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⬤ The best travel tips & deals

⬤ Food — recipes to make your mouth water
£

BEYOND BELIEF:
LOURDES
AND THE
MOUNTAINS

If you’re entirely new to
Burmese flavours and
ingredients, Mandalay
cookery book by author
MiMi Aye is the ideal
gateway...

Egg and lettuce salad
(Serves 4)
delights, and where we convinced
ourselves it was all right to eat veal
because we were in France — only to be
put off the prospect by a group of loud
Americans pontificating and thumbing through their day’s purchases.

Pyrenees
→ Hikers on the
trail of the Pic du Midi
de Bigorre

A new Ryanair service has made the French pilgrimage town more accessible to the Irish.
Jim Murty discovers its magic — and the beauty of the surrounding peaks of the Pyrenees
Conception” pastilles and mints; and
candles, a six-foot one, and I did measure
myself against it... only €180.
And the traders know it: build it
and they will come, in their millions, a holy Roman Catholic army
of Irish among them, and even
more now that Ryanair has opened
up a route from Dublin to the
Tarbes-Lourdes-Pyrenees Airport
in the summer season. Click-click,
scratch-scratch, kerching-kerching:
Bridie from Waterford taps away
on her rosary beads on the plane
to France, while in front of her,
another pilgrim prays for a miracle
that her lottery card delivers all
the Ryanair steward promises. All
this before we even get to Lourdes
40km away, where you can dip

→ A room
with a terrace
at the Grand
Hotel Gallia
& Londres in
Lourdes

into the pick-and-mix of patron saints
in the shops before hitting the Grotto.
St Patrick is there to welcome us, or
at least the shop named after him is —
although, he is conspicuously absent
in the pantheon of saints and their
trinkets, among whom are the more
obscure St Expeditus, St Benoit, St Rita
and St Gilles. Thankfully, St Antoine is
there and I put my trust in him to find
my phone charger because, inevitably,
we always leave something behind,
particularly when we’ve so many holy
souvenirs to take back.
The best keepsake, of course, is improved health, and not just physical, but
spiritual as well. Or so says our guide,
who takes us around the Sanctuary
with its hospital, or care home, museum
which chronicles past miracles, and the

WEEKEND
BITES

→ The Rosary Basilica
in Lourdes

“

“

‘I

t’s to cool the poor oul divils
down below in hell.” Grandpa
McNulty’s words ring in my
ears as I flick off the holy water
from the font, as he did, and
onto the ground, in St Bernadette’s Church in Lourdes.
Grandpa McNulty never did make it
with his parish of Brockagh village, in
Donegal, to Lourdes — though he did
have his own pilgrimage to Doon Well.
And it served him well, as he lived to
the grand old age of 96.
He would visit it religiously every
year on his rusty bike and fill his empty
Guinness bottle with its holy water and
seal it with clumps of grass.
His presence may well still fill the air
at Doon Well today — it certainly did the
day Teasy, his daughter and my mum,
asked her sister if she recognised the
aroma hanging in the air and she shot
back: “Yes, spearmint tobacco smoke.”
You may have had similar tales passed
down the family, or have a granny or
grandpa who swears by the holy water
which cured their rheumatism.
It’s the candle on the mantelpiece
too, a holy water font in the doorway, a
statuette of the Virgin Mary to remind
you of another holy place shrouded in
religious mystery and history: Lourdes.
Something hangs in the air today
when we visit the baths in the Sanctuary at Lourdes where the sick and the
injured wait, sometimes for hours, to be
immersed in the restorative waters. It is
a silent hope and its spirit fills the lungs.
The rest of us must make do with
the taps around the esplanade, where
we can top up our plastic cartons to fill
those fonts in our porch.
The permanent doctor in the Sanctuary opens 40 to 50 dossiers a year
on reported cures, but there is a strict
criteria: it must be proved that there has
been no trickery and that it is beyond the
normal medical provisions of the illness.
A body of specialists compare medical
documents before and after the
cure, and then the Bishop of
Tarbes and Lourdes will authenticate it and send it to the bishop
of the diocese where the person
lives, to assure that the cure has
been complete and long-lasting.
Only 70 miracles have been
recognised over the 161 years
since a 14-year-old French
farm girl, Bernadette Soubirous, dug out a hidden spring
from the mud of the mouth
of a cave on the promptings
of Our Lady. She is everywhere in Lourdes — more,
much more, than Bernadette.
Rows and rows of Virgin
Mary statues on stalls all
across the eyeline; holy water bottles too; candy for the
kids — “I am the Immaculate

