If you ever thought there would be little else to do in the Champagne Ardenne region of North East France, other than sit back and sip the famous golden bubbly, you would be wrong.

Made up of four departments, the Ardennes, Marne, Aube and Haute Marne, this region is steeped in history, unfolds striking landscapes, is studded with noted cities and veined by the waterways of the Seine, Aube and Marne. 

Within easy driving distance of the Channel Ports, it was to the Haute Marne department of the Champagne Ardenne, which tags on to the south east corner of the region, that we were lured, to experience the delights of the Langres area.                                                                                                                                   

If we ever doubted that this area might be someway lacking as a holiday destination, or  somewhere on the map that you simply passed through, we were about to be educated. An early morning visit to the tourist office in Langres soon changed our minds, aided by the helpful staff who ensured we left armed with an abundance of information, all in English.

Truth to tell, the idea of a canal trip was the beginning of our tour of the area. It was on the canal linking Champagne and Burgundy, known as the Marne-Saone Canal that we took to the water.                                                                                                             

Based at Camping Lac de la Liez at Peigney meant we were within 4kms of the marina at Champigny-les-Langres. Here we arranged the trip with M.Moisson, the base manager for Nicols Canal Boats and off we set on an N900 cruiser. Soon the delights of the countryside were revealed as we leisurely cruised northwards from the base. What a pleasurable experience, the silence was golden. Only the chirping of the birds disturbed the peace as we tied up for a coffee break, a bite of lunch, even a snooze in the sun.                                               

Relaxed after our experience, it was soon back on dry land and time for some serious sightseeing. Where better to start than Langres and what an awe inspiring sight, this fortified town with its 12 towers, 7 gates and 3 ½ kms of ramparts presents. Standing high on a promontory jutting out from a limestone plateau, its jagged history dates back to Roman times. The 1stC triumphal gate and many artefacts in the Musee d’Art et  d’Histoire are reminders of the Gallo-Roman town. 

Today Langres, listed as ‘one of the 50 most beautiful towns in France’ can be fully appreciated by taking a ‘Guide Man’ tour at your own pace. This is a hired head set with a pre recorded commentary in different languages. Alternatively, you might prefer the Tourist Train which travels along the ramparts commanding magnificent views, also taking in the town’s main historic buildings, gates and towers.

Getting away from the town, the Langres area is known as ‘The Land of Springs’, for here you find the source of the Rivers Marne, Aube and Meuse. We are also told that one hundred years ago four reservoirs were created as a water supply for the Marne-Saone canal. Now these lakes namely Lac de la  Mouche, Charmes, Vingeanne and Liez are also popular venues for anglers, ornithologists, water sports enthusiasts and mountain bikers, who can follow the 16km trail round Lac de la Liez, the largest of the lakes.

The natural beauty that surrounds Langres makes it ideal for walking and nature rambles, not overlooking the additional recreation and leisure possibilities ranging from horse riding to climbing and bicycle touring. Popular cycling events depart every Sunday morning from Langres. Alternatively, if you don’t have a bike on board the Tourist Office can supply one for two hours, a half day or full day. Swimming is also possible at the Municipal pool in the town, or if preferred tennis, archery and fitness courses are available. 

For the less fit, seeking cures for the body is no new phenomenon in these parts and by travelling no more than 40kms NE from Langres, you find the attractive Spa town of Bourbonne-les-Bains. Famous since the days of antiquity for its curative powers, the spa attracts more than 12,000 people yearly, its warm water rich in calcium and mineral salts. Health and Fitness breaks range from one to eighteen days.

For those more interested in sampling local produce you find an abundance of cheese farms, Langres cheese is a speciality of the region. Made using old traditional recipes, it has been awarded a Designation of Origin (Appellation d’Origine Controlee). Local wine producers, Renaut-Camus have also made the grade with their high quality wines, featured in the Guide Hachette des Vines 2004/05. Then there’s traditional jam making, with one farm offering over 50 types of jam. Another is a reputed producer of fermented redcurrant and blackcurrant drinks.

Even more highly acclaimed in this department of Haute-Marne is the town of Fayl-Billot 26kms SE of Langres. Dubbed the land of wickerwork, it is the capital of willow growing and home of the only willow farming and wicker work college in France. Here the land lends itself to the growing of osiers, or willow shoots, with osier beds seen to invade the surroundings valleys. The story of working the willow in Fayl-Billot began in 1670, when a travelling monk passed on the art to fellow monks and interested inhabitants. Hence the first basket workers appeared on the communal register from 1688.

Now this amazing craft is to be seen in shops and workshops throughout the town.

At the school of Vannerie, which has been training high level craftsmen for almost a century, there is an exhibition area showing every aspect of the craft. Browsing through the specialised wicker work shops with their vast array of goods, watching the professionals giving demonstrations, leaves you in awe of this skill which produces  unsurpassed quality products. 

Whilst you might feel you have conquered this area’s main attractions, a look at the map tells you, still to be visited is the cutlery factory, the clog-making workshop, the museum of wood related crafts, the glassmakers, plus a lot more. The problem with the Langres area, is the fact there is so much to see and do and not enough time.                                                          

What made us think we might be bored in the Haute Marne?                                                           

How to get there:

Suggested ferry and road routes:

P&O Ferries: Dover-Calais; sailing time 1 ½ hrs; approx.30 sailings daily. For reservations Tel: 08705 20 20 20 Book on line www.poferries.com .From Calais take the A26 to Arras – St.Quentin – Reims – Troyes. From Troyes follow the A5 to Langres; distance approx. 512kms (320miles).

