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A sun-dappled café in the Luberon
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Roussillon huddling atop its ochre cliffs
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INTRODUCTION


Provence and the French Riviera at a Glance


Map: Provence & the French Riviera


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Planning


TRAVEL SMART


TRIP COSTS


SIGHTSEEING PRIORITIES


WHEN TO GO


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Traveling as a Temporary Local


Back Door Travel Philosophy


Provence and the French Riviera are an intoxicating bouillabaisse of enjoyable cities, warm stone villages, Roman ruins, contemporary art, and breathtaking coastlines steaming with sunshine and stirred by the wind. There’s something about the play of light in this region, where natural and man-made beauty mingle to dazzle the senses and nourish the soul. It all adds up to une magnifique vacation.


Provence and the Riviera stretch along France’s southeast Mediterranean coast from the Camargue (south of Arles) to Monaco, and ramble north along the Rhône Valley into the Alps. The regions combined are about the same size as Massachusetts—you can take a train or drive from one end to the other in just three hours—yet they contain more sightseeing opportunities and let’s-live-here villages than anywhere else in France. Marseille and Nice, the country’s second- and fifth-largest cities, provide good transportation and an urban perspective to this otherwise laid-back region, where every day feels like Sunday.


In Provence, gnarled sycamores line the roads that twist their way through stone towns and between oceans of vineyards. France’s Riviera is about the sea and money—it’s populated by a yacht-happy crowd wondering where the next “scene” will be. Provence feels older and more español (with paella on menus and bullfights on Sundays), while the Riviera feels downright Italian—with fresh-Parmesan-topped pasta and red-orange, pastel-colored buildings. For every Roman ruin in Provence, there’s a modern-art museum in the Riviera. Provence is famous for its wines and wind, while the bikini and ravioli were conceived on the Riviera. You can’t go wrong.


This book covers the predictable biggies, from jet-setting beach resorts to famous museums, but it also mixes in a healthy dose of Back Door intimacy. Along with Pont du Gard, Nice, and Avignon, we’ll introduce you to our favorite villages and scenic walks. You’ll marvel at ancient monuments, take a canoe trip down the meandering Sorgue River, and settle into a shaded café on a made-for-movies square. Claim your favorite beach to call home, and at day’s end dive headfirst into a southern France sunset. You’ll enjoy tasty-yet-affordable wines while feasting on a healthy cuisine that’s heavy on olives, tomatoes, and spices.
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This book is selective, including only the most exciting sights and romantic villages. There are beaucoup de Provençal hill towns...but we cover only the most intriguing. And though there are scads of beach towns on the Riviera, we recommend our favorite three.


The best is, of course, only our opinion. But after spending more than half of our adult lives writing and lecturing about travel, guiding tours, and gaining an appreciation for all things French, we’ve developed a sixth sense for what touches the traveler’s imagination.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Rick Steves Provence & the French Riviera is a personal tour guide in your pocket. Better yet, it’s actually two tour guides in your pocket: The co-author of this book is Steve Smith. Steve, who has lived in France several times, now travels there annually (as he has since 1986) as a guide, a researcher, a homeowner, and a devout Francophile. He has restored an old farmhouse in Burgundy and today keeps one foot on each side of the Atlantic. Together, Steve and I keep this book up-to-date and accurate (though for simplicity, from this point “we” will shed our respective egos and become “I”).


This book is organized by destinations. Each is a mini-vacation on its own, filled with exciting sights, strollable neighborhoods, affordable places to stay, and memorable places to eat. The content consists of two obvious parts: Provence and the Riviera (although almost everything covered in this book is officially considered part of the “Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur region” by the French government). The Provence half highlights Arles, Nîmes, and Avignon, and their day-trip destinations; the photogenic hill towns of the Côtes du Rhône and Luberon; and the coastal towns of Marseille and Cassis, and nearby Aix-en-Provence. On the high-rolling French Riviera, I cover the waterfront destinations of Nice, Villefranche-sur-Mer, Cap Ferrat, Monaco, Antibes, Cannes, and St-Tropez—plus the best of the inland hill towns and the truly grand Grand Canyon du Verdon.




Provence & the French Riviera Almanac


Official Name: Provence and the French Riviera are part of the Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur (PACA), one of 27 administrative regions of France.


Capital: Marseille is the region’s capital city.


Regional Population: Over 4.9 million.


Main Cities: Marseille (851,000), Nice (344,000), Aix-en-Provence (140,000), Avignon (90,000), Antibes (75,000), Cannes (73,000), Arles (52,000), St-Tropez (5,600).


Language: French is the official language. More than 1.5 million people in the south of France speak one of two lesser-known dialects: Occitan, and specifically in the Provence region, Provençal (both dialects are closely related to Catalan, a dialect of Spanish).


Geography: Located in the southeast of France, the Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur region spans over 71 miles of Mediterranean coastline, from Marseille and Toulon in the west, to Monaco and the Italian border in the east, where the Alps stretch to the north.


Climate: The Hautes-Alpes and Rhône-Alpes shield the region from severe weather and give Provence and the Riviera the highest average temperatures in France (a comfortable 72° F in summer, and around 43° F in winter). Locals enjoy more than 300 days of sun per year, but experience more storms (70-110 per year) than other parts of France.


Economy: The Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur region is the third wealthiest in France and annually contributes nearly $158 billion (7%) to France’s GDP. Tourism and service industries account for 80 percent of jobs, but the region is also a leading center for agriculture, biotechnology, and microelectronics.


Agriculture: Provence is known for its herbs (such as oregano, thyme, and rosemary), vegetables, and olive oil, and the region produces nearly two-thirds of France’s olives. These ingredients, combined with elements of French, Spanish, and Italian cooking, make Provence’s cuisine fresh, colorful, and flavorful.
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Crafts: In the 17th century, Marseille began manufacturing expensive and colorful printed linens called “Indiennes,” inspired by fabrics imported from India. Though most traditional textile factories are closed today, Provence still produces cotton fabrics (scarves, shawls) using original “Indienne” techniques and featuring the local cicada (cigale) in their designs.


Tourism: The Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur region welcomes over 34 million tourists every year. Celebrities and wealthy Brits have vacationed on the French Riviera since the 19th century (giving the Promenade des Anglais in Nice its name). Nowadays, the Riviera attracts more than just celebrities: More than 5 million tourists visit every summer, with Nice at the center of the tourist commotion.


Famous Residents: The rich and famous have homes throughout Provence and the Riviera, including actors Brigitte Bardot, Sean Connery, Mel Gibson, Brad Pitt, and Angelina Jolie; musicians Bono, Elton John, Tina Turner, Bill Wyman, and Rod Stewart; and billionaire Bill Gates.





The introductions to Provence and The French Riviera acquaint you with the history, cuisine, and wine of the places you’ll be visiting, and give practical advice on what to see, how to get around, and lots more. Don’t overlook the valuable tips in these chapters.


In the destination chapters, you’ll find these sections:


Planning Your Time suggests a schedule for how to best to use your limited time.


Orientation has specifics on public transportation, helpful hints, local tour options, easy-to-read maps, and tourist information.


Sights describes the top attractions and includes their cost and hours.


Self-Guided Walks help you explore these fascinating towns and places on foot: Avignon, Nîmes, Arles, Marseille, Aix-en-Provence, Les Baux, Isle-sur-la-Sorgue, Roussillon, Monaco, Antibes, Villefranche-sur-Mer, and Cannes. (A few in-depth walks and tours get their own chapters: a stroll along Nice’s Promenade des Anglais, a walk through Vieux Nice, and a guided visit to the Chagall Museum.) I also include self-guided driving tours, allowing you to explore the Côtes du Rhône wine road, the Grand Canyon du Verdon, and inland hill towns of the Riviera with the knowledge of a local.
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Use this legend to help you navigate the maps in this book.


Sleeping describes my favorite hotels, from good-value deals to cushy splurges.


Eating serves up a buffet of options, from inexpensive cafés to fancy restaurants.


Connections outlines your options for traveling to destinations by train and bus, plus route tips for drivers.


The book also includes detailed chapters on these key topics:


Traveling with Children offers general tips and destination-specific advice, like kid-friendly hotels and restaurants. Both co-authors have kids, and we’ve used our substantial experience traveling with children to improve this book. Our kids have greatly enriched our travels, and we hope the same will be true for you.


Shopping has suggestions for this region’s best souvenirs and bargains. My longtime friendships with shopkeepers, local guides, and vintners have contributed greatly to the savvy shopping advice.


France: Past and Present gives you a quick overview of the country.


Practicalities is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best tips about money, sightseeing, sleeping, eating, staying connected, and transportation (trains, buses, car rentals, driving, and flights).


The appendix has the nuts-and-bolts: useful phone numbers and websites, a holiday and festival list, recommended books and films, a climate chart, a handy packing checklist, and French survival phrases.


Browse through this book, choose your favorite destinations, and link them up. Then have a très bon voyage! Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar. As you visit places I know and love, I’m happy that you’ll be meeting some of my favorite French people.




Key to This Book


Updates


This book is updated regularly—but once you pin down Provence, it wiggles. For the latest, visit www.ricksteves.com/update. For a valuable list of reports and experiences—good and bad—from fellow travelers, check www.ricksteves.com/feedback.


