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Starting a walking holiday company has been the perfect way for one expat couple to indulge 
their love of nature, as well as provide a vital income. Paul Lamarra finds out more
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W
alking amid the beautiful green 
landscape of south-west France is a 
breathtaking affair. Yet for expats James 
and Diana Tamlyn (left), it’s a way of life 
that allows them to combine both 

business and pleasure. They have lived in this corner of the 
French countryside since 1991, when they put down roots in 
the Lot department, first renting, and then buying, their 
farmhouse property Lario – a low-slung traditional, 
tuffeau-stone construction with a roman tiled roof. 
Occupying the highest point in the hilly country to the west 
of the small market town Montcuq, it offers fine views over 
the landscape that inspired them to set up their walking 
holiday company The Walking Party.

Their walking holidays, however, are about more than 
just appealing countryside. James, 53, and Diana, 52, 
immerse their clients in every aspect of the landscape and 
in particular its flora and fauna, its produce, its culture and 
its distinctive way of life.

In winter, their clients hunt out truffles in the oak woods 
with trained pigs in timeless fashion, and, having been 
briefed by James, they also have a go at haggling for the 
priceless black fungi at the market at Lalbenque. Up against 
them are the robust truffle hunters whose uncompromising 
manners concede nothing to modern niceties. This is what 
James refers to as, “pre-revolution commerce”. In summer, 

James recites evocative poetry and Diana prepares 
sumptuous picnics with local produce.

“It is all about terroir and savoir faire,” says James. “We 
are not just walking off lunch. As we walk, we talk about the 
landscape, the wine and above all we want to convey the 
essence of the place.”

Fewer than 25 kilometres from the renowned culinary 
centre of Cahors, their area of France is renowned for 
deep-red Malbec wines, foie gras, robust confit de canard 
and hearty bean stews made sticky with goose fat.

“Going to the market and buying a fresh goat’s cheese, 
and serving it with a wine from local vineyards and the 
whole gastronomic side, is definitely one of the best things 
about living and doing what we do in France,” says Diana. 
“It has changed us completely. In England, we liked our 
food; here we have just become obsessed with it.”

The ethos of their walking holidays is that they should 
have the intimate feel of time spent with good friends – 
hence the name The Walking Party.

When they arrived in France in 1991, the UK was in 
recession and James had just lost his job as an auctioneer at 
Sotheby’s in Cheshire. At the time, they had been poised to 
put down a deposit on a cottage on the Chirk estate, in 
Wales, but had been stopped just in time by James’s boss, 

who knew the auction house was soon to close. It was a bit 
of bad luck that forced them to consider their options and 
take seriously the possibility of making their dream of living 
in France a reality.

They did not, however, set out to start up a walking 
holiday company, and for the first few years, James sold his 
own paintings and Diana worked as an estate agent. They 
both took on gardening jobs, and as well as selling 
home-made clothes, Diana taught English in local schools 
and at the chamber of commerce. Nevertheless when their 
two children came along, Coco in 1993, and Louis in 1995, a 
more reliable way of making money had to be found.

‘The children were a godsend when it came to 
integrating into the local community, but it was quite tough 
when they were young,” recalls Diana. “There was no 
heating and Louis would sit at breakfast with a woolly hat 
on it was so freezing. We were effectively living hand to 
mouth and with the children, we had to work out a way to 
make more money.”

In 1996, an advert in Spectator magazine from a travel 
company looking for English-speaking locals to deliver 
exclusive walking holidays, offered the solution.

“It was friends of ours living out here who drew our 
attention to it, and we were very interested,” explains 

Walk on the 
wild side

“As we walk, we talk about the landscape, 
the wine and the essence of the place”
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James. “Although I am an artist, I am very interested in 
natural history, and flowers and birds – so it seemed ideal.”

At first, the Tamlyns offered two walks, but within two 
years it was clear that they would have to break out on their 
own, if they were to earn a sustainable income.

“The company did not want to expand; it had too much 
control over us and they were just not filling our walks,” 
says James. “We could see the potential but you cannot do 
much with two walks.”

With a good reputation and loyal willing clients, the 
Tamlyns launched a wine and gourmet walk in conjunction 
with a master of wine in the French Basque Country. 
Success followed, and as a result they now offer a total of 10 
walks in several countries, including France. Among the 
most popular walks are the ones where donkeys trek 
alongside the group and carry the all-important picnic – the 
couple also plan to break into the special birthday market, 
and run multi-activity breaks with canoeing and biking.

James believes that if the demand was there, he could 
run up to 20 different holidays in a season. A travel agency 

based in Cahors provides the necessary insurance cover and 
booking system in return for an agreed percentage of the 
cost of the holiday.

