
ROUTE 5// Tarbes, Lourdes and Cauterets

This interesting route journeys through some of the most relevant places in the Hautes-Pyrénées 
department. Tarbes, its dynamic capital, welcomes you to visit its attractions, such as the Massey Gardens, 
Notre-Dame Cathedral and the Haras National. Lourdes, one of the most important Marian pilgrimage 
sites in the world, suprises visitors with its esplanade and basilicas, the grotto where the miraculous 
apparitions took place and its magnificent castle. Finally, to the south, Cauterets is the gateway to Pont 
d’Espagne, a spectacular natural beauty spot and departure point for many hiking trails. 

DAY 1

Tarbes

Urban area 

Tarbes is the capital of the French department of Hautes-Pyrénées. It is a modern commercial city located in a unique 

setting, facing the highest peaks of the Central Pyrenees mountain chain.

The tour starts in the historic quarter, in Place de Verdun, the hub from which the city’s main arteries radiate. Adorned 

by two beautiful fountains, this square is a dynamic space filled with businesses and restaurants and lined by beautiful 

buildings that reflect a prosperous past.

The Cathedral of Notre-Dame de la Sède is an exceptional work in a transitional style between the Romanesque and 

Gothic, remodelled between the 18th and 19th centuries. Nearby is the birthplace of Marshal Foch, today turned into 

a pretty museum. Further to the west is the Museum of Deportation and Resistance and the old building that houses 

the Préfecture or administration of the Hautes-Pyrenées department. And without leaving the western part, a little to 

the south is the most famous equestrian establishment in France, the Haras National or National Stud Farm, founded by 

Napoleon in 1806.

Returning to the centre, in the very heart of the city is the large green space known as the Massey Gardens. Very close to 

here is the the site of the former Carmelite convent, Le Carmel, the church of which is now an important art exhibition 

space. To the south is the smart shopping area where the Church of Saint Jean and beautiful examples of architecture 

such as the town hall and the Théâtre des Nouveautés are found.

Finally, we move on to the east side to visit the Place Marcadieu, with its bustling covered market and site of the beau-

tiful Fountain of the Four Valleys.

Interesting site:

Massey Museum (International Hussar Museum)

Museum of Deportation and Resistance

Marshal Foch’s Birthplace Museum

Pyrenees National Park Museum

Haras Nacional (National Stud Farm)



Interesting site:

www.tarbes.fr

www.tarbes-tourisme.fr

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es

Religious architecture in Tarbes 

Cathedral of Notre-Dame de la Sède: 

Built over the site of a medieval graveyard, the cathedral shows a transition from the Romanesque to the Gothic styles. It 

was later remodelled according to Baroque principles, which is particularly evident in the interior where there is a circular 

baldacchino over the high altar and a wealth of marble used in the decoration of the floor, high altar and main doorway. 

This is where Saint Vincent de Paul was ordained.

Church of Saint Jean: 

The origins of this church go back to the Middle Ages, with the beautiful tracery found in the doorway and windows 

dating from that period. A feature of the church is the squat, square bell tower built in the 17th century. The highly remo-

delled interior has a beautiful Baroque altarpiece decorated with large painted tableaux.

Church of Sainte Thérèse: 

This church stands on one side of the busy Place Marcadieu. It has a simple layout with a single nave and robust brick 

bell tower at the front end of the church, all of which features a simple Gothic style. Its only ornamentation can be found 

in the tracery around the windows of the tower and in the apse.

Interesting site:

www.tarbes.fr

www.tarbes-tourisme.fr

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es

Museums in Tarbes

Massey Museum (International Hussar Museum):

This museum is housed in a beautiful mid-19th-century building standing at one end of the Massey Gardens. The mu-

seum has one of the most complete and interesting collections related to the light cavalry regiments that were known as 

Hussars. More than 17,000 objects comprising uniforms, accessories and perfectly restored equipment introduce visitors 

into this appealing and little known part of military history.

Opening hours:

16 October - 14 April: 10am to 12 noon and 2pm to 5pm.

15 April - 15 October: 10am to 7pm.

Closed on Tuesdays

Museum of Deportation and Resistance: 

This museum is devoted to the disseminating the story and perserving the memory of people who suffered from de-

portation and French resistance fighters who gave their lives for freedom during the different conflicts that have taken 

place in history. Since the museum opened its doors in 1989, it has had three roles – exhibition, education and research, 

making it a truly dynamic institution.

Opening hours:

Monday to Friday - 8.30am to 12 noon and 2pm to 5.30pm.



Marshal Foch’s Birthplace Museum 

This is located in the historic quarter of Tarbes. The house is an excellent example of the building style that predominated 

in the Bigorre region during the 18th century. It is a small but interestng museum that explains the life of this French 

marshal by means of a large number of personal and family mementos.