Abbreviations and Times


I use the following symbols and abbreviations in this book:


Sights are rated:










	▲▲▲

	Don’t miss






	▲▲

	Try hard to see






	▲

	Worthwhile if you can make it






	No rating

	Worth knowing about







Tourist information offices are abbreviated as TI, and bathrooms are WCs. To categorize accommodations, I use a Sleep Code (described on here).


Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock. It’s the same through 12:00 noon, then keeps going: 13:00, 14:00, and so on. For anything over 12, subtract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2:00 p.m.).


When giving opening times, I include both peak season and off-season hours if they differ. So, if a museum is listed as “May-Oct daily 9:00-16:00,” it should be open from 9 a.m. until 4 p.m. from the first day of May until the last day of October (but expect exceptions).


For transit or tour departures, I first list the frequency, then the duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs twice each hour and the journey lasts an hour and a half.





Planning


This section will help you get started planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.


TRAVEL SMART


Your trip to France is like a complex play—it’s easier to follow and really appreciate on a second viewing. While no one does the same trip twice to gain that advantage, reading this book in its entirety before your trip accomplishes much the same thing.


Design an itinerary that enables you to visit sights at the best possible times. Note holidays, specifics on sights, and days when sights are closed. To connect the dots smoothly, read the tips in Practicalities on taking trains and buses, or renting a car and driving. Designing a smart trip is a fun, doable, and worthwhile challenge.




The Language Barrier and That French Attitude


You’ve probably heard that the French are “mean and cold and refuse to speak English.” This is an out-of-date preconception left over from the days of Charles de Gaulle—and it’s especially incorrect in this region. In these southern lands kissed by the sun and sea, you’ll find your hosts more jovial and easygoing (like their Italian neighbors) than in the more serious north. Still, be reasonable in your expectations: Waiters are paid to be efficient, not chatty. And Provençal postal clerks are every bit as speedy, cheery, and multilingual as ours are back home.


The biggest mistake most Americans make when traveling in France is trying to do too much with limited time. This approach is a mistake in the bustling north, and a virtual sin in the laid-back south. Hurried, impatient travelers who miss the subtle pleasures of people-watching from a sun-dappled café often misinterpret French attitudes. By slowing your pace and making an effort to understand French culture by living it, you’re far more likely to have a richer experience. With the five weeks of paid vacation and 35-hour work week that many French workers consider as nonnegotiable rights, your hosts can’t fathom why anyone would rush through their vacation.


The French take great pride in their customs, clinging to the belief in their own cultural superiority despite the fact that they’re no longer a world superpower. Let’s face it: It’s tough to keep on smiling when you’ve been crushed by a Big Mac, Mickey Moused by Disney, and drowned in Starbucks coffee. Your hosts are cold only if you decide to see them that way. Polite and formal, the French respect the fine points of culture and tradition. Here, strolling down the street with a big grin on your face and saying hello to strangers is a sign of senility, not friendliness (seriously). They think that Americans, though friendly, are hesitant to pursue more serious friendships. Recognize sincerity and look for kindness. Give them the benefit of the doubt.


Communication difficulties are exaggerated. To hurdle the language barrier, bring a small English/French dictionary, a phrase book (look for mine, which contains a dictionary and menu decoder), a menu reader (if you’re a gourmet eater, get the pricey but thorough A to Z of French Food, a French to English Dictionary of Culinary Terms, by G. de Temmerman), and a good supply of patience (for a list of survival phrases, see here). In transactions, a small notepad and pen minimize misunderstandings about prices; have vendors write the price down.


Though many French people—especially those in the tourist trade, and in big cities—speak English, you’ll get better treatment if you learn and use the French pleasantries. If you learn only five phrases, choose these: bonjour (good day), pardon (pardon me), s’il vous plaît (please), merci (thank you), and au revoir (good-bye). The French value politeness. Begin every encounter with “Bonjour (or S’il vous plaît), madame or monsieur” and end every encounter with “Au revoir, madame or monsieur.”


The French are language perfectionists—they take their language (and other languages) seriously. Often they speak more English than they let on. This isn’t a tourist-baiting tactic, but timidity on their part about speaking another language less than fluently. Start any conversation with, “Bonjour, madame or monsieur. Parlez-vous anglais?” and hope they speak more English than you speak French.





Make your itinerary a mix of intense and relaxed stretches. To maximize rootedness, minimize one-night stands. It’s worth taking a long drive after dinner (or a train ride with a dinner picnic) to get settled in a town for two nights. Every trip—and every traveler—needs slack time (laundry, picnics, people-watching, and so on). Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Reread this book as you travel, and visit local tourist information offices (abbreviated as TI in this book). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Even with the best-planned itinerary, you’ll need to be flexible. Update your plans as you travel. Though I encourage you to disconnect from life back home and immerse yourself in the French experience, you can get online or call ahead to double-check tourist information, learn the latest on sights (special events, tour schedules, and so on), book tickets and tours, make reservations, reconfirm hotels, and research transportation connections.


Enjoy the friendliness of the French people. Connect with the culture. Learn a new French expression each day and practice it. Cheer for your favorite bowler at a boules match, leave no chair unturned in your quest for the best café, find that perfect hill-town view, and make friends with a waiter (it happens). Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences. Ask questions—most locals are eager to point you in their idea of the right direction. Keep a notepad in your pocket for noting directions, organizing your thoughts, and confirming prices. Wear your money belt, learn the currency, and figure out how to estimate prices in dollars. Those who expect to travel smart, do.




Provence and the French Riviera at a Glance


Destinations are listed in the order they appear in this book.


Provence


▲▲▲Arles Once-important Roman outpost, now a bustling town famous for its market days, ancient amphitheater, and as a site that inspired Vincent van Gogh.





▲▲Near Arles Several compelling sights: the cliff-topping castle ruins at Les Baux; St-Rémy with Roman ruins and a mental hospital that treated Van Gogh; and the Camargue—a nature lover’s refuge, with flamingos, bulls, and white horses.





▲Avignon Fourteenth-century residence of the popes, today a youthful city with atmospheric cafés, lively squares and pedestrian areas, and a famous broken bridge.





▲▲▲Near Avignon Three worthy destinations, including the stunning Pont du Gard aqueduct; thriving Nîmes, with world-class Roman monuments; and pedestrian-friendly Uzès, a refreshing break from power monuments and busy cities.





▲▲▲Orange and the Côtes du Rhône Starring Orange’s remarkably intact Roman theater, plus the sunny Côtes du Rhône wine road, cozy villages, and fields of lavender, anchored by charming Vaison-la-Romaine.





▲▲Hill Towns of the Luberon Boasting crumbled castles, ocher canyons, and meditative abbeys; the sturdy market town of Isle-sur-la-Sorgue; and delightful rock-top villages like Roussillon, Lacoste, and Ménerbes.





▲▲Marseille and Nearby Photogenic port of Marseille with a gritty charm; the coastal town of Cassis, home of the calanques (Mediterranean fjords); and inland, genteel Aix-en-Provence.





The French Riviera


▲▲▲Nice The Riviera’s metropolis, with a sun-drenched promenade, a delightful French-Italian old city, and museums dedicated to Chagall and Matisse.





▲▲▲East of Nice Small, Italianate beach town of Villefranche-sur-Mer, ritzy but woodsy Cap Ferrat, and little cliff-topping Eze-le-Village—linked by the panoramic roads known as the Three Corniches.





▲▲Monaco Tiny independent principality, known for its Grand Prix car race and classy casino.





▲Antibes, Cannes, and St-Tropez The Riviera’s west: laid-back Antibes, with a medieval old town and Picasso Museum; glamorous Cannes, with sandy beaches and movie stars; and the luxurious port town of St-Tropez.





▲▲Inland Riviera Perfectly perched hill towns of Vence and St-Paul-de-Vence (France’s most-visited village), the perfume capital of Grasse, and the spectacular Grand Canyon du Verdon.





TRIP COSTS


Five components make up your trip costs: airfare, surface transportation, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, and shopping and miscellany.


Airfare: Nice is the handiest airport for Provence and the Riviera (Marseille is a good second choice). A basic round-trip flight from the US to Nice or Paris can cost, on average, about $1,000-2,000 total, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter). Smaller budget airlines may provide bargain service from Paris and other European cities to places such as Marseille, Toulouse, Avignon, and Montpellier (see “Flights” on here for details). If your trip covers a wide area, consider saving time and money in Europe by flying into one city and out of another—for instance, into Nice and out of Paris.


Surface Transportation: Allow $30 per day per person for public transportation (trains, buses, and taxis). If you’ll be renting a car, allow at least $230 per week, not including tolls, gas, and supplemental insurance. If you’ll be keeping the car for three weeks or more, look into leasing, which can save you money on insurance and taxes for trips of this length. Car rentals (if four days or longer) and leases are cheapest if arranged from the US.


Rail passes only make sense if you are traveling to regions beyond Provence and the Riviera, as distances are short and point-to-point fares are reasonable. If traveling elsewhere in France or Europe, consider flying, as budget airlines are often cheaper than taking the train. For more on public transportation, car rental, and flights, see “Transportation” in the Practicalities chapter.




Best Two-Week Trip of Provence & the French Riviera by Car










	Day

	Plan






	1

	
Fly into Nice. Settle in at your hotel, then follow my self-guided walk along the Promenade des Anglais. Sleep in or near Nice.






