The Cluniac trail from Bredons to Manhaval
We were five pilgrims setting off to recreate the historic route of the Cluniac monks, from the site of their ancient abbey in Bredons, of which only the church remains, to the chapel of Manhaval, some 60 km south.  The Cluniac order was founded in the tenth century by the Count of the Auvergne, William I and the Duke of Aquitaine.  This path would have been used by the Cluniac monks for trade and It would probably have taken them three days to complete.  We were completing it in three and a half.  
We slowly went our way up, through the village of Albepierre, past its rusty red chateau and up the valley of the Lagnon.  We admire local architecture – here roofs are made of lozenge shaped stones called lauzes.  These are sometimes combined with slate tiles.  We find summer berries to pick at along the way and a waterfall where we stop for lunch.  Beyond the waterfall is a stone bridge which has been patched up over the years.  Just after the bridge is a wonderfully preserved stone path with a royal borne beside it.  It was placed there in 1660 by Louis XIV to mark out the royal domain and features a carved fleur de lys facing in the direction of the forest.
Our ascent was through forest, much of it blown over in the storms of ’99, towards Prat de Bouc.  Today it is a ski resort but in the middle ages it would have been an important resting place.  Our resting place was further on up in a traditional buron.  This is a hut built for cowherds when they brought their cows to graze in the mountains during the summer.  They were also used to make and store cheese.  Our dormitory was a well-preserved example of a corbelled vault ceiling, where stones overlap each other and are then topped with a stone slab.  No mortar is used and gaps are filled in with stone offcuts.  The dormitory was cool and damp, perfect for cheese.
The buron is called the Combe de la Saure.  This translates as the yellow hollow on the hillside.  Or so our host thinks.  He described the word “Saure” akin to being a local Aubrac cow, which are champagne coloured amongst a herd of Salers cows, which are red.  The yellow colour in the hollow is provided by the abundance of anemone soufrée – a small yellow flower.  We ate local dishes – pounti – a savoury cake of prunes and greens and truffade – a dish made of Cantal cheese and potato, not to be confused with Gratin Dauphinois!
The next morning we headed up into the mountains.  The true path contours the Cirque de Grandval and comes out at the Col de la Pourtoune but we took a small detour to reach the summit of the Plomb du Cantal from where you have wonderful views.  Along the way we found much flora of the Cantal especially yellow gentians which are used to make a bitter liqueur drunk as an aperitif.
The route takes us along peaks and passes, we stop on one of these, the Col de Chèvre, for lunch.  As we start descending we encounter a small ruined chapel on the  Puy Gros.  Built in the seventeenth century for cowherds, it still holds an annual service in July for shepherds called la Messe des Bergers (Shepherds’ Mass).
We deviate from the path to the source of the river Goul, which we will keep coming across until the end of our trip.   There are many abandoned burons along the way.  Where in the past there would have been thousands of them there are only 30 or so now which are functional.  We can see one of these, La Thuillière on the hillside.  It is now a stopping point for walkers.
Our refuge for the night is a charming bed & breakfast called La Roussière, in the Goul valley.  It is accessible via a path in the woods which is jumping with grasshoppers and bordered with wild raspberries.
The next day we climb back out of the valley to rejoin the Cluniac trail.  We will spend most of the day walking on a lava flow which buried the river beneath it.  Rocks from the river bed can be glimpsed here and there.  The landscape is more agricultural and we come across isolated farms.  The trail is difficult to follow and we have to negotiate barbed wire fences and other obstacles.  The path in places has been taken over by local farmers and remains inaccessible.  We cross the village of Pailherols and follow a path with panels describing the local flora.  Notable are the merisier – wild cherry trees, sought after for their wood.  We pause for lunch under a row of elderly oak trees.
After scrambling through brambles we are rewarded with a view of Raulhac and the renaissance chateau of Messilhac.  We are now in the heart of the Carladez and have left the Auvergne.  The architecture of the houses changes.  Roofs are steeper and have several layers of dormer windows.  The ground is speckled white with limestone.  Early man would have carved tools out of the very same stone.  
We reach a promontory with a cross, from which we have a view of our resting place for the night, Mur de Barrez.  Like true pilgrims we seek refuge for the night at the Monastère Sainte Claire.  The chaplain shows us around and tells us a little about the sisters.  The Clarisses are a contemplative order, which arrived at the monastery in 1653.  They are closeted away in the historic part of the building. We are housed in institutional dormitories and eat simply at refectory tables.  After the evening meal we take the time to explore the old part of town.  The town was once owned by the Prince of Monaco and part of the fortification remains in the form of the Tour de Monaco at one side of the village and the Porte de la Berque at the other.  We admire the church of Saint Thomas of Canterbury.
The following morning we head out from Mur de Barrez towards the village of Taussac and beyond to the Bout de la Cote (literally the end of the hill) which signals the end of the lava flow.  It’s downhill from there to our destination, the hamlet of Manhaval.  Perched on a rocky outcrop surrounded by steep gorges is the chapel. The vegetation and temperature become distinctly Mediterranean and the air is still as we approach.  After a brief exploration of the chapel we rest in its shade and sit silently reflecting upon our wonderful journey in the footsteps of the Cluniac monks.
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