
“Sospel, une perle du sud de la France” 

Why do people come to Sospel? 
Pourquoi les gens visitent-ils Sospel ? 

C J BETTS 

Sospel’s old Toll Bridge - a rare survival from the 13th century 

Le Pont Vieux du XIIIème siècle survit à nos jours  

This booklet is especially for the anglophone visitor to Sospel but there are many 
leaflets in other languages available at the Tourist Office at 19 Avenue Jean Médecin.  
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The baroque Cathedral/La 
Cathédrale Saint-Michel 
One of the most famous monuments 
in the area, the cathedral was built on 
the site of a Roman basilica between 
1641 and 1762 and contains a 
famous altarpiece painted by 
Francesco Brea. 

Steeped in history, Sospel’s origins date from at least the eleventh century AD: 
there is a mention in the records of the Abbey of the Isles de Lérins near Cannes, 
dated 1095. Once known as Cespitellum (a hillock of lush green land) it has 
also enjoyed the names of Sospello, Cespello and Cespitello. Sospel’s location 
along the old salt and trading route to Turin from Nice and the coast, and its 
strategic valley-head military position, have shaped its destiny and left their 
remarkable traces upon it. 
 
Answering this little publication’s eponymous question, today this welcoming 
settlement’s heritage, walks, charm, accessibility and climate, as well as its role as 
a portal to the awesomely beautiful Mercantour National Park and the Vallée 
des Merveilles, make Sospel an unmissable stopover for tourists, naturalists, 
hikers, campers, historians, scientists, artists, photographers, paragliding 
aeronauts, anglers and outdoor sports enthusiasts generally, and for all sorts of 
other travellers. Local products such as olive oil, honey and cheeses  are a delight. 
For art lovers, exhibitions by local artists are regular events and there is a 
modern media centre near the cathedral. In the last few decades, many have 
decided to make their home here: the population recently passed 3,000 and seems 
to be heading for 4,000 and probably more. 
 
I hope you will find something to interest you here and come to love Sospel for its 
special character and the charm of its people, as I have over the last thirty-five 
years. 
 
CJB 

The Railway Station/La Gare 
Sospel boasts a very fine station 
served by modern trains from Nice 
and Italy, and used by many visitors. 
Just the train ride through the local 
scenery is an unforgettable 
experience in its own right. 



Page 3 

A Village of Stone Alleyways/Un 
Village de Ruelles de Pierres 
Sospel abounds with narrow streets, 
passages and alleys, this one giving 
onto the north bank of the Bévéra. 

The Old Town Walls/Les Restes des 
Ramparts 
In the Quartier du Château on the 
higher ground to the south of the 
village, this is the gothic arch that still 
stands and was the gate of the southern 
precinct associated with the château of 
the Counts of Provence (14th century). 

The Bévéra/La Bévéra 
Upstream of the western bridge, the 
Pont de la Libération, the Bévéra, which 
flows through the centre of the village, 
is usually calm and frequented by 
dippers, crag martins and trout - but it 
can quickly turn into a raging torrent 
after a storm. 

The Old Wash House/Le Lavoir Ancien 
The old public wash house in the centre 
of the village on the north bank of the 
Bévéra is adorned by attractive murals 
and, to the surprise of many, is still in 
regular use. 
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Chapel St. Croix/La Chapelle 
des Pénitents Blancs de la 
Sainte-Croix 
Built in the 16th century on the 
site of a Roman church of St. 
Nicholas, this baroque chapel has 
an unusual triangular bell-tower 
and a beautiful carved door 
(inset).  Inside is a small religious 
museum. 

An Elegant Entrance Plaque in the Place Pastoris/Un 
Encadrement de Porte de la Place Pastoris 
This is a beautifully executed adornment for the 
“Domus Pauperum” over an entrance in the place Pas-
toris which dates from the 17th century. 

Old Doorways/Les Encadrements de 
Portes Anciens 
Beautiful old doorways are a striking feature 
as one strolls around Sospel. Here are two 
more examples. 

Springwater Fountains/Les Fonts de l’Eau de Source 
Sospel abounds with old fountains and drinking places fed by  
limpid spring water, many installed centuries ago for water-
ing the animals passing through along the Salt Road.  The 
water is cool and delicious and, although the mules and don-
keys have long gone, it is often that one sees local people 
and tourists filling up their drinking bottles. 
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Blue Skies and Colourful Houses/
Les Cieux Bleus et des Villas 
Pittoresques 
So typical of Mediterranean villages, 
Sospel abounds with scenes like this 
one up towards the château in a 
charming built environment. 