Channel Tunnel: Folkestone-Calais; journey time 35mins; approx. 4 per hour; for reservations Tel: 08705 35 35 35 Book on line www.eurotunnel.com  Join the A26 from Calais to Arras – St.Quentin – Reims – Troyes. From Troyes follow the A5 to Langres; distance approx. 512kms (320 miles)

Brittany Ferries: Portsmouth-Caen; sailing time 6 hrs; approx.3 sailings daily. For reservations Tel: 08705 360 360 Book on line www.brittanyferries.com  From Caen follow direction Paris – Evry – Langres via the A13/A6/A5; distance approx. 528kms (330 miles)

Where to stay; where to park; where to shop

Camping Lac de la Liez, Peigney, F-52200 Langres Tel: 00 33 (0)3 25 90 27 79 Email: campingliez@free.fr   www.campingliez.com .This is an attractive site overlooking the lake. All pitches are fully serviced and additional facilities include an Aire de Services.

for motorhomes. (This is a low season Camping Cheque site).

Camping Municipal Navarre, Blvd de Lattre de Tassigny, 52200 Langres Tel: 00 33 (0)3 25 87 37 92. This basic site is pleasantly situated beside the Navarre Tower and only a short walk from Langres centre.

There is a new Aire de Services for motorhomes alongside the free car park at Place Bel’Air, Langres (no height barriers). Parking is also free at the Panoramics car park (follow signs for Panoramics and lift to ramparts and town centre).

Shopping: There are a choice of supermarkets within a 5km drive from Camping Lac de Liez: Champion; Intermarche; Lidl and Aldi. Fuel is generally cheaper at supermarkets such as Champion and Intermarche. Most foodstuff including wine, spirits, fruit and vegetables. can cost less at Lidl and Aldi.

What to see and do around Langres:

Taking a canal trip:

The guide to the Langres area in the Haute-Marne department of the Champagne Ardenne region of north east France, is a tempting list of things to see and do. Not least of its appealing attractions is a trip on the Marne-Saone Canal, which links Champagne and Burgundy.  

Considered to be one of the most beautiful canals in France it crosses the watershed via an almost 5km long tunnel and four man- made lakes. Although open to boats in 1907, the canal from Marne to Saone was dug at the end of the 19thC. We are told this was to replace waterways lost by France during the war of 1870. Work started in 1881 and the first section of the canal was officially opened in1895. This was immediately followed by another section leading to the Saone, after which it was open for navigation.

Up until the end of the second world war this canal was kept busy by the forges situated to the north of the department. Today it sees little industrial traffic, alternatively it provides the perfect environment for relaxing on the water.

How different the countryside appears as you cruise along the canal, ‘far from the madding crowd’. Adding to the adventure, albeit initially daunting for the novice sailor, are the lock gates and swing bridges. These are still operated by a lock-keeper, depending on which stretch of the canal you are cruising. Exciting is the fact that you round a bend and suddenly a village is in sight. Then its time to moor, take to the footpath, either on foot or bicycle and visit the local boulangerie or patisserie. 

For information and prices: Contact Nicols UK agent Clive Edwards, Boating-in-France, Chesil Lodge, West Bexington, Dorchester DT2 9DG Tel: 01308 898132 or M.Moisson, Nicols Manager, Rue du Port, Champigny Les Langre Tel: 00 33 (0)3 25 88 11 44 or  www.locationbateaux.com 

Highlights of a walking tour of Langres:

The Battlements and covered alleyways; encircle the old town. A stroll commands panoramic views and the alleyways, known as ‘porches’, link streets, squares and lead from one historic building to the next. 

Tour de Navarre; The impressive Renaissance tower is said to be the only defensive structure of its kind in France. It has outstanding chestnut rafters and is open 1st May – 30th September. Low season Sat. Sun. and public holidays; July-August, daily. 

St. Mammes’ Cathedral: built between 1150 and 1196. An impressive sight in the centre of Langres, its majestic interior is 94mts long and 23 metres high to the vaulted ceiling. Open daily; the early 13thC cloister stands adjacent. The South Tower is open Sat. Sun and public holidays in low season. Open daily in July-Aug.

Maison Renaissance: 16thC, noted for its superb façade overlooking the garden.

The Musee d’Art et d’Histoire: The art gallery and museum is an example of Langres modern architecture. Exhibits include the Bacchus mosaic dating from the 2ndC A.D.

Around the Langres Area: 

Wickerwork in the town of Fayl-Billot: visit La Vannerie d’Aujourd ‘hui, 43, Grande Rue. An award winning establishment with a vast display of wickerwork. Open daily, no obligation to buy. (parking possible)

La Vannerie Authentique, 10 Place de la Barre. Direct sale of work produced by willow growers and wicker workers of the town. Members staff the shop and can be seen working at their craft. Open daily. (parking possible)

Ecole Nationale d’Osiericulture et de Vannerie. Visit the vast exhibition. (Parking at Place de la Mairie).

Local produce:

For wine tasting visit Le Caveau de degustation des Coteaux de Coiffy, Coiffy-Le-Haut. Featured in Guide Hachette des vins 2004/05.Open afternoons; free wine tasting. (parking possible)

The Tourist Office can provide a list of local produce farms, specialising in cheese, jams, pate and fruit drinks

For Tourist Information: Contact Office de Tourisme du Pays de Langres, BP 16 – 52201 Langres Cedex. Tel: 00 33 (0)3 25 87 67 67 Email tourisme.langres@wanadoo.fr  

 www.tourisme-langres.com 

For Camping Cheques contact: Camping Cheque UK Tel: 0870 405 4057 enquiries@campingcheque.co.uk  www.campingcheque.com  
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