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black-walled chambers of Louise of 
Lorraine, who spent her final years 
mourning the death of her beloved 
Henry III, are filled with mementos 
and macabre tapestries, embellished 
with the skull-and-crossbones. 

Meanwhile a 60-metre-long 
chequerboard floor, which still 
sweeps through the Grande Galerie, 
once bore witness to a string of 
sophisticated parties. Outside, the 
formal gardens pay homage to two 
of France’s most formidable females, 
with Catherine’s garden on one side 
of the estate and Diane’s on the other. 

40 miles west of Chenonceau 
lies Château d’Ussé, the inspiration 
for Charles Perrault’s Sleeping 
Beauty. Emerging from the Chinon 
forest, the castle’s Gothic turrets 
and picture-perfect chimneys soar 
above its formal terraced gardens. 
The château’s pièce de résistance, 
they were designed by celebrated 
landscape artist Andre Le Nôtre, who 
created the gardens at Versailles. 

Amid the flowerbeds and lemon 
trees sits the estate’s tiny-but-
charming chapel. Close by, two 
Lebanese cedars stand tall – a gift 
from the famous poet René de 
Chateaubriand to the duchess of 
Duras. When he died in 1848, it’s 
believed she stopped all of the clocks 
in the castle. Underground, in the 
octagonal dungeon, iconic scenes 
from Sleeping Beauty come to life, 
with statues of the wicked Carabosse, 
Prince Charming and Aurora’s famed 
fairy godmothers.

Before leaving Loire Valley, the 
avant-garde Château de Montsoreau 
beckons. A shining example of 
French Renaissance architecture, it 
was also one of the first châteaux 
designed for pleasure rather than 
defence. Built in 1450, it housed 
a 17-metre-long ceremonial hall, 
punctuated by five enormous 
windows and two fireplaces.

Having inspired artists for 
centuries, from Rodin to Turner, 
in 2016 the castle was reborn as 

a museum of contemporary art. 
Housing Philippe Méaille’s private 
collection, it boasts the world’s largest 
selection of works from the Art & 
Language collective. Exhibitions 
unfold in a range of mediums, such 
as paintings, sculptures, drawings, 
installations and videos, exploring 
the fusion of intellectual ideas and 
concerns with the creation of art.

Over 300 miles south of Loire 
Valley, the fortified walls of Château 
du Sailhant cling elegantly to a 
volcanic spur, suspended high above 
the carpeted forest below. Begun in 
the 10th century, the imposing walls 
were crafted from locally-sourced 
grey lava stone – as were the castle’s 
sky-piercing turreted towers.
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During the Hundred Years’ War, 
the formidable fortress, which is only 
accessible from one moated side, 
became hotly contested, bouncing 
between the English and the French. 
Today, the château is owned by 
architect Joseph Pell Lombardi, who 
oversaw a decade-long, sympathetic 
restoration. The salon has been 
returned to its former glory – 
complete with Louis XIII chairs and 
velvet-topped games tables, as well 
as an original 16th-century fireplace. 
In the kitchen, blue-and-white tiles 
adorn walls hung with huge copper 
pans, while the library houses 
elaborately hand-carved wooden 
desks and chairs.

Around 400 miles away, close to 
the Swiss border, Haut-Kœnigsbourg 
reveals itself. Perched high atop an 

enormous forested hill, amid a sea 
of dark green, the magnificent red-
brick complex blossoms over the 
landscape. Impossibly impenetrable 
and all-seeing, Haut-Kœnigsbourg 
offers not only stunning panoramic 
views across the Vosges Mountains 
and Black Forest, all the way to the 
Alps, but a glimpse into France’s 
tumultuous past. The castle was built 
760 metres above the Alsace Plain in 
1147, embodying the immortal ethos 
of location, location, location. After 
its destruction, it was rebuilt by the 
Tierstiens – who beefed it up with 
anti-artillery defences.

However, when it was ruined 
again during the Thirty Years’ 
War, it remained abandoned for 
two centuries, until finally being 
renovated by the occupying Kaiser 
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Wilhelm II of Germany – to whom it 
symbolised a lost period of German 
supremacy. Every inch of the castle 
is packed with a magnetism of 
nostalgic melodrama, drawing guests 
over the imposing drawbridge, 
towards its immaculate spiral 
staircases, apartments dripping in 
Old World opulence and assorted 
medieval instruments of war. A 
journey to the top of the grand 
bastion presents the finest viewpoint 
of them all, overseeing the castle’s 
courtyard, armoury, inn, mill and 
many corridors of intrigue. 
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