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“It’s like their knickers have been whipped off,” muses Margaretha 
Montegu as her husband drives us through the valley of naked vines that 
surround their 18th century French manor house.

During the summer months, winemakers cut back the leaves to allow 
the grapes more light, and it’s a good metaphor for the empowering 
women workshops that Montegu, a retired doctor and equestrienne, hosts 
throughout the year at her estate in the Gascony, in southwestern France.

Montegu offers 3-, 5- or 7-day equine-assisted residential workshops 
that aim to equip women with the necessary mental tools to realize their 
dreams. Her inaugural session in 2011 was for a group of breast cancer 
sufferers and survivors. She says it was a humbling experience, because 
inevitably, some clients lost their battle with the disease.

“But it has made me determined to help women prevent, cope with and 
survive breast cancer using the intuitive understanding and healing skills 
of my horses,” she says.

Working with breast cancer patients and survivors has a very personal 
origin for Montegu, who at age 26 lost both her mother and her mother’s 
cousin to the disease.

“They had a very aggressive form of breast cancer, and I saw firsthand 
how their loss of confidence increased their suffering,” she says. “But I 
also saw how bravely they fought back.”

While Montegu has never battled cancer herself, she knows what it’s 
like to lose one’s sense of identity and self-confidence. When she was 
16, Montegu decided that helping women was going to be the focus of 
her career, and after advancing through school and earning her medical 
degree, she made the choice to specialize in gynecology. But three years 
into her studies, her eyesight began to fail her. 

Empowerment 
Through 
Equitation
This equine retreat in the south of France  
offers gourmet cuisine in a gorgeous  
setting, but it’s best known for its  
confidence-boosting riding holidays.
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Margaretha 
Montegu with 

her friesian 
mare, Auroure.
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Too blind to perform operations safely, she moved on to psychiatry, 
focusing on women’s issues. It was in 2005, when her sight started to 
deteriorate rapidly, that she got involved in equine assisted therapy, 
qualifying as an Equine Assisted Growth And Learning Association 
level II therapist.

Montegu is now completely blind in her left eye and only has 40 
percent vision in her right, but horses have helped to rebuild her 
self-esteem and introduce her to a new identity as an equine-assisted 
confidence coach and equestrian sports coach.

“My horses accept me 100 percent as I am and have taught me that 
seeing is not essential for survival, but having a clear vision of what one 
wants to do in the future is,” she says.

There is no sign of horses as we wind past a gravestone and into the 
pebbled driveway of Alegria, but two black cats with emerald eyes and 
short tails come jogging out of the sun-dried paddocks.

“This is Ebonie and Lillie,” Margaretha tells me while scooping one 
up in her arms for a welcome kiss.

As she opens the paneled door bearing a rearing horse plaque,  

Dinner is served  
al fresco at Alegria, 

with Melchoire the  
Belgian shepherd 

always in attendance.
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Top:  The Equestria  
Festival includes  

all manner of horsey 
diversions, including  
an antique carousel  

for the kids. 

Bottom: Directional 
signs at the national 

stud farm in tarbes, 
which hosts the annual 

Equestria festival.



22  NOVE M B E R 2012  Th e ch ron icle con n ecTion

photo feature 

another member of the family rushes out to greet us. It’s 
Melchoire, Montegu’s Belgian Shepherd, whose coat seems more 
suited to Greenland than Gascony.

“And just to warn you,” says Montegu,  “we also have a ghost. 
“Sometimes we smell a lighted cigar in the sitting room, but 

neither of us smoke,” she explains. “We’re told it’s the ghost of a 
World War II veteran who’s buried here.”

Looking at the many encyclopedias on wine, history, psychol-
ogy and horses, I begin to feel more nervous about tonight’s 
dinner conversation than the ghost.

After depositing my bags in a bedroom that looks like a library, 
I head down the creaking oak boards for an alfresco supper.

Paella and Pancherac
A forceful sound, like hailstones beating off terracotta, echoes 
between the stables and manor house where we’re sitting.  
I’m about to ask what it is when a black muzzle appears in  
the candlelight, reaching across the dining table for a home-
grown plum.

“This is our 2-year-old Friesian,” says Montegu’s husband 
before sniffing a recently poured glass of Pancherac-du-Vic-Blih.

My introduction to the filly, named Auroure d’Alegria, is brief 
though, as she hears Montegu open the gate and trots off to the 
field with her two companions.

Montegu only started riding in 2005, when Lady Sylvia Loch 
introduced her to classical dressage. Auroure’s dam, Belle, a 
purebred Friesian mare, was bought shortly after, followed by an 
ex-bullfighting Lusitano stallion called Beau.

Montegu joins us with a pan of home-cooked paella and tells 
me about the other riding holidays she offers at the estate.

“Not every holiday has to include mind training and confi-
dence boosting,” she says, piling rice onto my crystal plate. “We 
open up our house for six weeks of the year to help people relax 

The Details
There are four international airports within a 
90-minute drive of manoir d’Alegria: Pau, Tarbes-
lourdes, Biarritz and Toulouse. each town has a 
mainline train station, with Pau being the closest to 
manoir d’Alegria, which is located near Viella. There 
is also a main motorway only 15 minutes from the 
house, which takes you to Paris in under 8 hours.

Because of its close proximity to Pau, Alegria is 
a perfect accommodation for the Pau cci****, held 
every october. The montegus offer a special pack-
age for Pau spectators, complete with transporta-
tion to and from the event, bilingual guides, break-
fast and dinner daily and riding opportunities.
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The national stud 
farm at Tarbes is 
comprised of well-worn 
but beautiful and historic 
stables and out buildings.