	2

	
All Day in Nice. Start the morning with my self-guided walk through Vieux Nice. Take time to smell the fougasse and sample un café. Spend your afternoon at one or more of Nice’s fine museums. Have dinner on the beach. Sleep in or near Nice.






	3

	
Coastal Route to Monaco. Take the train or bus to nearby Villefranche-sur-Mer, explore, and have lunch. Consider my recommended seaside walks in Cap Ferrat, or take the one-hour boat cruise from Nice’s port. Spend the afternoon or evening in almost neighboring Monaco. Sleep in or near Nice.






	4

	
Inland Riviera. Pick up your rental car as early as possible in Nice. Drive north to Vence or Grasse (you choose), then continue on to the Gorges du Verdon and sleep in tiny Aiguines or Moustiers-Ste-Marie.






	5

	
Drive to Provence. Continue west into the Luberon and explore the villages of the Provençal heartland—la Provence profonde. Stay in or near Roussillon.






	6

	
Luberon Hill Towns. Spend your day sampling hill towns in the Luberon. Taste a village market, then drive over the hills to the valley of the Côtes du Rhône. Sleep in or near Vaison-la-Romaine (Mon arrival is ideal because market day is Tue). From late June to late July, when the lavender blooms, the drive to Vaison-la-Romaine via Sault is a must.






	7

	
Côtes du Rhône Villages. Explore Vaison-la-Romaine’s upper medieval village and lower Roman city. Set sail along the Côtes du Rhône wine road (following my self-guided driving tour) and visit a winery or wine cooperative. Tour little Crestet and take a walk above Gigondas. Sleep in or near Vaison-la-Romaine.






	8

	
Orange and Châteauneuf-du-Pape. Start your day touring the Roman theater in Orange and consider a quick stop in Châteauneuf-du-Pape. Continue south and set up in Avignon. In the afternoon, take my self-guided Avignon walks and enjoy dinner on one of the town’s many atmospheric squares. Sleep in Avignon.






	9

	
Nîmes and Pont du Gard. Spend the day visiting Nîmes (Roman amphitheater) and Pont du Gard (Nîmes works better first). If the weather’s good, bring your swimsuit and float on your back for views of the 2,000-year-old aqueduct. Sleep in Avignon.






	10

	
The Camargue. Take a joyride through the Camargue (but if it’s summer, when flamingos are scarce and mosquitoes aren’t, skip it and visit Les Baux instead). Wind up in Arles (big Saturday morning market). Sleep in Arles.






	11

	
All Day in and near Arles. Spend most of your day in Arles. Drive to Les Baux for late afternoon sightseeing and dinner. Sleep in Arles.






	12

	
Aix-en-Provence or Marseille. Drive to Cassis, stopping for lunch and a midday visit to Aix-en-Provence or Marseille (Marseille is dicier by car). Set up in Cassis and watch the sun set from the old port while you savor a bouillabaisse dinner. Sleep in Cassis.






	13

	
All Day in Cassis. Spend all day in Cassis enjoying la vie douce. Take a boat trip or hike to the calanques, watch the pétanque balls fly, and end your day with a drive up Cap Canaille. Sleep in Cassis.






	14

	
Fly Away. Fly out of Marseille today or, if leaving from Nice, drive to Antibes and spend your final day and evening there.






	15

	Trip over.
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Best Two-Week Trip of Provence & the French Riviera by Train and Bus


Note that on Sundays, fewer trains run, and buses often disappear.










	Day

	Plan






	1

	
Fly into Nice. Settle in at your hotel, then follow my self-guided walk along the Promenade des Anglais. Sleep in or near Nice.






	2

	
All Day in Nice. Start the morning with my self-guided walk through Vieux Nice. Take time to smell the fougasse and sample un café. Spend your afternoon at one or more of Nice’s fine museums. Have dinner on the beach. Sleep in or near Nice.






	3

	
Coastal Route to Monaco. Take the train or bus to nearby Villefranche-sur-Mer, explore, and have lunch. Consider my recommended seaside walks in Cap Ferrat, or take the one-hour boat cruise from Nice’s port. Spend the afternoon or evening in (almost) neighboring Monaco. Sleep in or near Nice.






	4

	
Inland Villages. Take a bus north to Vence and St-Paul-de-Vence. Stop for a stroll and visit the Fondation Maeght and/or Matisse’s Chapel of the Rosary. Or link Vence with Grasse by bus (skipping St-Paul-de-Vence to save time). Sleep in Vence or back in Nice.






	5

	
Isle-sur-la-Sorgue. Take a train from Nice to Isle-sur-la-Sorgue via Marseille (best to arrive on Sat or Wed and awaken the next morning for market day). Wander and explore the town. Consider a canoe ride down the crystal-clear Sorgue River. Sleep in Isle-sur-la-Sorgue.






	6

	
Isle-sur-la-Sorgue and Avignon. Enjoy market day this morning, then take a train to Avignon. Take my self-guided Avignon walks this afternoon and enjoy dinner on one of Avignon’s many atmospheric squares. Sleep in Avignon.






	7

	
Day Trip to Nîmes and Pont du Gard. Visit Nîmes (Roman amphitheater) in the morning and Pont du Gard in the afternoon. If the weather’s good, bring your swimsuit and float on your back for views of the 2,000-year-old aqueduct. Have dinner and sleep back in Avignon.






	8

	
Vaison-la-Romaine. Take a direct bus to Vaison-la-Romaine (1/day); otherwise, ride a morning train to Orange (frequent departures), then connect to a less frequent bus to Vaison-la-Romaine (market day is Tue, so a Mon arrival is ideal). Set up in Vaison-la-Romaine for two nights. Explore the town’s upper medieval village and lower Roman city this afternoon.






	9

	
Côtes du Rhône Villages. Get to a wine village near Vaison-la-Romaine. Take a minivan tour of the wine road (see “Tours in Provence” on here), bike to Séguret and Gigondas, or hike to Crestet for lunch (taxi back). Sleep in Vaison-la-Romaine.






	10

	
Orange and Arles. Take a morning bus back to Orange, visit the Roman theater, then hop a train to Arles (big Sat morning market) and explore the city this afternoon. Check into Arles for the next two nights.






	11

	
Les Baux and Arles. Take a minivan tour or a taxi (or, in summer, a bus) to Les Baux and have breakfast with a view. Return to Arles by taxi or bus (minivan tours will probably include other destinations), and spend your afternoon there; or take a taxi from Les Baux to St-Rémy, explore there, then catch a bus back to Arles.






	12

	
Marseille, then Cassis. Hop the train to Marseille, check your bags at the station, and take my walking tour of the ancient center. End your day in Cassis and watch the sunset from the old port while you savor a bouillabaisse dinner. Sleep in Cassis.






	13

	
Cassis. Spend all day in Cassis enjoying la vie douce. Take a boat trip or hike to the calanques, then watch the pétanque balls fly. Sleep in Cassis.






	14

	
Fly Away. Fly out of nearby Marseille or, if leaving from Nice, take a train back to Nice and savor a last night on the Promenade des Anglais. Sleep in Nice.






	15

	Trip over.










Room and Board: You can thrive in Provence and the Riviera on $135 a day per person for room and board. This allows an average of $12 for breakfast, $18 for lunch, $40 for dinner with drinks, and $65 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a $130 double room). Students and tightwads can enjoy Provence and the Riviera for as little as $60 a day ($30 per bed, $30 for meals and snacks).


Sightseeing and Entertainment: Figure about $10 per major sight (Arles’ Roman Arena-$9, Nice’s Chagall Museum-$9, Avignon’s Palace of the Popes-$13), around $6 for minor ones (e.g., climbing church towers), $30 for guided walks, and $40-70 for splurge experiences (such as bullfights or concerts). An overall average of $25 a day works for most people. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience this wonderfully French region.


Shopping and Miscellany: Figure $4 per ice-cream cone, café au lait, or soft drink. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong memories.


SIGHTSEEING PRIORITIES


So much to see, so little time. How to choose? Depending on the length of your trip, and taking geographic proximity into account, here are my recommended priorities:










	6 days:

	Arles and day trips to Pont du Gard and Les Baux, a night in a Côtes du Rhône village, and Nice with a day trip to Monaco






	9 days, add:

	Avignon and Cassis






	12 days, add:

	Luberon, Grand Canyon du Verdon, and Antibes






	14 days, add:

	Nîmes, Marseille, Aix-en-Provence, and the Camargue







This includes nearly everything on the map on here. If you don’t have time to see it all, prioritize according to your interests. The “Provence and the Riviera at a Glance” sidebar can help you decide where to go (here). For a day-by-day itinerary of a two-week trip, see this chapter’s two recommended routes (by car, and by train and bus).


WHEN TO GO


With more than 300 days of sunshine per year, Provence and the Riviera enjoy France’s sunniest weather. Spring and fall are best, with generally comfortable weather—though crowds can be a problem, particularly during holiday weekends and major events (May is worst). April can be damp, and any month can be windy.


Summer means festivals, lavender, steamy weather, long hours at sights, and longer lines of cars along the Riviera. Europeans vacation in July and August, jamming the Riviera, the Gorges du Verdon, and Ardèche (worst from mid-July through mid-Aug), but leaving the rest of this region relatively calm. Though many French businesses close in August, the traveler hardly notices.


