FRANCE    PYRENEES

A Canoeing River Guide by Simon Dawson

River


Grade


Star

Quality

1.
Arac


2-3


3

2.
Gave d Aspe

3


3

3.
Garbet

2(5)


2?

4.
Ger


3-5


4

5.
Gave de Larrau
4


4-5

6.
Gave de Mauleon
2-3


3-4

7.
Neste d Aure

2-3


2

8.
Gave de Nive

2-3


3-4

9.
Gave d Ossau

2(4)


2, (4 if access improved)

10.
L Ouzom

3


3

11.
Gave de Pau

2(3)


3

12.
Salat (upper)

3-4


3

Salat (lower)

2


2

Notes (and Disclaimer)

This guide was written in the early 80s, after a series of Royal Navy trips to the Pyrenees. We found it to be an excellent destination for a club type trip, for people at an improving beginner and intermediate level who wanted to improve their skills on white water. The are lots of rivers at the Washburn/Dee at Llangollen/Trywryn level, and a quite a few that are easier and harder than that.

Please note that

1.
This is not a complete guide, simply a list of what we found in three years of trips. There may be many others rivers equally as good.

2.
A lot may have changed after 15 years. The French are very good at building hydro-electric power stations on good canoieng rivers.

3.
We used the old fashioned 4 metre kayaks, which were ver good at covering the distance. Some of the longer/flatter  rivers which were very pleasant for us may be a bit of a slog in modern, sluggish playboats.

The main advantage of the Pyrenees is the climate, which (at Easter) was like the UK in mid June. Sometimes damp, cool and overcast, but sometimes quite hot and sunny. It made the canoeing much more pleasant than Scotland at the same time of year, and the evening social life of French pavement cafes was much nicer as well. Not all campsites or tourist facilities will be fully open, but there should be enough.

If you have time, then a couple of days surfing in Brittany, or on the Atlantic coast near Brest (try Mimizan Plages) is good value, and breaks up a long journey. Depending on where you live in the UK, then consider carefully which ferry to use. Portsmouth St Malo (or even Plymouth-Roscoff) may be a better bet than through Dover.

ARAC

Small technical grade 2-3. 4km.

Access. 
Gravel parking space in centre of Buleix. Easy access.

River. 
Narrow steepish grade 2, 3 when high. Good for novice training if they  have reasonable control of canoes. Recce very carefully (road beside river)  for fallen trees.

Exit.
Left bank just below confluence with Salat (400 yards above first dam).

GAVE D ASPE

Pleasant 2-3. Good intermediate training. 

Access.
By quarry south of junction of N134 with D918. 10km south of Oleron.

River.
Simple grade 3 fall above access point. Pleasant fairly narrow grade 2  until dam 1km below St Christau bridge. Second dam (normally unshootable) 500  yards on. River then improves, with many good grade 2-3 falls.

Exit.
Left bank above weir in Oleron.

GARBET

Access.
Below a bridge reached by taking a right turn from the D32 1km from  Les Escales.

River.
Grade 2 with a couple of technical falls near start and finish. 2km  from start is a steep fall only possible in flood (grade 5), just after a  right hand bend.

Exit.
Turn off the D32 onto a small track about 2km upstream of Oust and  follow the track 100 yards to river.

GER 

Access.
Go along the D618 from St Girons to Henne Morte. Just above weir at  Henne go through gap in fence just before road reaches small cottage and dog kennels.

River.
Grade 3-4 in low water, possibly 5 in flood. Weir has chute on right.  Another short steep fall after 200 yds, recce from road. River then swings  away from road. The Ger is a steep narrow twisting river with some  interesting big drops up to 6ft high. Take bank support equipment, and recce  falls carefully before shooting. Biggest falls are 500 yards after leaving  road. Beware trees.

Exit.
Decrepit bridge from road to field below Henne Morte where river rejoins road.

GAVE DE LARRAU

Exhilarating continous grade 3-4, possibly 5 in flood.

Access.
Road alongside river, many access points. The normal put-in point is  just below the Inn at Laugibar. 

River.
Continous grade 3, 4 in flood. Narrow, fairly shallow and fast flowing, making rescue of swimmers easy but rescue of drifting canoes difficult. A bank support party with vehicles is reccomended for large parties. Best bits are  the slalom site 1.5km below the start, and Annes Folly (a steep winding grade  4 fall with a loopable stopper when in flood). Inspect the folly by a small  gravel car park about 1.5 km above the hydro outlet.     The river widens below the Folly and the confluence with the Uhaitxa,  becoming big bouncy grade 2-3. Weir at Licq normally unshootable.

Exit.
River beside road most of the way. Normal exit is on right bank, by a  small meadow 1km above Licq or on the left bank 50yds above the bridge in  Licq.