It was also in 1998, just as they were setting out on their 
own that they bought Lario, the house they had been 
renting for six years. “We had no money,” laughs James. “It 
was a crazy, crazy move but we got it cheap!”

The Tamlyns paid £47,000 for Lario and spent around 
£100,000 raising the level of the roof and refurbishing the 
inside. For four years the house was uninhabitable in the 
winters so the family moved out to Kenya – Diana’s 
birthplace – and in the summers the kitchen and bathroom 
were outside on the terrace.

“We only had a shower and a plumbed washing 
machine,” says Diana. “Our loo, however, had a great view!” 

Since renovating the house, they have converted one of 
the outbuildings into a gîte, which they rent out, and hope 
to do the same with an old barn, so that in the near future 
they can also host guests on site. 

Despite the renovations, the house remains true to its 
heritage and is a good fit with the surrounding landscape. 
The large double-height kitchen and dining area are at the 
heart of the home. Hung with art of all descriptions and 
quirky installations, the space sees light flood in on all sides. 
Occasionally, even in January, they can move from the 
dining table to the terrace for a coffee with a view.

Preserving the traditional look of the property is 
important to James and Diana, and they keep a watchful eye 
on developments that could compromise the landscape 
their business depends on. 

As veteran campaigners, they have mounted successful 

Why buy in the Lot?
the Lot department is within easy 
reach of airports at toulouse and 
bergerac, which guarantee a range 
of year-round flights. 

in the summer, Lot is hot and 
average temperatures hover around 
30°c. in the winter, it can be 
surprisingly cold with the mercury 
dipping to around 2°c. rainfall is just 
enough to keep the countryside 
looking green. 

the Lot is next door to 
Dordogne and is very popular with 
british buyers. the average property 
price is €350,000 – expect to pay 
€160,000 for a modest 
two-bedroom stone property in 
reasonable order.

this is malbec country and you 
will be positively drowning in the 

deep-red and tannic wines it 
produces. With such robust wines, it 
is little wonder that strongly 
flavoured dishes predominate. 
Food-wise, the area is also renowned 
for its confit de canard and foie gras, 
while the local cheese is a soft 
creamy goat’s cheese from 
rocamadour. nuts and plums 
feature heavily in desserts.

the main attractions in the Lot 
are the medieval city of cahors and 
its incredible fortified bridge, the 
Pont Valentré. the rock-perched, 
pilgrimage centre of rocamadour is 
a highlight on the Way of Saint 
james. there are also six Plus beaux 
Villages de France in Lot, including 
Saint-cirq-Lapopie – voted France’s 
favourite village in 2012.

opposition to high-tension power lines and fracking in the 
valley, and to ensure that they are always abreast of things, 
both James and Diana have served on the local council of 
Sainte-Croix, their nearest village: James for 20 years 
between 1994 and 2014, and Diana from 2014. With only 87 
inhabitants in Sainte-Croix, it is often difficult to find a full 
complement of eight councillors, but even then the 
electorate will express its disapproval.

“When I first stood for election to the council, the first 
ballot paper counted had me crossed off the list, but I went 
on to secure more votes than some of the locals,” James 
recounts, laughing.

He continues: “Democracy is after all a risky business 
and you have to have patience, and there is always the 
chance the other seven will overrule you, but it is better to 
be forewarned – in a small rural community it is quite 
important to be in the know.”

The Walking Party takes them away from their home, 
but it is the reason why they are able to continue living in 
France. Crucially, it also provides a very good reason to 
continue sampling the local wines and cheeses at the 
Sunday morning market in Montcuq; looking for the 
products that will delight their clients.

They have made firm friendships among local producers 
and stallholders, and when they stop for a pause-café, they 
are regularly embraced and engaged in conversation.

For James and Diana, the secret of almost 25 successful 
years in a small rural community has been to make a 
contribution. “It is important to give something back,” says 
Diana. And with such a simple yet effective guiding 
principle, they’ll no doubt be enjoying life walking the  
Lot countryside for many years to come. 
www.thewalkingparty.co.uk   

“We had no money,” laughs  
James. “It was a crazy, 
crazy move but we got  
it cheap!”

Setting uP your oWn 
buSineSS in France: 
DoS anD Don’tS
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 Do...
• React to your clients’ needs and retain loyal 
customers by innovating and offering new products.
• Participate in your community and offer 
something back such as english lessons – you never 
know when you will need a favour.
• Fully exploit auto-entrepreneur status and the 
associated simplicity and lower social charges.

 Don’t...
• take on take on too much. employ an accountant 
and specialists where necessary.
• Rely on English to get by on a daily basis. When 
dealing with local businesses in remote areas, a  
grasp of French is essential.
• try to avoid paying agent’s commission 
(frequently around 25%). good agents are essential to 
bringing in new clients from the uK.
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