
T he sight of castles and cathedrals, even in ruins, easily 
conjures fanciful histories of gallant knights in gleaming 
armor, lords and ladies holding court and monks 
laboring on beautifully illuminated manuscripts. If you 
know your history, those images may be augmented 

with some of the harsher reality of the times. Yet gazing upon these 
towering achievements, representing the foundation of our own 
modern history, never fails to impress. 

After the fall of the Roman Empire and ensuing the Dark Ages, 
rapidly shifting paradigms across Europe encouraged the rise of both 
a feudal nobility as well as the Christian church. Ushering in the 
medieval era, this consolidation of wealth and power led to an age of 
monumental building and gave many cities and countries their familiar 
shapes and character. 

We’ve compiled itineraries showcasing some of the most interest-
ing, authentic and well-preserved medieval sites across the continent. 
In this first installment, we take a look at the stalwarts of Western 
Europe: England, France and Spain. Follow us through time as we tour 
architecture, landscapes and villages fit for a history buff—but never 
far from accommodations fit for a king. 

Medieval 
Pursuits
Travel highlights from the Middle Ages  
in England, France and Spain
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The medieval town of Carcassonne, France at sunset
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France
In the Middle Ages, southern France histori-
cally maintained a distinct language and 
relative independence from the northern 
kingdom. It was here that the troubadours of 
Aquitaine first sang of courtly love, and where 
the popular concept of chivalry was first  
developed. The picturesque medieval settings, 
then as well as now, are a fitting complement 
to those romantic ideals.

Begin at the citadel of Carcassonne in 
southwestern Languedoc-Roussillon, where 
the Aude River divides the city into two sec-
tions. La Cite, the upper town, is a medieval 
wonderland and designated World Heritage 
Site. Entering this charming area is like taking 
a step back in time, as the town is complete 
with more than 50 towers, stone walls, a moat 
and drawbridge, and a cathedral. Though a 
crucial stronghold during centuries of war-
fare—Romans, Visigoths, Spanish Moors 
and French nobles all took refuge here—the 
city fell into disrepair as the French border 
expanded, culminating with government 
orders to demolish the medieval fortifications 
in 1849. However, under the guidance of 
Eugene Viollet-le-Duc, one of the pioneers 
of modern conservation science, it was suc-
cessfully restored to its medieval glory. Today, 
Carcassonne’s storybook setting continues to 
impress, with appearances in films and litera-
ture and as the inspiration behind the popular 
board game of the same name.

Your next stop is the coastal city of 
Montpellier. Now the fast-growing capital of 
Languedoc-Roussillon, the city was originally 
settled in the 10th century as a refuge from 
pirates, and later became a major port for the 
spice trade with the Middle East. Stroll its 
medieval streets, such as Rue du Bras de Fer, 
and make your way to the Tour de la Babotte 
and the Tours des Pins to view the remains  
of 12th-century fortifications. Montpellier 
also is home to the Faculte de Medecine, 
a medical college established in 1289 that 
continues to be one of the preeminent insti-
tutions in the country, and the world’s oldest 
medical school still in operation. In the city’s 
Jewish quarter, visit the medieval mikve, a 
sacred ceremonial bathhouse, that dates 
back to the 13th century and one of the best- 
preserved mikves in all of Europe.

“ It was here that 
the troubadours of 
Aquitaine first sang 
of courtly love  
and the popular  
concept of chivalry  
was first developed.”

End your French sojourn in Èze, which 
sits high above the Côte d’Azur between Nice 
and the Italian border. “Èze is a very special 
place, a medieval walking village with an 
exceptional view 400 meters above sea level 
overlooking the whole French Riviera,” says 
Robin Oodunt, general manager of Château 
Eza. As you approach this cliffside town, its 
terracotta roofs seem to rise out of the earth, 
and the magnificent vistas and tranquil set-
ting have made Èze a popular spot for hon-
eymooners as well as notable personalities 
ranging from Friedrich Nietzsche to Walt 
Disney and the Prince of Sweden.

Èze’s medieval castle was torn down in 
1706, but its ruins remain. The surrounding 
village features restored medieval buildings 
that now house artisan shops and perfum-
eries. French author George Sand wrote of 
this paradise, “The ruins of Èze, planted on 
a coneshaped rock, with a picturesque vil-
lage perched on a sugar loaf, stop the glance 
inevitably. This is the most beautiful point 
of view of the road, the most complete, the  
best composed.” 
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TOP: Entrance of the Saint Pierre Cathedral in  
Montpellier BELOW: Inside the fortified city of  
Carcassonne OPPOSITE: A village street in Eze
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England
Onward to England, where your itinerary 
circles the country and explores the Saxon, 
Viking and Norman heritage that character-
ized the English medieval era. 