September brings the grape harvest, when small wineries are off-limits to taste-seeking travelers (for information on wine tasting, see here). Late fall delivers beautiful foliage and a return to tranquility.


Although you can find mild, sunny weather in any season, Provence is famous for its bone-chilling temperatures when the wind blows (see here). Winter travel is OK in Nice, Aix-en-Provence, and Avignon, but you’ll find smaller cities and villages buttoned up tight. Sights and tourist-information offices keep shorter hours, and some tourist activities (such as English-language castle tours) vanish altogether.




Rick Steves Audio Europe


My Rick Steves Audio Europe app makes it easy to download audio content to enhance your trip. It includes my audio tours of many of Europe’s top destinations, as well as a far-reaching library of insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from around the globe—including many of the places in this book. The app and all of its content are entirely free. You can download Rick Steves Audio Europe via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or the Amazon Appstore. For more information, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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Thanks to Provence’s temperate climate, fields of flowers greet the traveler much of the year:


May: Wild red poppies (coquelicots) sprout.


June: Lavender begins to bloom in the lower hills of Provence, generally during the last week of the month.


July: Lavender is in full swing in Provence, and sunflowers are awakening. If you can find adjacent fields with lavender and sunflowers, celebrate! Cities, towns, and villages everywhere overflow with carefully tended flowers.


August-September: Sunflowers flourish.


October: In the latter half of the month, the countryside glistens with fall colors (most trees are deciduous). Vineyards go for the gold.


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Check this list of things to arrange while you’re still at home.


You need a passport—but no visa or shots—to travel in France. You may be denied entry into certain European countries if your passport is due to expire within three months of your ticketed date of return. Get it renewed if you’ll be cutting it close. It can take up to six weeks to get or renew a passport (for more on passports, see www.travel.state.gov). Pack a photocopy of your passport in your luggage in case the original is lost or stolen.


Book rooms well in advance if you’ll be traveling during peak season (spring, summer, and September) or any major holidays (see here).


Call your debit- and credit-card companies to let them know the countries you’ll be visiting, to ask about fees, request your PIN code (it will be mailed to you), and more. See here for details.


Do your homework if you want to buy travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Also, check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas. For more tips, see www.ricksteves.com/insurance.




How Was Your Trip?


Were your travels fun, smooth, and meaningful? If you’d like to share your tips, concerns, and discoveries, please fill out the survey at www.ricksteves.com/feedback. To check out readers’ hotel and restaurant reviews—or leave one yourself—visit my travel forum at www.ricksteves.com/travel-forum. I value your feedback. Thanks in advance.





Consider buying a rail pass after researching your options. This likely only makes sense if Provence is part of a larger trip (see here and www.ricksteves.com/rail for specifics).


All high-speed trains (TGVs) in France require a seat reservation; book as early as possible, as these trains fill fast, and some routes use TGV trains almost exclusively. If you’re using a rail pass, book even earlier—there’s a tight limit on seat reservations for passholders. Traveling between Marseille and Nice can be tricky (most trains are TGV), so think about reserving that trip ahead. If you’re taking an overnight train (especially to international destinations), and you need a couchette (overnight bunk) or sleeper—and you must leave on a certain day—consider booking it in advance through a US agent (such as www.raileurope.com), even though it may cost more. (For more on train travel, see the Practicalities chapter.)


If you want to hire a local guide, reserve ahead by email. Popular guides can get booked up.


If you’re bringing a mobile device, consider signing up for an international plan for cheaper calls, texts, and data (see here). Download any apps you might want to use on the road, such as translators, maps, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see here).


If you’ll be traveling with children, read over the list of pretrip suggestions on here.



Traveling as a Temporary Local



We travel all the way to France to enjoy differences—to become temporary locals. You’ll experience frustrations. Certain truths that we find “God-given” or “self-evident,” such as cold beer, ice in drinks, bottomless cups of coffee, “the customer is king,” and bigger being better, are suddenly not so true. One of the benefits of travel is the eye-opening realization that there are logical, civil, and even better alternatives.
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With a history rich in human achievement, France is an understandably proud country. To enjoy its people, you need to celebrate the differences. A willingness to go local ensures that you’ll enjoy a full dose of French hospitality.


Europeans generally like Americans. But if there is a negative aspect to the French image of Americans, it’s that we are loud, wasteful, ethnocentric, too informal (which can seem disrespectful), and a bit naive.


The French (and Europeans in general) place a high value on speaking quietly in restaurants and on trains. Listen while on the bus or in a restaurant—the place can be packed, but the decibel level is low. Try to adjust your volume accordingly to show respect for the culture.


While the French look bemusedly at some of our Yankee excesses—and worriedly at others—they nearly always afford us individual travelers all the warmth we deserve.


Judging from all the happy feedback I receive from travelers who have used this book, it’s safe to assume you’ll enjoy a great, affordable vacation—with the finesse of an independent, experienced traveler.


Thanks, and bon voyage!
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Back Door Travel Philosophy


From Rick Steves Europe Through the Back Door


Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


Experiencing the real Europe requires catching it by surprise, going casual...“Through the Back Door.”


Affording travel is a matter of priorities. (Make do with the old car.) You can eat and sleep—simply and safely—anywhere in Europe for $100 a day plus transportation costs. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see. Europe is a cultural carnival, and time after time, you’ll find that its best acts are free and the best seats are the cheap ones.


A tight budget forces you to travel close to the ground, meeting and communicating with the people. Never sacrifice sleep, nutrition, safety, or cleanliness to save money. Simply enjoy the local-style alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants.


Connecting with people carbonates your experience. Extroverts have more fun. If your trip is low on magic moments, kick yourself and make things happen. If you don’t enjoy a place, maybe you don’t know enough about it. Seek the truth. Recognize tourist traps. Give a culture the benefit of your open mind. See things as different, but not better or worse. Any culture has plenty to share. When an opportunity presents itself, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Of course, travel, like the world, is a series of hills and valleys. Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking, change your liking.


Travel can make you a happier American, as well as a citizen of the world. Our Earth is home to seven billion equally precious people. It’s humbling to travel and find that other people don’t have the “American Dream”—they have their own dreams. Europeans like us, but with all due respect, they wouldn’t trade passports.


Thoughtful travel engages us with the world. It reminds us what is truly important. By broadening perspectives, travel teaches new ways to measure quality of life.


Globetrotting destroys ethnocentricity, helping us understand and appreciate other cultures. Rather than fear the diversity on this planet, celebrate it. Among your most prized souvenirs will be the strands of different cultures you choose to knit into your own character. The world is a cultural yarn shop, and Back Door travelers are weaving the ultimate tapestry. Join in!








PROVENCE
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PROVENCE


“There are treasures to carry away in this land, which has not found a spokesman worthy of the riches it offers.”


—Paul Cézanne


CHOOSING A HOME BASE


Map: Provence


PLANNING YOUR TIME


HELPFUL HINTS


GETTING AROUND PROVENCE


TOURS IN PROVENCE


Tours with a Wine Focus


Cultural/Historical Tours


Basic Transportation-only Tours


HOW ABOUT THEM ROMANS?


PROVENCE’S CUISINE SCENE


WINES OF PROVENCE


Côtes du Rhône Wines


Côtes de Provence Wines


Côteaux d’Aix-en-Provence Wines


Provençal Mediterranean Wines


This magnificent region is shaped like a giant wedge of quiche. From its sunburned crust, fanning out along the Mediterranean coast from the Camargue to Marseille, it stretches north along the Rhône Valley to Orange. The Romans were here in force and left many ruins—some of the best anywhere. Seven popes, artists such as Vincent van Gogh and Paul Cézanne, and author Peter Mayle all enjoyed their years in Provence. This destination features a splendid recipe of arid climate, oceans of vineyards, dramatic scenery, lively cities, and adorable hill-capping villages.


Explore the ghost town that is ancient Les Baux, and see France’s greatest Roman ruins, the Pont du Gard aqueduct and the theater in Orange. Admire the skill of ball-tossing boules players in small squares in every Provençal village and city. Spend a few Van Gogh-inspired starry, starry nights in Arles. Youthful but classy Avignon bustles in the shadow of its brooding Palace of the Popes. Stylish and self-confident Aix-en-Provence lies 30 minutes from the sea and feels more Mediterranean. It’s a short hop from Arles or Avignon into the splendid scenery and villages of the Côtes du Rhône and Luberon regions. To properly understand southern France, day-trip into gritty Marseille, and if you prefer a Provençal beach fix, find Cassis, just east of Marseille.


CHOOSING A HOME BASE


With limited time, make Arles or Avignon your sightseeing base—particularly if you have no car. Italophiles prefer smaller Arles, while poodles pick urban Avignon. Many enjoy nights in both cities. (With a car, head for St-Rémy or the hill towns.)
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Arles has a blue-collar quality; the entire city feels like Van Gogh’s bedroom. It also has this region’s best-value hotels and is handy to Les Baux, St-Rémy, and the Camargue.


Avignon—double the size of Arles—feels sophisticated, with more nightlife and shopping. Avignon makes a good base for non-drivers thanks to its convenient public-transit options (within an hour, you can reach Pont du Gard, Uzès, Nîmes, and St-Rémy by bus, or Marseille by train; within a half-hour, you can reach Arles, Isle-sur-la-Sorgue, and Aix-en-Provence by train).