Toll/L’Octroi 
The famous medieval (13th century) 
bridge that epitomizes Sospel (front 
cover) was a toll bridge, the central 
tower being the toll-house, and there 
were taxes to be collected on the salt 
being transported. The observant will 
notice this old sign in the Place 
Garibaldi, too. 

The Left Bank/La Rive Gauche 
The buildings here, downstream of 
the Pont Vieux, date from the 
beginning of the 19th century.  
Several have “beaux arts” 
decorations including windows and 
other features painted as a trompe 
l’oeil. 

The Market/Le Marché 
The market every Thursday morning 
in the Place des Platanes is always 
colourful and busy, offering a 
fascinatingly eclectic range of local 
produce. 
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Fortifications 2 
Long before tanks and heavy artillery, 
the medieval Sospellois were more 
concerned with protection from 
arrows, as evidenced here in the old 
walls. 

Borriglione Gardens/Le Square 
Borriglione  
A quiet spot next to the station (see 
above), containing an attractive fountain 
and sculpture. 

Alfred Borriglione 
Memorial to Alfred Ferdinand Borriglione in the 
gardens next to the station. He was born in 1841 in 
Nice, became Deputy and then Senator of the Alpes. 
He died in Sospel in 1905. 

Fortifications 1 
Because of its strategic position and 
situation  on the Maginot Line, there 
are many impressive fortresses around 
Sospel - this one is on Mount Agaisen, 
just to the north of the village. Some, 
like the famous Saint-Roch on the old 
Nice road, contain impressive historical 
records and museums. 
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Eating & Staying /Manger, Rester 
Sospel boasts a wide range of eating 
and sleeping places at different price 
ranges, and there are several pleasant 
outdoor cafés and bars. The Tourist 
Office holds a current list. 

Tramway 
Many people today do not realize that there 
was once a tramway between Menton and 
Sospel, from 1913 to 1932 in fact. The 
municipal buildings here, next to the Villa 
Amiel were once the old station. Parts of 
viaducts, tunnels and track are still visible in 
the valley down to the sea. 

Walking & Hiking/Les Randonnées 
The area is famous for its glorious way-
marked walks for which Sospel is a 
central point of departure. Riding and 
camping facilities are also available.  

Olives 
The distribution of the olive tree can be said to 
define the Mediterranean climate, and there are 
many olive groves around Sospel.  Local olives 
and olive oil can be purchased at the Thursday 
market (and often at the smaller Sunday morning 
market near the Pont de la Libération as well). 
Some beautiful carved olive wood items are 
available in local shops. 
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Fauna/La Faune - the area is a zoologist’s 
paradise famous for wild boar, chamois, mouflon, 
ibex, wolves and other large mammals as well as a 

host of birds, reptiles, amphibians, fish and 
invertebrates.  

… indeed, Sospel and its environs are a botanist’s dream. 

Wild Flowers/Les Fleurs Sauvages 
The area is famous for its wild flowers and 
there is a botanical trail running between 
Sospel and Olivetta (see Bibliography). The 
pretty little liverleaf (Hepatica nobilis) flowers 
in early spring and carpets the ground in 
shady places. 

The Mercantour National Park/Le Parc Mercantour 
This world class nature reserve and heritage 
mountain park is truly magnificent - one could 
spend several lifetimes studying it and never be 
bored. Sospel is one of the gateways to it - just go: 
it’s breathtaking and unforgettable! There is now a 
huge range of publications about it available from 
booksellers, the internet and the Tourist Office. 
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Miscellany 
Sunshine: ca. 320 days per year 
Mean annual temperature: 12°C (max >30°C, min <5°C ) 
Mean annual rainfall: ca. 1200 mm (NB. Three month drought in summer)   
Altitude 358 m     Distance from coast: 20 km 
OFFICE DE TOURISME: 19 Avenue Jean Médecin 06380 SOSPEL. Tel.+33.4.93.04.15.80 
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Useful websites 
http://www.sospel.fr/ 
http://www.sospel-tourisme.com/ 
http://www.annuaire-mairie.fr/statistique-sospel.html 
http://village.fr/sospel.html 

 
 
 
Dr Christopher Betts is a Chartered Biologist and Fellow of the British Naturalists’ Association. He is 
Chairman and Science Director of an environmental consultancy based in the UK and divides his time 
between Britain and Sospel where he has had a second home for thirty-five years. 
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W H Y  D O  P E O P L E  C O M E  T O  S O S P E L ?  
P O U R Q U O I  L E S  G E N S  V I S I T E N T - I L S  S O S P E L   