Start your British journey in the north-
eastern city of York, where the immense stone 
gatehouses of the medieval walls immediately 
greet its visitors. Once a capital of Roman 
Britain that saw Constantine the Great pro-
claimed emperor within its walls, and later 
the Viking city Jórvik after the region was 
wrest from the Anglo-Saxons, York’s medieval 
history is extensive and visible. The most 
dominant structures are the York Minster, 
the largest Gothic cathedral in Northern 
Europe, and the remains of York Castle. Now 
largely reduced to the single hilltop tower of 
the old keep, the castle grounds were enlarged 
and strengthened during the medieval era and 
used extensively by English kings, particularly 
during the wars with Scotland.

Walking through York presents many 
more delightful medieval sights, such as the 
Shambles, a stretch of precariously con-
structed timber-framed shops that originally 
served as an open-air meat market, along with 
a series of narrow and unmistakably medieval 
footpaths known locally as Snickelways. 
York also offers several museums that provide 
hands-on experiences of the city’s rich history, 
such as the JORVIK Viking Centre which 
reconstructs portions of the older Viking 
settlement along with other medieval exhibits 
and festivals.

From York, a two-hour drive west takes 
you to the city of Chester and the border with 
Wales. Originally established as a Roman fort, 
Chester is notable for having the most com-
plete set of city walls in all of Britain, fortified 
to protect the city from attacks by the Welsh 
and Vikings. The centerpiece of the town is 
Chester Cathedral. Legend says that this ex-
act spot was once home to a Druid temple and 
then a Roman temple before the cathedral 
was built in the seventh century. The unique 
décor includes a variety of different styles, 
from Norman arches to Gothic columns to 
14th-century woodcarvings and stained glass. 
“People have been visiting the Cathedral for 
almost a thousand years,” says Liz Parry, mar-
keting manager at The Chester Grosvenor 

hotel. “The ‘Cathedral Heights’ tour provides 
a view of one city, two countries and five 
counties from the top of the cathedral tower.” 

Walk along the unique Rows, medie-
val-styled buildings rebuilt during the 
Victorian era containing charming shops and 
apartments, and make your way to The Cross, 
a junction at the center of the city marked by 
a sandstone cross dating from 1476. During 
most summer days, a town crier still makes a 
midday proclamation from here at noon. The 
southwest corner of the city holds Chester 
Castle, a Norman fortification which retains 
many of its medieval elements, including the 
striking Agricola Tower which has seen kings 
and nobles imprisoned in its crypt. Steps from 
the city walls is the Chester Racecourse, 
which held its first recorded race in 1539 and 
is the oldest horse-racing course in England 
still in use.

As time allows, take some time to explore 
Wales, then continue the journey south to the 
Cotswolds, a 100-mile stretch of hills that 
runs from Stratford-upon-Avon in the north 
to Bath in the south. Containing roughly 200 
villages, towns and hamlets, the Cotswolds 
gained prominence when the wool trade 
with the continent boomed in the medieval 
era, and the area has retained its wealth ever 
since. 

“One of the special things I like about the 
Cotswolds is that all of the fantastic little 
quaint villages are close together, so you are 
able to explore two or three in a day without 
too much driving,” says Stuart Hodges, gen-
eral manager of Lower Slaughter Manor 
near Cheltenham. Delightful villages like 
Northleach and Burford feature stone cot-
tages and “wool churches,” built with the vast 
profits of the wool merchants.

“ Throughout the 
idyllic landscape 
are numerous 
castles, abbeys  
and manor  
houses with 
medieval origins…”

VILLOREJO/ISTOCK EDITORIAL/THINKSTOCK
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Throughout the idyllic landscape are nu-
merous castles, abbeys and manor houses 
with medieval origins, such as Sudely Castle 
near the town of Winchcombe. This stately 
residence was once home to Queen Catherine 
Parr, sixth wife of Henry VIII, and visitors 
and staff still report seeing her ghost strolling 
among the gardens. Yet history isn’t felt solely 
at major landmarks; the sense of a bygone 
era is palpable down nearly every winding 
country lane. “The medieval is everyday in the 
Cotswolds. You’ll cross medieval bridges, view 
ancient high streets and walk past the tombs 
of wool merchants in almost every major 
settlement,” says Katie Simmonds, sales and 
marketing manager at Barnsley House hotel, 
located near Cirencester.  