Or, for drivers who prefer a smaller-town base, St-Rémy-de-Provence is manageable and central. It offers a nice range of hotels with free and easy parking, good restaurants, and a few sights of its own. The towns of Vaison-la-Romaine (in the Côtes du Rhône region) and Roussillon (in the Luberon) are two good but remote hill-town options.


Aix-en-Provence works well as a base for Provence sights east of Arles and Avignon, with easy access to Marseille, Cassis, and some Luberon villages. About halfway between Arles and Nice, Aix-en-Provence also makes a convenient stopover, and if you’re flying in or out of Marseille, Aix has quick access to the airport, making it a convenient first- or last-day stop.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


The bare minimum you should spend in Provence is three days: one day for sightseeing in Arles and Les Baux (Arles is best on Wed or Sat, when it’s market day); a day for Pont du Gard and Nîmes; and a full day for Orange and the Côtes du Rhône villages. Add two more days to explore Avignon; Uzès or St-Rémy; and more Provençal villages. Allow an additional two days in Cassis, using one of them for a day trip to Marseille or Aix-en-Provence (or both). Ideally, see the cities—Arles, Nîmes, Avignon, Aix-en-Provence, and Marseille—by train, then rent a car for the countryside.


To measure the pulse of rural Provence, spend at least a few nights in the smaller towns. Provençal villages come to life on market days, but can be quiet on Mondays—when shops are shuttered tight—and are terminally quiet from mid-October to Easter. I’ve described many towns in the Côtes du Rhône and Luberon. The Côtes du Rhône is ideal for wine connoisseurs and an easy stop for those heading to or from the north. The Luberon was made for hill-town lovers and works well for travelers heading east, toward Aix-en-Provence or the Riviera. Avoid speeding through these areas. Provençal village evenings are what books are written about—spend the night, or two, or...


The small port town of Cassis is a marvelous Mediterranean meander between Provence and the Riviera (and more appealing than most Riviera resorts). It has easy day-trip connections to Marseille and Aix-en-Provence.


Depending on the length of your trip, here are my recommended priorities for Provence:










	4 days:

	Arles and Les Baux; Pont du Gard and Nîmes; and Orange and Côtes du Rhône villages






	5-6 days, add:

	Cassis, Marseille, and Aix-en-Provence






	7-8 days, add:

	Luberon hill towns






	9-10 days, add:

	Avignon and either St-Rémy or Uzès







HELPFUL HINTS


Resources: Imagine Tours (near Avignon) offers free assistance to travelers. They can work with you to plan your itinerary, book hotels, or help you deal with problems that might arise during your trip (for contact information, see here).


Cruise-Ship Sightseeing: Cruise lines that visit Provence call at either Marseille or Toulon (about 40 miles east of Marseille; see here). Public-transit options are limited—with a short day, only Marseille, Cassis, and Aix-en-Provence are doable. (It’s possible to visit Avignon or Arles from Marseille—but only with a long day in port.) To journey beyond the immediate area and/or connect several sights in one busy day, join a cruise-line excursion, hire a driver or guide (see “Tours in Provence,” later), or rent a car. For in-depth coverage, consider my guidebook, Rick Steves Mediterranean Cruise Ports.


GETTING AROUND PROVENCE


By Bus or Train: Public transit is good between cities and decent to some towns, but marginal at best to the smaller villages. Frequent trains link Avignon, Arles, and Nîmes (no more than 30 minutes between each). Avignon has good train connections with Orange and adequate service to Isle-sur-la-Sorgue. Marseille is well-connected to all cities in Provence, with frequent service to Cassis (25 minutes) and Aix-en-Provence (45 minutes).


Buses connect many smaller towns, though service can be sporadic. From Arles you can catch a bus to Les Baux (high season only), Stes-Maries-de-la-Mer (in the Camargue), or St-Rémy. From Avignon, you can bus to Pont du Gard, St-Rémy, Uzès, Isle-sur-la-Sorgue (also by train), and to some Côtes du Rhône villages. St-Rémy, Isle-sur-la-Sorgue, and Uzès are the most accessible and interesting small towns. Vaison-la-Romaine—my favorite town—is a manageable bus ride from Orange (with fast and frequent train connections to Avignon). A visit here works well with a tour of Orange’s Roman Theater.


While a tour of the villages of the Côtes du Rhône or Luberon is best on your own by car, a variety of minivan tours and basic bus excursions are available. (TIs in Arles and Avignon also have information on bus excursions to regional sights that are hard to reach sans car; see “Tours in Provence,” later.)


By Car: The region is made to order for a car, though travel time between some sights will surprise you—thanks, in part, to narrow roads and endless roundabouts (for example, figure an hour from Les Baux to Pont du Gard, and two hours from Arles to Vaison-la-Romaine). Michelin map #527 (1:275,000 scale) covers this book perfectly. Michelin maps #332 (Luberon and Côtes du Rhône) and #340 (Arles area) are also worth considering. I’ve described key sights and a variety of full-day drives deep into the countryside. Be wary of thieves: Park only in well-monitored spaces and leave nothing valuable in your car.


Avignon (pop. 110,000) is a headache for drivers. Arles (pop. 52,000) is easier but still challenging. Les Baux and St-Rémy work well from Arles or Avignon (or vice versa). Nîmes and Pont du Gard are a short hop west of Avignon. The town of Orange ties in tidily with a trip to the Côtes du Rhône villages and with destinations farther north. If you’re heading north from Provence, consider a half-day detour through the spectacular Ardèche Gorges (see here). The Luberon villages are about halfway between Arles or Avignon and Aix-en-Provence (little Lourmarin works as a base for day trips to Aix-en-Provence). And if you’re continuing on to the Riviera, let yourself be lured into the Grand Canyon du Verdon detour (see the Inland Riviera chapter). Most drivers will prefer exploring congested Marseille on foot—take the train from Cassis or Aix-en-Provence (both towns have parking at their train stations with frequent trains and buses to the center of Marseille).


By Bike: Wind, heat, and hilly terrain make this region a challenge to bike. If you’re determined, I list bike rental options in most cities (including electric bikes). Try Telecycles, which will deliver your bike to your hotel (tel. 04 90 92 83 15 or 06 11 64 04 69, www.telecycles-location.com).


TOURS IN PROVENCE


Towns with a lot of tourism generally have English-speaking guides available for private hire (about €130 for a 3-hour guided walk). It’s also possible to take half-day or full-day excursions to most of the sights in Provence. TIs have wads of brochures on day trips and can help you make a reservation. Excursions are best from Avignon, where most tours can pick you up at your hotel, the TI, or at either of the city’s train stations. Here are several good options to consider:


Tours with a Wine Focus


Wine Safari


Dutchman Mike Rijken runs a one-man show, taking travelers through the region he adopted more than 20 years ago. His English is fluent, and though his focus is on wine and wine villages, Mike knows the region thoroughly and is a good teacher of its history (€75/half-day, €130/day, priced per person, group size varies from 2 to 6; pickups possible in Arles, Avignon, Lyon, Marseille, or Aix-en-Provence; tel. 04 90 35 59 21, mobile 06 19 29 50 81, www.winesafari.net, mikeswinesafari@orange.fr).


Le Vin à la Bouche


Celine Viany, a wine sommelier and charming tour guide, is an easy-to-be-with expert on her region and its chief product (from €75/half-day per person, from €90/day for up to 6 people, tel. 04 90 46 90 80, mobile 06 76 59 56 30, www.levinalabouche.com, contact@degustation-levinalabouche.com).




Top 10 Provençal Towns and Villages










	1.

	
Roussillon, a beautiful hill town sitting atop a huge ochre deposit, giving it a red-rock appeal, popular with American tourists; see here.






	2.

	
Uzès, a chic town with manicured pedestrian streets, popular with European tourists; see here.






	3.

	
Joucas, an adorable little village where flowers and stones are lovingly maintained, a magnet for artists; see here.






	4.

	
Brantes, a spectacularly situated cliff village literally at the end of the road, with few tourists; see here.






	5.

	
Vaison-la-Romaine, a bustling midsize town that spans both sides of a river and has Roman ruins, popular with tourists; see here.






	6.

	
Lourmarin, a lovely upscale village, busy during the day but quiet at night; see here.






	7.

	
Crestet, an overlooked village with a sensational hilltop location and one commercial enterprise; see here.






	8.

	
Séguret, a linear hillside village with memorable views, many day-trippers, but few overnighters; see here.






	9.

	
Gigondas, a world-famous wine village with a nice balance of commercial activity and quiet; see here.






	10.

	
Nyons, an overlooked midsize town with a few pedestrian streets, famous for its olive oil and ideal climate; see here.










Avignon Wine Tour


For a playful and distinctly French perspective on wines of the Côtes du Rhône region, contact François Marcou, who runs his tours with passion and energy (€110/person for all-day wine tours that include 4 tastings, €80/person for half-day tours, €350 for private groups, less in winter, mobile 06 28 05 33 84, www.avignon-wine-tour.com, avignon.wine.tour@modulonet.fr).