GAVE DE MAULEON

Initially wide grade 2. 3 possibly shootable weirs. Good long grade 3-4 fall and long winding grade 2 gorge at end.

Access.
Beside road 2km above Grotein.

River.
Initially wide winding grade 2. Three weirs vary between easy and  dangerous depending on water level. No access from road so get out of canoes  to recce before shooting. Good long grade 3 fall (4 in high water) and 1km of  winding narrow gorge just above Mauleon.

Exit.
Left bank 100yds below bridge at Mauleon.

NESTE D AURE. 

Access.
Above the D929 bridge 1 km above Guchen.

River.
A shallow grade 2 above Cadeac. Dam at Cadeac has canoeists chute on  right. Keep clear of main sluice which opens at 5kg overpressure. Pleasant  grade 3 below Cadeac.

Exit.
Campsite in Arreau.

GAVE DE NIVE

1. Below St Jean Pied de Port

Access/Exit.
Road alongside river all of way. Pick your own after recce.

River.
Pleasant grade 2 with good grade 3 gorge sections. Best bits are the  Petit Gorge (start at footbridge 2km below St Jean, exit Aguerra), and the  section from 4km above the rail bridge (4km above Eyharce) down to the fall  just below the bridge.

2. Above St Jean

Access/Exit.
Road alongside river. Recce gorge section 2-3km above St Michel  and decide on access and exit points depending on trees in river.

River.
Interesting and enjoyable small gorge only 5ft wide in places. Falls up to 4ft. Best shot in a bat, but easily possible in a normal canoe. Bank  support advisable for rescues. Great fun.

GAVE D OSSAU

Long grade 1-2 (10km), followed by short steep grade 4 fall, and 2 km of  grade 3.

Access.
Go through Busy (10km east of Oleron) and follow the narrow winding  road down to a hydro-scheme outlet. Get on below the outlet, or where the road passes close to the river about 1km upstream.

River.
Grade 2-3 above hydro scheme, then 10km of winding grade 1-2. One km  below a stone bridge the river drops unexpectedly into a narrow steep grade 4  chute. Lots of technical break outs on both sides for the experts, and a fun  stopper at the bottom. Beware trees. Below this fall is 2km of bouncy 2-3. The dam halfway down has a canoeists  chute on the left, but a concealed sluice to left of chute.

Exit.
The exit used by the RN in 1983 was on the right bank above the first  weir in Oleron, through the garden of the last house in the town. This house  being rebuilt in 83, and new owners may not have same attitude to canoeists.

Note.
To greatly improve this trip by missing out the early long flat section, find the stone bridge above the grade 4  fall and get on there.

L OUZOM

Access.
Road beside river above La Herrere.

River.
Easy but technical grade 3 providing pleasant paddling for improving  novices.

Exit.
Calibet, at the start of the one way system.

GAVE DE PAU

1. Chickens Gullet Section

Wide grade 2 for 3.5km with excellent grade 3 at end.

Access.
The RN obtained access from the campsite at Rieulhes (1km above St Pe  de Bigorre) when camping there. If not using campsite look for access between  Rieulhes and St Pe.

River.
Wide simple grade 2. One shallow fall by-passing hydro scheme just  above St Pe. After 3.5km river leads into the Chickens Gullet, a 300yd steep  gorge section with water similar to the Trweryn. Recce at garage 3km below St  Pe. Good training stopper at bottom of falls just below bridge.

Exit.
Right bank immediately below Chickens Gullet bridge.

Note.
Before 1981 this trip was continued downstream past Rogers Rognon (a  favourite rapid of many Naval expeditions), and exited at the bridge at the  eastern end of Lestelle Betheram. The Rognon has now been replaced by a dam with a canoeists shoot. This has not yet been paddled by the RN but is worth a recce. There is also a weir at the Betheram bridge which is shootable in  medium to high water.

2. Pau Weir.

Access.
Pau Canoe Club. From Pau cross the Bridge d Espagne, first left, then left again down a small side road, and turn left back underneath the bridge. Follow the road round into the canoe club.

River.
Wide broken weir giving 50 yards of standing waves and a couple of  stoppers. Permanent slalom course rigged, but not very exciting course.

SALAT

1. Upper Salat. *

Access.
Below small tree trunk bridge just below Espalots

River.
To Moulin-Lauga the river is grade 3-4, possibly 5 in flood. Steep and  rocky requiring concentration, but choice of route normally obvious. Below  Moulin-Louga pleasant grade 3, good novice training.

Exit.
Road alongside river after Moulin-Louga.

2. Lower Salat.

Simple grade 2. A few weirs. 6km.

Access.
Left bank just below confluence with Arac (400 yards above dam).

River.
Wide simple grade 2, 3 in flood. Level controlled by dam 400 yards  below access. Portage dam on right bank. Many weirs below Lacourt, some  unshootable unless low water.

Exit.
Many exit points on both banks.
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