From here, more fanciful travelers may 
wish to take a short trip southwest to 
Glastonbury, a notable site in the mythology 
of King Arthur, before continuing east to the 
county of Sussex to end your British itinerary. 
Once a kingdom of its own, Sussex is known 
for the decisive Battle of Hastings, fought here 
in 1066 between Anglo-Saxons and the invad-
ing Normans led by William the Conqueror, 
and the outcome of which set the course for 
the rest of British and European history; today 
it is one of the least altered of all the surviving 
medieval battlefields. West Sussex is also 
home to the impressive Arundel Castle. Built 
by Roger de Montgomery, Earl of Arundel, 
in the late 11th century, this structure has 
been the family home of the Dukes of Norfolk 
and their heirs for nearly a thousand years, 
making it one of the oldest continually inhab-
ited country homes in England. The Harper-
recommended 12th-century Amberley 
Castle makes for ideal accommodations to 
explore this historic area before ending your 
itinerary or heading north to London. 

PHOTO COURTESY OF AMBERLEY CASTLE.
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LEFT: The half-timbered Rows and The Cross in central 
Chester. The Cross marks the historic center of the  
old Roman city. CENTER: Amberley Castle in Arundel,  
West Sussex RIGHT: Amberley Castle interior



Spain
Spain is unique in European medieval history 
in that it was in varying degrees an Islamic ter-
ritory known as Al-Andalus for more than 700 
years, after Umayyad Muslims crossed into 
Gibraltar from North Africa in 711 and quick-
ly overtook the reigning Visigothic kingdom. 
Despite the conditions of the Reconquista—a 
state of nearly constant war as Christian rul-
ers fought to retake their lands—for a time Al-
Andalus blossomed as a locus of great cultural 
and scientific advancement. The heartland of 
the former caliphate, modern-day Andalusia 
in southern Spain, is a rewarding setting for 
exploring this fascinating historical period.

Begin in Córdoba, the one-time capital of 
Al-Andalus that surpassed Constantinople 
as Europe’s largest city and leading cultural 
center during the 10th century, owing to its 
great library as well as remarkable religious 
tolerance. In the center of the city stands 
the Great Mosque of Córdoba, which was 
converted into a Christian cathedral in 1236. 
Intended to rival the great buildings across 
the Islamic empire, the mosque-cathedral 
retains much of its original architecture and 
adornment alongside newer additions, such 
as the 16th-century cathedral nave. 

The area surrounding the mosque, the 
historic center of the city, has collectively 
been designated a World Heritage Site and 
contains numerous medieval structures of 
note, including the impressively restored 
Calahorra Tower and the Alcázar de los 
Reyes Cristianos. Once a palace for the ca-
liphs, the Alcázar was rebuilt by Christians 
in 1328 and later housed Spanish monarchs 
Ferdinand and Isabella—who granted the 
explorer Christopher Columbus an audience 
within to hear his lofty plans for an expe-
dition—as well as the headquarters of the 
Spanish Inquisition. 

Before moving on from Córdoba, be sure 
to visit the historic Jewish quarter, where the 
famed Talmudic scholar Maimonides was 
born in 1135. The neighborhood’s narrow 
passageways and cobblestone streets remain 
intact, as does the Synagogue of Córdoba, 
which was originally built in 1315. On the 

outskirts of the city lie the partially excavated 
ruins of the Medina Azahar, a stunning pal-
ace-city built toward the end of the caliphate 
that once teemed with exotic treasures and 
magnificent gardens. 

Continue southeast to Granada, last bas-
tion of Muslim rule in Spain and site of the 
renowned Alhambra. The hilltop fortress 
was first built in 889 and later expanded into 
the exquisite palace complex of Spain’s last 
emirs and sultans, before the city fell and 
concluded the Reconquista in 1492. Designed 
with the theme of “paradise on earth,” lavish 
architectural detailings, gardens and palaces 
synthesize the styles developed during the 
eight centuries Muslim rule and constitute 
the country’s most significant display of 
Andalusian Islamic architecture. Despite 
damage, alterations and new constructions 
after the Christian conquest, there remains 
ample opportunity to marvel at passageways 
carved from bushes and shrubbery, exquisite 
pools and landscaping, intricately carved 
fountains, and sweeping, awe-inspiring 
views. Across a ravine from the complex is the 
Generalife, a masterfully preserved garden 
villa once connected to the Alhambra by a 
covered walkway, and considered the most 
accurate presentation of a medieval Islamic 
garden in Spain. Opt to stay a few nights 
in the surrounding countryside at Barceló 
La Bobadilla; constructed in the style of a 
Moorish village, the hotel offers an authentic 
setting for indulging in Andalusian luxury. 