Wine Uncovered


Passionate Englishman Olivier Hickman takes small groups on focused tours of selected wineries in Châteauneuf-du-Pape and in the villages near Vaison-la-Romaine. Olivier knows his subject matter inside and out. His in-depth tastings include a half-day tour of two or three wineries (€35-70/person for half-day to full-day tours, prices subject to minimum tour fees, mobile 06 75 10 10 01, www.wine-uncovered.com, olivier.hickman@orange.fr).



Tours du Rhône



American Doug Graves, who owns a small wine domaine in the Côtes du Rhône, runs custom tours of Châteauneuf-du-Pape, the villages of the Côtes du Rhône, and the Luberon Valley (€125/day per person for up to 4 people, mobile 06 37 16 04 56, www.toursdurhone.com, doug@masdelalionne.com).


Winery Plus Tours


This company offers small group tours centered on wine and food with a good dose of history and local culture. Experienced guide, chef, and wine connoisseur Joe McLean’s tours focus on the wines of Uzès, Châteauneuf-du-Pape, and the Côtes du Rhône (ask about his cooking classes). Pick-ups are possible in Uzès, Avignon, and Arles (per person: €60/half-day, €100/-day; tel. 06 73 08 23 97, www.promo-vinum.com/gb/winetours, info@promo-vinum.com).


Provence & Wine


Romain Gouvernet is a young and sincere wine guide concentrating on the Côtes du Rhône (per person: €95/half-day, €140/day; tel. 06 86 49 56 76, www.provenceandwine.com, provenceandwine@gmail.com).


Cultural/Historical Tours


Imagine Tours


This organization focuses on cultural excursions, offering personalized tours that allow visitors to discover the “true heart of Provence and Occitania.” The itineraries are adapted to your interests, and the guides will meet you at your hotel or the departure point of your choice (€190/half-day, €315/day, prices for up to 4 people starting from near Avignon or Arles, mobile 06 89 22 19 87, www.imagine-tours.net, imagine.tours@gmail.com). They can also help plan your itinerary, book hotel rooms, or address other travel issues.


Local Guide


Catherine d’Antuono is a smart, capable guide for Aix-en-Provence and other areas. She runs a small company with four guides leading private tours who can guide as far west as Pont du Gard and as far east as St-Tropez (€450/day for 2 people, add €15/person after that up to 8 maximum, mobile 06 17 94 69 61, tour.designer@provence-travel.com).


Discover Provence


Sarah Pernet—who was born in England but has lived in Aix-en-Provence for 15 years—works with a small team to offer enjoyable excursions within and from her adopted city, from walking tours in Aix to truffle-hunting in rural Provence (€120/half-day, €180/day, prices per person for up to 6 people, tel. 06 16 86 40 24, www.discover-provence.net, discoverprovence@hotmail.com).



Basic Transportation-only Tours



Visit Provence


This company runs day tours from Avignon, Arles, Marseille, and in Aix-en-Provence. Tours from Avignon run year-round and cover a great variety of destinations; tours from other cities run April through September only and are more limited in scope. While the tours provide introductory commentary, there’s no guiding at the actual sights. They use eight-seat, air-conditioned minivans (about €60-80/half-day, €100-120/day). Ask about their cheaper big-bus excursions, or consider hiring a van and driver for your private use (plan on €220/half-day, €490/day, tel. 04 90 14 70 00, www.provence-reservation.com).


HOW ABOUT THEM ROMANS?


Provence is littered with Roman ruins. Many scholars claim the best-preserved ancient Roman buildings are not in Italy, but in France. These ancient stones will compose an important part of your sightseeing agenda in this region, so it’s worth learning about how they came to be.


Classical Rome endured from about 500 B.C. through A.D. 500—spending about 500 years growing, 200 years peaking, and 300 years declining. Julius Caesar conquered Gaul—which included Provence—during the Gallic Wars (58-51 B.C.), then crossed the Rubicon River in 49 B.C. to incite civil war within the Roman Republic. He erected a temple to Jupiter on the future site of Paris’ Notre-Dame Cathedral.


The concept of one-man rule lived on with his grandnephew, Octavian (whom he had also adopted as his son). Octavian killed Brutus, eliminated his rivals (Mark Antony and Cleopatra), and united Rome’s warring factions. He took the title “Augustus” and became the first in a line of emperors who would control Rome for the next 500 years—ruling like a king, with the backing of the army and the rubber-stamp approval of the Senate. Rome morphed from a Republic into an Empire: a collection of many diverse territories ruled by a single man.


Augustus’ reign marked the start of 200 years of peace, prosperity, and expansion known as the Pax Romana. At its peak (c. A.D. 117), the Roman Empire had 54 million people and stretched from Scotland in the north to Egypt in the south, as far west as Spain and as far east as modern-day Iraq. To the northeast, Rome was bounded by the Rhine and Danube Rivers. On Roman maps, the Mediterranean was labeled Mare Nostrum (“Our Sea”). At its peak, “Rome” didn’t just refer to the city, but to the entire civilized Western world.


The Romans were successful not only because they were good soldiers, but also because they were smart administrators and businessmen. People in conquered territories knew they had joined the winning team and that political stability would replace barbarian invasions. Trade thrived. Conquered peoples were welcomed into the fold of prosperity, linked by roads, education, common laws and gods, and the Latin language.




Top 10 Roman Sights in Provence










	1.

	Pont du Gard aqueduct and its museum






	2.

	Roman Theater in Orange






	3.

	Maison Carrée in Nîmes






	4.

	Ancient History Museum in Arles






	5.

	Arena in Nîmes






	6.

	Arena in Arles






	7.

	Roman city of Glanum (in St-Rémy)






	8.

	Ruined aqueduct near Fontvieille






	9.

	Roman city of Vaison-la-Romaine






	10.

	Julien Bridge (near Roussillon)










Provence, with its strategic location, benefited greatly from Rome’s global economy and grew to become an important part of its worldwide empire. After Julius Caesar conquered Gaul, Emperor Augustus set out to Romanize it, building and renovating cities in the image of Rome. Most cities had a theater (some had several), baths, and aqueducts; the most important cities had sports arenas. The Romans also erected an elaborate infrastructure of roads, post offices, schools (teaching in Latin), police stations, and water-supply systems.
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With a standard language and currency, Roman merchants were able to trade wine, salt, and olive oil for foreign goods. The empire invested heavily in cities that were strategically important for trade. For example, the Roman-built city of Arles was a crucial link in the trade route from Italy to Spain, so they built a bridge across the Rhône River and fortified the town.


A typical Roman city (such as Nîmes, Arles, Orange, or Vaison-la-Romaine) was a garrison town, laid out on a grid plan with two main roads: one running north-south (the cardus), the other east-west (the decumanus). Approaching the city on your chariot, you’d pass by the cemetery, which was located outside of town for hygienic reasons. You’d enter the main gate and speed past warehouses and apartment houses to the town square (forum). Facing the square were the most important temples, dedicated to the patron gods of the city. Nearby, you’d find bathhouses; like today’s fitness clubs, these served the almost sacred dedication to personal vigor. Also close by were businesses that catered to the citizens’ needs: the marketplace, bakeries, banks, and brothels.


Aqueducts brought fresh water for drinking, filling the baths, and delighting the citizens with bubbling fountains. Men flocked to the stadiums in Arles and Nîmes to bet on gladiator games; eager couples attended elaborate plays at theaters in Orange, Arles, and Vaison-la-Romaine. Marketplaces brimmed with exotic fruits, vegetables, and animals from the far reaches of the empire. Some cities in Provence were more urban 2,000 years ago than they are today. For instance, Roman Arles had a population of 100,000—double today’s size. Think about that when you visit.
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In these cities, you’ll see many rounded arches. These were constructed by piling two stacks of heavy stone blocks, connecting them with an arch (supported with wooden scaffolding), then inserting an inverted keystone where the stacks met. Voilà! The heavy stones were able to support not only themselves, but also a great deal of weight above the arch. The Romans didn’t invent the rounded arch, but they exploited it better than their predecessors, stacking arches to build arenas and theaters, stringing them side by side for aqueducts, stretching out their legs to create barrel-vaulted ceilings, and building freestanding “triumphal” arches to celebrate conquering generals.


When it came to construction, the Romans’ magic building ingredient was concrete. A mixture of volcanic ash, lime, water, and small rocks, concrete—easier to work than stone, longer-lasting than wood—served as flooring, roofing, filler, glue, and support. Builders would start with a foundation of brick, then fill it in with poured concrete. They would then cover important structures, such as basilicas, in sheets of expensive marble (held on with nails), or decorate floors and walls with mosaics—proving just how talented the Romans were at turning the functional into art.


PROVENCE’S CUISINE SCENE


Provence has been called France’s “garden market,” featuring farm-fresh food (vegetables, fruit, and meats) prepared in a simple way, and meant to be savored with family and friends. Grilled foods are common, as are dishes derived from lengthy simmering—in part a reflection of long days spent in the fields. Colorful and lively, Provençal cuisine hammers the senses with an extravagant use (by French standards) of garlic, olive oil, and herbs. Order anything à la provençale, and you’ll be rewarded with aromatic food heightened by rich and pungent sauces. Thanks to the proximity of the Riviera, many seafood dishes show up on Provençal menus (see “The Riviera’s Cuisine Scene” on here).


