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Playground of the

Biarritz has become famed over the years as a
favourite haunt of the rich and famous and as
Mary Johnston discovers the French coastal resort

still has that certain je ne sais quoi

(ORE than 50 years ago my
parents visited Biarritz, 5t Jean
de Luz and San Sebastian. Back
in the [ifties they were the
chicest resorts in Europe, ‘A
millionaire’s paradise’ is how my mum
described this beautiful part of the world
where | knew | would be walking in the
footsteps of my beloved parents.
Alter a short flight from Dublin we arrived at
the tiny Biarritz International Airport. Be-
cause it's small, you're in and out rather
swiltly.
We stayed in the former summer home of
Napoleon and his Empress Eugenie. | turned
chocolatiere for the day. And at last under-
stood the hype about French cuisine.
The live star Hotel du Palais sits majestically
overlooking the Atlantic Ocean and not for
nothing is it listed among "The Leading Hotels
of the World'. Its €12 million Imperial spa was
deemed "Best Hotel Spa in Europe’ by the Eu-
ropean press and the Rotonde restaurant is
Michelin starred, so it has plenty to commend
it. Needless to say, it doesn't come cheap but
they have a reputation to retain and its exclu-
sivity is part of the appeal to its well-heeled
guests, My magnificent bedroom had a full
ocean view, interactive TV, adjoining dressing
room and Carrera marble en suite. Of course,
| meant to try out the fitness centre with its
resident instructor, the power plate and the
enormous indoor swimming pool and Jacuzzi,
but with so much gourmet eating to be expe-
rienced and so many fine wines to check, |
only had time left for spa treatments = | can
highly recommend them and the very profes-
sional team. The only slight set-back was that
the therapist was so beautiful, it was intimi-
dating,
Among the culinary delights | tried were oys-
ters in cauliflower gelee, Dorado Meuniere,
roast breast of duck with pommes Gaufrettes
and macaroons to rival my previous best from
Laduree in Paris. The ultimate seal of ap-
proval must be that celebrated chef Alain
Ducasse, with a choice from every top venue
in France, opted to hold his wedding recep-
tion here. The Hotel du Palais combines the
opulent charm of a bygone era with all the re-
quirements of the contemporary traveller,
Victor Hugo prayed that Biarritz would never
become fashionable but the Palais guesthook
shows his prayers weren'l answered. Almost
every crowned head of Europe has been cap-
tivated by its magic and the world's aristoc-
racy followed. The hotel was destroyed by
fire in 1903, but was soon rebuilt, bigger and
better. Among previous guests are names like
Charlie Chaplin, Ernest Hemingway, Bing
Crosby, Gary Cooper, Frank Sinatra, Ava Gar-
diner, Aristotle Onassis and Jayne Mansfield.
The Duke and Duchess of Windsor were regu-
lars. Michelle Pleiffer adored every minute of
her stay while filming Colette’s Cherie and
Jude Law lapped up the luxury during a shoaot
for Christian Dior's Pour L'homme. The dis-
cerning traveller's desire for that unique

band of movie star Deborah Kerr) introduced
surfing to Europe in Biarritz in 1957, We en-
joyed a lovely lunch at La Socket Biarritz Golf
Training Centre overlooking the ocean.
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where, was at a little restaurant called L'Ate- o - T -
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from the Hotel du Palais. I'd suggest you make ' -
a reservation beforehand and guarantee it will - e TN |y gy
be a gastro highlight of your visit. One high- =i .
light of mine was being trained by Master - d
Chocolatier M. Serge Couzigou to make my

very own bars of chocolate and being allowed

to take them home, The heavenly Planete
Musee du Chocolat, Biarritz is open for visils
all year round. You can taste and buy. An-
other worthwhile place to check out is the
vast market where the variety of fresh vegeta-
bles, fish, cheese and fois gras makes you ———
wanl to organise a party. :
You should also take the 15 minute drive into
St Jean de Luz, an extremely pretty little lish-
ing town with some lovely shops and cafes
and the church where Louis XIV married
Marie-Therese from neighbouring Spain in
1660, It was there | realised the relevance ol
the lovely little sallor suits mum had brought
back for my brother and me in the [ifties. The
entire Basque region is accessible in a matter
of days and the scenery resembles parts of
Ireland. 1 loved the little village of Sare where
we were treated with enormous warmth to a
delicious lunch by the owners of Lastiry a line
bar/restaurant with six bedrooms overlooking
the surrounding mountains. | even got Mon-
sieur Echeverria lo speak some Basque,
which is like no other language on earth. The
Pays Basque has [irst class camping lacilities
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"Among previous
guests are names like
Charlie Chaplin,
Ernest Hemingway,
Bing Crosby, Gary
Cooper, Frank
Sinatra, Ava Gardiner,
Aristotle Onassis and

for thousands of families, hundreds of hotels
to suit every budget, lively night life and is a
place that takes time to offer itself to the visi-
tor, The people are friendly and proud to tell
you about their history, art, culture and tradi-
ticn.