Opening hours:

Wednesday to Monday – 10am to 12 noon and 2pm to 5pm.

Closed on Tuesdays.

Pyrenees National Park Museum 

This museum is housed in a beautiful edifice built by Achille Fould, a minister under Emperor Napoleon III. It showcases 

the wealth of plant and animal life that is protected within the bounds of the Pyrenees National Park, undeniably one of 

the most beautiful and interesting natural spaces in southern Europe.

Located in the locality of Saint-Lary Soulan, this museum allows visitors to discover the most beautiful representative 

of Pyrenean wildlife through an attractive exhibition, film and, naturally, by observing a member of the species, Bingo, 

a resident of the place.

More information:

Massey Museum (International Hussar Museum)

Museum of Deportation and Resistance

Marshal Foch’s Birthplace Museum

Pyrenees National Park Museum

Interesting site:

www.tarbes.fr

www.tarbes-tourisme.fr

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es

Massey Gardens:

A gardener from Versailles named Placide Massey bought this estate in the mid 19th century. He soon began to lay out a 

large English-style botanical garden which, over time has become one of the most important symbols of the city.

The park contains an abundant and varied collection of plants comprising both native species and exotics brought here 

from all over the world. Two lakes, a children’s playground, a small zoo and the remains of the beautiful cloister from the 

Abbey of Saint-Sever-de-Rustan complete this attractive complex.

At the northern end of the park is the magnificent mansion that Massey built with the intention of housing a natural 

history museum. It is now the home of the International Hussar Museum, with one of the world’s most extensive and 

complete collections of objects associated with these light cavalry regiments.

More information:

Massey Museum (International Hussar Museum)

Interesting site:

www.tarbes.fr

www.tarbes-tourisme.fr

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es



National Stud Farm and Marshal Foch statue

Haras Nacional (National Stud Farm):

Tarbes is famous for its rich equestrian culture, which has made it into one of the leading centres in its field in southern 

Europe. The Haras National is located to the west of the city centre in an 8-hectare park where horses can be ridden. The 

precinct contains beautiful buildings, among which is the Maison du Cheval or horse museum, where historical collec-

tions related to the supply of horses to the cavalry are on display. A blacksmith’s shop and an exhibit of historic saddles 

and carts complete the installations.

Equestrian Statue of Marshal Foch:

On a roundabout located a stone’s throw away from the Haras National is a statue of Marshal Foch mounted on his horse 

Marboré. It was placed there in 1934 to honour a figure considered to be one of the city’s most illustrous sons.

Interesting site:

www.tarbes.fr

www.tarbes-tourisme.fr

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es

Other places of interest

Town Hall:

This beautiful Neoclassic building was erected in 1904 as a symbol of the French Republic. An outstanding feature is 

its strict symmetry and balanced proportions, resulting in a harmonious architectural design that has no need for rich 

ornamentation.

Le Carmel: 

Close to the Cathedral of Notre-Dame de la Sède is this simple bulding that was once a Carmelite convent, built in the 

second half of the 19th century after this religious order established a presence in the city. It is currently being used as 

one of the city’s major art spaces. 

Théâtre des Nouveautés: 

This Italian-style theatre was built in 1885. Its sombre façade offers no indication of its harmonious interior decorated 

with friezes, bronze statues and caryatids. Refurbished in 2011, it currently plays an important part in the city’s cultural 

agenda.

Place Marcadieu:

Not far from the River Adour is this lively commercial space with its beautiful covered market. The building dates from 

1883 and reflects the taste for industrial architecture existing at the time. Before it stands the Fountain of the Four Valleys 

(1892-1897), in which a large sculpture symbolises the natural wealth of the Pyrenees with its towns and valleys.

Interesting site:

www.tarbes.fr

www.tarbes-tourisme.fr

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es



Day 2

Lourdes 

The sanctuaries

Occupying a relatively small area in the town of Lourdes is one of the most important Marian pilgrimage sites in the 

world, which attracts more than six million visitors each year.

After the Virgin Mary’s miraculous apparitions to the shepherdess Bernadette Soubirous in 1858, Lourdes began to gain 

in importance as a religious site, becoming a place of pilgrimage in which the number of visitors increased greatly year 

after year. The architect Hyppolite Durand designed an ambitious architectural project that involved the construction 

of the first of three great churches, the Basilica of the Immaculate Conception, between 1866 and 1872. This beautiful 

Gothic revival building would rise above the crypt and the grotto where the apparitions took place. In addition to the 

strong vertical lines of the church, it also has beautiful stained glass windows.

However the huge numbers of pilgrims visiting the site meant that the places of worship soon had to be enlarged. 