Your next stop, Málaga, is located along 
the Mediterranean coast an hour southwest 
of Granada. Archaeological records place the 
founding of the city around 770 B.C., making 
it one of the world’s oldest continuously in-

habited cities. Málaga’s seaside setting made 
it one of Andalusia’s most important and 
prosperous trading ports, and today the city’s 
medieval heritage is best seen in two sites: the 
Alcazaba and Gibralfaro Castle. 

During the 11th century, the Alcazaba, the 
Arabic word for citadel, was built on a central 
hill that overlooks the Mediterranean. One 
of the best-preserved in Spain, the inner and 
outer walls, gardens, fountains and towers 
still remain intact, along with a handful of 
dwellings. Connected to the Alcazaba is the 
older Castle of Gibralfaro, built in 929, which 
endured a lengthy siege before surrendering 
to Christian forces in 1487.  

From Málaga, drive two hours northwest 
to your final stop in Spain, Seville. Between 
the decline of Cordoba and the rise of 
Granada, Seville was the center of power in 
Andalusia, but it wasn’t until the discovery 
of the New World that the city truly began 

WAVIPICTURE/ISTOCK/THINKSTOCK
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ABOVE: Moorish architectural craftsmanship is on 
display at the Alhambra OPPOSITE PAGE, TOP:  
Baths of Lady Maria de Padilla in Reales Alcazares  
in Seville  RIGHT: The old Roman bridge of Córdoba 
leads to the historic center of the city.



to prosper. Now the capital of modern-day 
Andalusia and the fourth-largest city in Spain, 
Seville holds a wealth of exciting historical 
sights, museums and festivals; yet two build-
ings from the late Middle Ages persist as some 
of the city’s most appealing attractions.  

The first of these is the Alcázar of Seville, 
a beautiful palace begun in the 14th centu-
ry and completed over the next 500 years. 
Initially the site of a Muslim palace, the bulk 
of the current structure was built after the 
Christian conquest of 1248 and is a striking 
example of the Mudéjar style, a unique combi-
nation of European and Muslim architectural 
elements stemming from centuries of shared 
culture. Today, it is Europe’s oldest royal resi-
dence still in use, and the exotic appearance 
of the numerous courtyards and extensive 
gardens has made it a desirable location for 
films and television; most recently, fans of the 
HBO series Game of Thrones may recognize 
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Uniworld Boutique 
River Cruise Collection
EUROPE – Combining unrivaled luxury with incomparable 
service, Uniworld redefines the standard for an all-inclusive 
river cruise. The intimate ships (average of 130 guests) 
supplement elegantly appointed accommodations and 
gourmet dining with personalized shore excursions, ranging 
from guided bicycle tours to the truly magical—imagine your 
own exclusive after-hours lighting ceremony at St. Mark’s 
Basilica in Venice. New in 2016 are themed cruises, such as 
The Monarch Collection, tailored for guests with an interest in 
Europe’s royal heritage. 

    • Exciting New Itineraries for 2016

    • One-of-a-Kind Ships

    • Unsurpassed In-Suite Butler Service

Andrew Harper Benefits: For up to 13-day cruises, a $100 
shipboard credit per person • For cruises 14 days or longer, a $150 
shipboard credit per person

Standard Inclusions: All onboard meals and unlimited beverages  
• All gratuities • Scheduled transfers • Personalized daily shore  
excursions • Complimentary use of fitness center and bicycles • Wi-Fi

P R O M OT I O N
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the palace as the setting for one of the show’s 
fictional cities. Across the street lies the grand 
Hotel Alfonso XIII, which offers atmospher-
ic accommodation representative of Seville’s 
deep aesthetic history.

Nearby is the Cathedral of Seville, which 
began construction in 1402 and currently 
holds the titles of largest Gothic building 
and largest cathedral in the world. Built on 
the site of a former mosque, the only struc-
ture that was retained is La Giralda. Once a 
minaret and now the cathedral’s bell tower, 
La Giralda displays a remarkable fusion of 
Muslim and Renaissance architecture. Those 
who make the climb to the top of the tower 
can enjoy spectacular panoramas of the city, 
as well as a fitting space to reflect upon the 
end of your journey and the unique circum-
stances and varied cultures that comprised 
medieval Andalusia.

Continue the tour of medieval Europe in 
an upcoming issue, when we explore the 
romantic cities and fairytale landscapes of 
Austria, Germany and the Czech Republic. 

The Alhambra in Granada, Spain
ZHEKA-BOSS/ISTOCK/THINKSTOCK