B Hotel du Palais Biarritz Tel: 0033 (0) 559
41 6400 www.hotel-du-palais.com

Hotel Lastiry www.hotel-lastiry.com
www.latelierbiarritz.com

Info on accommeodation: camping, farm-
house, hotels and villas www.biarritz-reser-
vation.com Biarritz.tourisme@biarritz.fr

sense of class should ensure a future as leg-
endary as its past. On his signed photo in one
of the hotel salons, Henry Fonda wrote ‘Excel-
lent as always'. I they'd asked me, I'd have
agreed,

There are lots of affordable eateries all
around Biarritz to cater for every palate, long
beaches and great walks. Go for a coffee or
tea and patisseries to Miramont on the Place
George Clemenceau, Established in 1872,
kings and queens have enjoyed infusions in
its rather stalely premises. The two most pop-
ular sports in Biarritz are goll and surfing, not
forgetting le rugby. In fact Peter Viertel (hus-

Jayne Mansfield. The
Duke and Duchess of
Windsor were
regulars”

Where to stay and where to eat on a visit to the resort

Where to stay |

B Hotel du Palais. 1 Avenue
de I'lmpératrice. 00-33-5- |
59416400, www.hotel-du-
palais.com. The grandest hotel
in Biarritz, this offers old-style
glamour and service, with
amenities that include an
outdoor saltwater pool, a
full-service Guerlain spa and

La Rotunde gourmet
réestaurant, with spectacular
views of the Atlantic and the
Grand Plage. Rooms start at
about €400, although it’s worth
looking out for offers and
packages. Even if you're not
staying, it’s worth going in for a
drink, just to experience the
opulence of the place. |
B Grand Tonic Hotel. 58 '
Avenue Edouard VII, 00-33-5- |
59245858, www.biarritz- |
hotels.com, Beautiful art-deco

hotel a block back from the
Grand Plage. Only 63 rooms,
and with the feel of a boutique
hotel. Attractive, stylish
bedrooms. Rates from €295,
though check for offers.

M Hotel de la Marine. 1 Rue
des Goélands, 00-33-5-
59243409, www.hotel-
lamarine-biarritz.com, There
are several two- and three-star
hotels around the lively
old-port area, and thisoneis |
simple and well located. Prices
from €43 per room; breakfast
served in your room is €6.

Where to eat

|
r
. Chez Albert, Allée Port des :
Pécheurs, 00-33-5-59244384, [

www.chezalbert.fr. Great,
atmospheric location in the old
port, with tables outside.
Famous for its seafood -

St Pierre au sel de Guérande
(salted John Dory) is a
signature dish, The menu
ranges from simply grilled
sardines to giant seafood
platters. Expect to pay about

. €40 per person. As with most

French restaurants, don't be
caught out by the opening
times. Lunch 12.15-2pm; dinner
7.30-10pm (llpm at weekends).
B Le Bar Basque. 1 Rue Port
Vieux, 00-33-5-59246092, The
old port is the liveliest part of
town, with many small
restaurants and bars, and it's
the place to hang out, especially
at the weekend. This bar comes
highly recommended by locals,
who go for its relaxed
- atmosphere, excellent tapas
and jugs of sangria,
M L'Atelier. 18 Rue de la
Bergerie,00-33-5-59220937,
www.latelierbiarritz.com. Well
worth the 10-minute walk from
the centre of town to Quartier
5t Charles, a quiet residential
neighbourhood. Run by Isabelle
and Alexandre Bousquet, a
young couple who serve a
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sophisticated menu that shows
great inventiveness with local
ingredients, such as the pink

. trout tartare. Everything is
' home-made, from the delicious
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bread to the ice ¢cream. The
small, beautifully decorated
restaurant is perfect for a
romantic meal. Expect to pay
about €45 per person,

B Miremont. Place Georges
Clemenceau, 00-33-5-
59240138, www.miremont-
biarritz.com. A visit to a
traditional patisserie is a must;
you'll be drawn in by the
exquisite window displays of
Jjewel-like cakes and biscuits.
This one is a classic; it opened
in 1872 and doesn’t appear to
have changed much since then.
Have a hot chocolate and a

' macaroon upstairs in the

beautiful pink salon.