The Basilica of Our Lady of the Rosary, also known as the Rosary Basilica, is found at the foot of the Basilica of the 

Immaculate Conception. This church was designed in the Neo-Byzantine style and laid out as a Greek cross, with 15 

chapels opening out from it and decorated by the artist Giandomenico Facchina with beautiful mosaics depicting the 15 

mysteries of the rosary. Another feature is the large central dome that is completely covered in mosaics and perforated 

by many round windows.

Finally, on the other side of the square is the underground Basilica of Saint Pius X. Consacrated in 1958, it is a master-

piece in reinforced concrete with an open floor plan that gives the impression of an upturned ship. It is 191 metres long 

and 61 metres wide.

Visiting hours: 

Basilicas of the Immaculate Conception and Our Lady of the Rosary: open 24 hours, every day of the year. 

Basilica of Saint Pius X: consult at the tourist information centre.

Free admission.

Interesting site:

www.lourdes-infotourisme.com

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es

www.musee-de-cire-lourdes.com

www.musees-lourdes.com

The grotto 

The events that turned Lourdes into the second most important destination for Christian pilgrimage after Rome took 

place in February 1858. At that time Bernadette Soubirous, daughter of a humble family and suffering from cholera 

and tuberculosis, was gathering wood near the grotto when the Virgin Mary appeared to her for the first of seventeen 

times. Years later Bernadette would enter the Convent of Saint Gildard in Nevers, where she died in 1879, with her body 

remaining incorrupt.

To the right of the basilicas, next to the River Gave, is the Grotto of Massabielle, the place where Bernadette had her first 

vision. There is a statue of the Virgin Mary carved in white marble by the artist Joseph-Hugues Fabisch in 1861 and an 

altar. The miraculous spring is found at the back of the grotto. 



More information:

Gemmail Museum

Interesting site:

www.lourdes-infotourisme.com

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es

www.musee-de-cire-lourdes.com

www.musees-lourdes.com

Castle 

On the hill that dominates the town stands this fortress with origins dating back before the year 778. It has changed 

hands many times over the centuries. It was the residence of the Counts of Bigorre in the 11th and 12th centuries. It 

came under English control for a number of decades in the 14th century. It was turned into a royal prison in the 17th 

century, and into a state prison after the French Revolution, which it remained until the early 20th century. It has housed 

the Pyrenean Museum since 1921 and is considered one of the most important museums in the region. The castle was 

designated an historical monument of France in 1933.

More information:

Museo Pyrénéen

Interesting site:

www.chateaufort-lourdes.fr

www.lourdes-infotourisme.com

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es

www.musee-de-cire-lourdes.com

www.musees-lourdes.com

Bétharram Caves 

Located near the locality of Saint-Pé-de-Bigorre, these caves were discovered in 1819 by a group of shepherds. A century 

later, after a difficult labour of excavation and study, they were opened to the public. They form the largest cave system 

in France and the second largest in Europe.

Owing to the huge variety of aspects and different formations they contain, these caves became an exceptional example 

that contributed to the knowledge on the development of almost all the dead and live caves in the world. The caves are 

made up of five different stacked galleries carved out at different times by the waters of an underground river. Stalactites, 

stalagmites, potholes and a host of other features make this a very attractive underground visit. The guided tour involves 

walking and a boat and train ride.

Interesting site:

www.betharram.com

www.lourdes-infotourisme.com

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es



Cauterets 

Cauterets is located 30 kilometres to the south of Lourdes. The journey passes through Argèles-Gazost, a popular resort 

and spa town. Argèles-Gazost has an attractive old town in which there are a number of buildings dating from the 16th 

and 17th century. Perched high to the north is the 16th century Vieuzac Castle, and to the south stands Ourout Castle, 

dating from the 15th and 16th centuries.

Cuaterets is an idyllic village located in an incomparable setting, lying as it does at the foot of the stone walls formed 

by some of the highest peaks in the Pyrenees. The village is a major spa resort, with waters rich in sulphur and sodium 

sulphate that were known to the Romans and renowned in the Middle Ages.

A walk through its streets delights visitors with well-kept 19th century buildings, such as the town hall and casino. Other 

sights include the narrow Gothic revival church and the unusual railway station built completely out of wood.

A few kilometres away from Cauterets is Pont d’Espagne. This is a spectacular natural space that forms a gateway to the 

Pyrenees Natural Park. From here, there are limitless options available to hikers. These range from the simplest walks, 

such as the waterfall route or the trail leading to Lake Gaube, to more complex ones leading to alpine areas, climbing 

some of the surrounding peaks, such as the majestic Mount Vignemale.

The Pont d’Espagne visitors’ centre welcomes all comers and offers all sorts of information that will serve to plan a day 

of hiking.

More information:

Museo 1900

Interesting site:

www.cauterets.com

www.turismo-midi-pyrenees.es

www.parc-animalier-pyrenees.com