Unlike other French regional cuisines, the food of Provence is inviting for nibblers. Appetizers (hors d’oeuvres) often consist of bowls of olives (try the plump, full-flavored black tanche or the green, buttery picholine), as well as plates of fresh vegetables served with lusty sauces ready for dipping. These same sauces adorn dishes of hard-boiled eggs, fish, or meat. Look for tapenade, a paste of pureed olives, capers, anchovies, herbs, and sometimes tuna. True anchovy-lovers dig into anchoïade (a spread of garlic, anchovy, and parsley) or bagna cauda (a warm sauce of anchovies and melted butter or olive oil).
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Aioli—a rich, garlicky mayonnaise spread over vegetables, potatoes, fish, or whatever—is another Provençal favorite. In the summertime, entire village festivals celebrate this sauce. Watch for signs announcing aioli monstre (“monster aioli”) and, for a few euros, dive into a deeply French eating experience.


Despite the heat, soup is a favorite in Provence. Soupe au pistou is a thin yet flavorful vegetable soup with a sauce (called pistou) of basil, garlic, and cheese—pesto minus the pine nuts. Or try soupe à l’ail (garlic soup, called aigo bouido in the Provençal dialect). For details on seafood soups, see here.


Provençal main courses venerate fresh vegetables and meats. (Eat seafood on the Riviera and meat in Provence.) Ratatouille is a mixture of Provençal vegetables (eggplant, zucchini, onions, and peppers are the usual suspects) in a thick, herb-flavored tomato sauce. It’s readily found in charcuteries and often served at room temperature, making it the perfect picnic food. Ratatouille veggies also show up on their own, stuffed and served in spicy sauces. Look for aubergines (eggplants), tomates (tomatoes), poivrons (sweet peppers), and courgettes (zucchini—especially fleurs de courgettes, stuffed and batter-fried zucchini flowers). Tians are gratin-like vegetable dishes named for the deep terra-cotta dish in which they are cooked and served. Artichauts à la barigoule are stuffed artichokes flavored with garlic, ham, and herbs (barigoule is from the Provençal word for thyme, farigoule). Also look for riz de Camargue—the reddish, chewy, nutty-tasting rice that has taken over the Camargue area, a marshy region that is otherwise useless for agriculture.


The famous herbs of Provence influence food long before it’s cooked. The locally renowned lambs of the garrigue (shrub-covered hills), as well as rabbits and other small edible beasts in Provence, dine on wild herbs and spicy shrubs—preseasoning their delicate meat. Regional specialties include lamb (agneau, most often leg of lamb, gigot d’agneau), grilled and served no-frills, or the delicious lapin à la provençale—rabbit served with garlic, mustard, tomatoes, and herbs in white wine. Locals have a curious passion for quail (caille). These tiny, bony birds are often grilled and served with any variety of sauces, including those sweetened with Provençal cherries or honey and lavender. Daube, named for the traditional cooking vessel daubière, is generally beef simmered in wine with spices and herbs—and perhaps a touch of orange zest—until it is spoon-tender; it’s then served with noodles or the local rice. Taureau (bull’s meat), usually raised in the marshy Camargue, melts in your mouth.


By American standards, the French undercook meats: bleu (bluh) is virtually raw (just flame-kissed); saignant (seh-nyahn) is close to raw; à point (ah pwahn)—their version of “medium”—is rare; and bien cuit (bee-yehn kwee, “well cooked”) is medium. (Because French cows are raised on grass rather than corn, the beef is leaner than in the US, so limiting the cooking time keeps the meat tender.)


There are a few dishes to avoid: Pieds et paquets is a scary dish of sheep’s feet and tripe (no amount of Provençal sauce can hide this flavor). Tourte de blettes is a confused “pie” made with Swiss chard; both savory and sweet, it can’t decide whether it should be a first course or dessert (it shows up as both).


Eat goat cheese (fromage de chèvre) in Provence. Look for banon de banon or banon à la feuille (dipped in eau-de-vie to kill bad mold, then wrapped in a chestnut leaf), spicy picodon (the name means “spicy” in the old language), or the fresh, creamy brousse du Rove (often served mixed with cream and sugar for dessert). On Provençal cheese platters, you’ll find small rounds of bite-size chèvres, each flavored with a different herb or spice—and some even rolled in chopped garlic.


Desserts tend to be light and fruit-filled, or traditionally French. Treat yourself to fresh tarts made with seasonal fruit, regional Cavaillon melons (cantaloupes, served cut in half with a trickle of the sweet Rhône wine Beaumes de Venise), and ice cream or sorbet sweetened with honey and flavored with various herbs such as lavender, thyme, or rosemary. Don’t miss the region’s delicious cherries and apricots, which are often turned into jams and candied fruits.


Provence also produces some of France’s great wines at relatively reasonable prices (€5-10/bottle on average). Look for wines from Gigondas, Rasteau, Cairanne, Beaumes-de-Venise, Vacqueyras, and Châteauneuf-du-Pape. For the cheapest but still tasty wines, look for labels showing Côtes du Rhône Villages or Côtes de Provence. If you like rosé, you’ll be in heaven here. Rosés from Tavel are considered among the best in Provence. For reds, splurge for Châteauneuf-du-Pape or Gigondas, and for a fine aperitif wine or a dessert wine, try the Muscat from Beaumes-de-Venise.


Remember, restaurants serve only during lunch (12:00-14:00) and dinner (19:00-21:00, later in bigger cities), but some cafés serve food throughout the day.


For details on dining in France’s restaurants, cafés, and brasseries, getting takeout, and assembling a picnic—as well as a rundown of French cuisine—see the “Eating” section in the Practicalities chapter (here).


WINES OF PROVENCE


The American wine-tasting experience (I’m thinking Napa Valley) is generally informal, chatty, and entrepreneurial (logo-adorned baseball caps and golf shirts). Although Provençal vintners are welcoming and more easygoing than in other parts of France, it’s still a serious, wine-focused experience. Your hosts are not there to make small talk, and they’re likely to be “all business.” Still, Provence’s shorts-and-T-shirt climate and abundance of hearty, reasonably priced wines make for an enjoyable experience, particularly if you’re patient and willing to learn. See the “French Wine-Tasting 101” sidebar (here) for the basics.


Provence saw the first grapes planted in France, in about 600 B.C., by the Greeks. Romans built on what the Greeks started, realizing 2,000 years ago that Provence had an ideal climate for producing wine: mild winters and long, warm summers (but not too hot—thanks to the cooling winds). This sun-baked, wine-happy region offers Americans a chance to sample wines blended from several grapes—resulting in flavors unlike anything we get at home (yes, we have good cabernet sauvignons, merlots, and pinot noirs, but Rhône wines are new to many of us).


In France, wine production is strictly controlled by the government to preserve the overall quality. This ensures that vintners use specified grapes that grow best in that region and follow certain grape-growing procedures. The Appellation d’Origine Controlée (AOC) label found on many bottles is the government’s seal of approval, indicating that a wine has met various requirements. The type and percentages of grapes used, vinification methods, and taste are all controlled and verified.


Provençal vintners can blend wines using a maximum of 13 different types of grapes (five white and eight red)—unique in France. Only in Châteauneuf-du-Pape are all 13 grapes used; most vintners blend four or five types of grapes. (In Burgundy and Alsace, only one grape variety is used for each wine—so pinot noir, chardonnay, Riesling, Tokay, and pinot gris are each 100 percent from that grape.) This blending allows Provençal winemakers great range in personalizing their wine. The most prevalent types of red grapes are Grenache, Mourvèdre, Syrah, Carignan, and Cinsault. The white grapes include Grenache-Blanc, Roussanne, Marsanne, Bourboulenc, and Clairette.


There are three primary growing areas in Provence: Côtes du Rhône, Côtes de Provence, and Côteaux d’Aix-en-Provence. A few wines are also made along the Provençal Mediterranean coast. All regions produce rich, fruity reds and dry, fresh rosés. Only about five percent of wine produced here is white (the best of which comes from Cassis and Châteauneuf-du-Pape). Most Provençal whites are light, tart, with plenty of citrus and minerals, and work best as a pre-dinner drink or in a kir.


In Provence, I often drink rosé instead of white. French rosé is often crisp and fruity, a perfect match to the hot days and Mediterranean cuisine. Rosé wines are made from red grapes. After the grapes are crushed, their clear juice is left in contact with their dark-red skins just long enough to produce the pinkish color (no more than 24 hours). Rosés from Tavel (20 minutes north and west of Avignon) are the darkest in color and best-known outside of Provence, but you’ll find many good producers at affordable prices in other areas as well. If you’re unaccustomed to drinking rosés, try one here.


Here’s some terminology to help you decipher what you’ll see on bottles:


appellation: area in which a wine’s grapes are grown


bouquet: bouquet (the fragrance when first opened)


cave: cellar (or wine shop)


cépage: grape variety (Syrah, Chardonnay, etc.)


côte, côteaux: hillside or slope


domaine: wine estate


étiquette: label


fût, tonneau: wine barrel


grand vin: excellent wine


millésimé: wine from a given year


mis en bouteille au château/à la domaine: estate-bottled (bottled where it was made)


vin de table: table wine (can be a blend of several wines)


vin du pays: wine from a given area (a step up from vin de table)


Côtes du Rhône Wines


The Côtes du Rhône, which follows the Rhône River from just south of Lyon to near Avignon, is the king of Provençal wines. Our focus is on the southern section, roughly from Vaison-la-Romaine to Avignon (though wine-lovers should also try the big, complex reds found in the northern Rhône wines of St-Joseph, Crozes-Hermitage, and Cornas, as well as the tasty whites of Condrieu). The wines of the southern Rhône are consistently good, sometimes exceptional, and usually inexpensive. The reds are full-bodied, rosés are dry and fruity, and whites are dry and fragrant. For more on this wine region, including a self-guided driving tour of the area’s villages and vintners, see the Côtes du Rhône chapter.