The pilgrim
prays for a
miracle, that
her Ryanair
lottery card
delivers a win

all-important Massabielle Grotto and
baths where cures are dispensed.
Monsignor Xavier speaks nine languages, he is quick to tell us, though
not perhaps Irish? We miss out on the
particular pleasure of our own Irish holy
guide the day we visit, but trust that he
has a spiel too. The Monsignor is a tall,
commanding ambassador for Lourdes,
more than comfortable saying Mass to a
gathering of 25,000 which, he proffers,
is something a parish priest would be
uncomfortable doing.
Everything about Lourdes is on a
grand scale with grand ambition: the
three basilicas (the Immaculate Conception, the Underground Basilica St Pius
X and the Lady of the Rosary), and in
St Bernadette’s Church, a prayer house
that expands to fill 35,000 worshippers.

Lourdes is open all hours for all
those who are looking for succour
and sustenance, from a 5.30am Mass
to a 9pm Torchlight Procession of
believers, some wheeled around by
helpers, some curious observers, but
all of us shuffling silently from the
Grotto of the Apparitions (where Our
Lady channelled her thoughts to Bernadette on 18 occasions), to the Notre
Dame Basilica.
And all brandishing candles (a
couple of euros donation in the box,
s’il vous plait). And when it’s all over,
an early night so you’ll be up for that
5.30am Mass, or perhaps seek out
a different type of waterhole to wet
your whistle, we are Irish — and our
party made a late-night pilgrimage to
the Munster pub around 10pm only
to find it shut.
And so we retreated for a nightcap
to the lounge bar at the old-style Grand
Hotel Gallia & Londres, where we’d
dined royally on French gastronomic

UPLIFTING
Lourdes is an intense, surreal experience; uplifting for those who leave
lighter of body and spirit, but draining
too, which traditionally is perhaps why
those early Irish visitors combined it
with a trip across the border to foodie
heaven San Sebastian.
This is a pity, and not because the
Basque Country city doesn’t have
its charms, but because you would
then miss out on the delights of the
Pyrenees, the waterfalls of Gavarnie,
the most climbed section of the Tour
de France, the Col du Tourmalet, or
views of peaks from Le 2,877 Restaurant, situated above the clouds in the
Pic du Midi.
You could bathe in the spa waters of
the Pyrenees at Les Bains du Rocher in
Cauterets, or Balnéa Thermes, in the
chocolate-box town of Loudenvielle. It
doesn’t promise you a miracle, though
neither will Lourdes, but it will give a
modern, overworked and overstressed
21st-century man and woman what
they need… healing balms, soothing,
tranquil surroundings, and escalating
warm outdoor Japanese pools that
look out onto the mountains and the
Genos-Loudenvielle lake.
The waters, whether here or in
Lourdes, wherever they spring from
or however they form, will always feel
heaven-sent. Something to contemplate then, in the late-night bar, with
the drink I have been searching for all
trip, uisce beatha.

HOW TO GET THERE:

Ryanair flies to Lourdes twice
weekly from Dublin over the summer season. Our return flights were
approximately €120, but look out for
offers. (ryanair.com)

⬤WHERE TO STAY:

— Grand Hotel Gallia & Londres,
Lourdes (hotelsvinuales.com)
— Hotel Lion d’Or, Cauterets
(hotel-cauterets.fr);
— Mercure Saint-Lary Sensoria,
Saint-Lary (mercuresensoria.com).
Average rates are €120 per night.

⬤WHAT TO DO:

Lourdes Castle: for the best views
from the hilltop of Lourdes, medieval
history, model houses and St
Bernadette among the foliage; €7.50.
(lourdes-visite.com)
Pic du Midi: on the roof of the Pyrenees (€45). Walk the skywalk and
also take in the Observatory. Stay the
night, see the sunset, watch the stars
and get up at sunrise to see an unforgettable view of the Pyrenees. A single room, all-inclusive, from €439pp
from July 1-September 15; double
room €469pp. (picdumidi.com)

Spas: Les Bains Du Rocher, Cauterets
(bains-rocher.fr); Balnéa Thermes,Loudenvielle. (balnea.fr). €18 per
spa.

