apply.  Manchester flight supplement of
£15 applies. All fares are subject to change, are capacity controlled and apply to new direct bookings only. Travel insurance not included. This holiday is operated by Voyages of Discovery, acompany
independent of Telegraph Media Group Limited. ABTA W0302, ATOL 3897. Please refer to the Data Protection Notice intoday's Personal Column.