⬤WHERE TO EAT:

In a town of miracles, go with fish
and loaves in the Grand Hotel Gallia’s
grand restaurant (ie. a starter of strips
of smoked salmon, fennel dill crunch,
lemon cream, and a main of cod,
contiguous to chorizo risotto with
piquillos and saffron coulis).
Les 100 Culottes, Lourdes: a chic bar
diner. Sit upstairs at a long table and

1 round or butterhead lettuce
6 eggs
1 tbsp crispy fried onions, home-made or shopbought, to garnish
For the dressing:
1 tbsp groundnut oil or other neutral-tasting oil
2 tbsp smooth or crunchy peanut butter
2 tbsp fish sauce
Juice of ½ lime
¼ tsp MSG or ½ tbsp chicken or vegetable bouillon

 Method:

1. Mix the dressing ingredients together in a small
bowl.

Fried fish curry
(Serves 2-4)
Ingredients (for the fish):
1 tsp salt
2 tbsp plain flour
1 tsp ground turmeric
¼ tsp MSG or ½ tbsp chicken or vegetable bouillon
1 whole sea bream or sea bass, or 4 basa or catfish
slices (sold frozen in Asian supermarkets)
120ml groundnut oil or other neutral-tasting oil, plus an
extra 2 tbsp

For the sauce:
4 medium onions, sliced thinly
⅓ standard tin of chopped tomatoes (about 135g)
3 fresh tomatoes, diced
1 tbsp fish sauce
¼ tsp MSG or 1tbsp chicken or vegetable bouillon

For the garnish:
2 finger chillies
Handful of coriander leaves, chopped
Rice to serve

 Method:

FACTFILE → HOTELS → TIPS

⬤

 Ingredients:

2. Separate the lettuce leaves, wash, drain
thoroughly and tear each leaf in half. Place the
torn leaves in a large salad bowl.
3. Soft boil the eggs: place room-temperature
eggs in a saucepan, cover in cold water and heat
on high until the eggs start to boil and bubble
furiously. Immediately turn the heat down to
medium and continue to simmer for another
seven minutes. Remove from heat and submerge
in cold, running water to stop the eggs cooking.
Cool, peel and quarter them.
4. Drizzle the dressing all over the lettuce leaves
and massage with your hands so the leaves
become coated and slightly wilted. Add the
cooled soft-boiled egg quarters and combine
gently to avoid breaking them up.
5. Scatter the crispy fried onions on top and serve
with plain rice or in a sandwich.

→ Irish candles in
Lourdes
attack the ‘burger de poulet et maison
frites’ or ‘chicken burger and house chips’
to you and me (it’ll be a miracle if you
finish it).
Ó Regent, Cauterets: a slice of French
Pyrenees bar life, where we joined the
locals in standing and singing La Marseillaise before the French rugby final.
Le 2,877: the highest restaurant in Europe, up the Pic du Midi.
La Grange Restaurant, Saint-Lary.
For more information, see en.lourdesinfotourisme.com; lourdes-france.org and

tourisme-hautes-pyrenees.com

1. Mix the salt, flour, turmeric and MSG
in a large dish, then add the fish. Turn
the fish over in the seasonings, making
sure it is thoroughly coated. Heat the
120ml of oil in a wok or large frying
pan over a high heat until sizzling,
then carefully add the fish. Fry
for two to three minutes
on each side. Remove
the fish using a slotted
spoon and set to one
side on a dish.
2. In the same wok,
heat the remaining
two tablespoons of
oil over a high heat
and add the sauce
ingredients. Fry for five
minutes, tossing and stir-

ring regularly. Turn the heat down to
medium-high and continue to fry for
another 10
minutes. Add the fish and the
chillies, and toss gently in the
sauce. Dish up on a platter,
scatter the coriander leaves
on top and serve with
steamed rice.

MiMi Aye

Mandalay: Recipes and
Tales from a Burmese
Kitchen by MiMi Aye,
photography by Cristian
Barnett, is published by
Bloomsbury, priced €36.40