French Wine-Tasting 101


France is peppered with wineries and wine-tasting opportunities. For some visitors, trying to make sense of the vast range of French wines can be overwhelming, particularly when faced with a no-nonsense winemaker or sommelier. Take a deep breath, do your best to follow my guidance, and don’t linger where you don’t feel welcome.
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Visit several private wineries or stop by a cave cooperative or a caveau—an excellent opportunity to taste wines from a number of local vintners in a single, less intimidating setting. (Throughout this book, I’ve tried to identify which vineyards are most accepting of wine novices.) You’ll have a better experience if you call ahead to a winery to let them know you’re coming—even if they are open all day, it’s good form to announce your visit (ask your hotelier for help). Avoid visiting places between noon and 14:00—many wineries are closed then, and those that aren’t are staffed by people who would rather be at lunch.


Winemakers are happy to work with you...especially if they can figure out what you want. When you enter a winery, it helps to know what you like (drier or sweeter, lighter or full-bodied, fruity or more tannic, and so on). The people serving you may know those words in English, but you’re wise to learn the key words in French (see the “French Wine Lingo” section later).


French wines usually have a lower alcohol level than American or Australian wines. Whereas many Americans like a big, full-bodied wine, most French prefer subtler flavors. They judge a wine by how well it pairs with a meal—and a big, oaky wine would overwhelm most French cuisine. The French enjoy sampling younger wines and divining how they will taste in a few years, allowing them to buy bottles at cheaper prices and stash them in their cellars. Americans want it now—for today’s picnic.


Remember that the vintner is hoping you’ll buy a bottle or two. If you don’t buy, you may be asked to pay a small fee for the tasting. They understand that North Americans can’t take much wine with them, but they do hope you’ll look for their wines in the US. Some of the places I list will ship your purchase home—ask.


French Wine Lingo


Here are some phrases to get you started when wine-tasting:


Hello, sir/madam.


Bonjour, monsieur/madame.


(bohn-zhoor, muhs-yur/mah-dahm)


We would like to taste a few wines.


Nous voudrions déguster quelques vins.


(noo voo-dree-ohn day-goo-stay kehl-kuh van)


We would like a wine that is ______ and ______ .


Nous voudrions un vin ______ et ______ .


(noo voo-dree-ohn uhn van ay)


Fill in the blanks with your favorites from this list:










	English

	French






	wine

	
vin (van)






	red

	
rouge (roozh)






	white

	
blanc (blahn)






	rosé

	
rosé (roh-zay)






	light

	
léger (lay-zhay)






	full-bodied

	
robuste (roh-bewst)






	fruity

	
fruité (frwee-tay)






	sweet

	
doux (doo)






	tannic

	
tannique (tah-neek)






	fine

	
fin, avec finesse (fan, ah-vehk fee-nehs)






	ready to drink (mature)

	
prêt à boire (preh tah bwar)






	not ready to drink

	
fermé fair-may






	oaky

	
goût du fût de la chêne (goo duh foo duh lah sheh-nuh)






	from old vines

	
de vieille vignes (duh vee-yay-ee veen-yah)






	sparkling

	
pétillant (pay-tee-yahn)










Many subareas of the southern Côtes du Rhône are recognized for producing outstandingly good wines, and have been awarded their own appellations (like Châteauneuf-du-Pape, Gigondas, Beaumes-de-Venise, Côtes de Ventoux, Tavel, and Côtes du Luberon). Wines often are named for the villages that produce them. The “Côtes du Rhône Villages” appellation is less prestigious, covering 20 villages on the eastern side of the Côtes du Rhône, including Séguret, Sablet, Rasteau, and Cairanne. Strict guidelines govern the production of these wines (called appellation controllé).


Here’s a summary of what you might find on a Côtes du Rhône carte des vins (wine list):
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Châteauneuf-du-Pape: Almost all wines from this famous village are reds (often blends; the most dominant grapes are Grenache, Mourvèdre, and Syrah). These wines have a velvety quality and can be spicy, with flavors of licorice and prunes. A few delicious whites are made here and worth sampling. Châteauneuf-du-Pape red wines merit lengthy aging. Considered among the best producers are Château de Beaucastel, Le Vieux Télégraphe, Clos des Papes, and Château la Nerthe. It’s a breeze to find their wines in North America. It’s also worth seeking out lesser-known names and smaller wineries (many of which are listed in this book).


Gigondas: These wines have many of the same qualities as Châteauneuf-du-Pape, but are lesser known and usually cheaper. Gigondas red wines are spicy, meaty, and can be pretty tannic. Again, aging is necessary to bring out the full qualities of the wine. Look for Domaine du Terme, Château de Montmirail, Domaine de Cassan, or Domaine de Coyeux for good quality.


Beaumes-de-Venise: While reds from this village are rich and flavorful, Beaumes-de-Venise is most famous for its Muscat—a sweet, fragrant wine usually served as an aperitif or with dessert. It often has flavors of apricots and peaches, and it should be consumed within two years of bottling. Try Domaine de Coyeux, Domaine de Durban, and Château Redortier.


Rasteau: This village sits across the valley from Gigondas and shares many of its qualities—at lower prices. Rasteau makes fine rosés, robust (at times “rough”) and fruity reds, and a naturally sweet wine (Vin Doux Naturel). Their Côtes du Rhône Villages can be excellent. The cooperative in Rasteau is good, as are the wines from Domaine des Girasols.


Sablet: This village lies down in the valley below Gigondas and makes decent, fruity, and inexpensive reds and rosés.


Tavel: The queen of French rosés is 20 minutes north and west of Avignon, close to Pont du Gard. Tavel produces a rosé that is dry, crisp, higher in alcohol, darker, and more full-bodied than other rosés from the region. Look for any rosé from Tavel.




The Rules of Boules


The game of boules—also called pétanque—is the horseshoes of France. Invented here in the early 1900s, it’s a social yet serious sport, and endlessly entertaining to watch—even more so if you understand the rules.
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The game is played with heavy metal balls and a small wooden target ball called a cochonnet (piglet). Whoever gets his boule closest to the cochonnet is awarded points. Teams commonly have specialist players: a pointeur and a tireur. The pointeur’s goal is to lob his balls as close to the target as he can. The tireur’s job is to blast away opponents’ boules.


In teams of two, each player gets three boules. The starting team traces a small circle in the dirt (in which players must stand when launching their boules), and tosses the cochonnet about 30 feet to establish the target. The boule must be thrown underhand, and can be rolled, launched sky-high, or rocketed at its target. The first pointeur shoots, then the opposing pointeur shoots until his boule gets closer. Once the second team lands a boule near the cochonnet, the first team goes again. If the other team’s boule is very near the cochonnet, the tireur will likely attempt to knock it away.


Once all boules have been launched, the tally is taken. The team with a boule closest to the cochonnet wins the round, and they receive a point for each boule closer to the target than their opponents’ nearest boule. The first team to get to 13 points wins. A regulation boules filed is 10 feet by 43 feet, but the game is played everywhere—just scratch a throwing circle in the sand, toss the cochonnet, and you’re off.





Côtes de Provence Wines


The lesser-known vineyards of the Côtes de Provence run east from Aix-en-Provence almost to St-Tropez. Typical grapes are Cinsault, Mourvèdre, Grenache, Carignan, and a little cabernet sauvignon and Syrah. The wines are commonly full-bodied and fruity, and are meant to be drunk when they’re young. They cost less than Côtes du Rhônes and have similar characteristics. But the region is most famous for its “big” rosés that can be served with meat and garlic dishes (rosé accounts for 60 percent of production).


For one-stop shopping, make it a point to find the superb La Maison des Vins Côtes de Provence on RN-7 in Les Arcs-sur-Argens (a few minutes north of the A-8 autoroute, about halfway between Aix-en-Provence and Nice). This English-speaking wine shop and tasting center represents hundreds of producers, selling bottles at vineyard prices and offering good tastings (tel. 04 94 99 50 20, www.maison-des-vins.fr).


Côteaux d’Aix-en-Provence Wines


This large wine region, between Les Baux and Aix-en-Provence, produces some interesting reds, whites, and rosés. Commonly used grapes are the same as in Côtes de Provence, though several producers (mainly around Les Baux) use a higher concentration of cabernet sauvignon, which helps distinguish their wines. The vintners around Les Baux produce some exceptionally good wines, and many of their vineyards are organic. Try Domaine d’Eole or Domaine Gourgonnier. The tiny wine-producing area of Palette houses only three wineries, all of which make exceptional rosés; one (Château Simone) also makes a delicious white wine. The Côtes de Provence-Sainte-Victoire wineries, with their beautiful views of Mont Ste-Victoire (famously painted by Cézanne), produce some excellent rosés.


Provençal Mediterranean Wines


Barely east of Marseille, Cassis and Bandol sit side by side, overlooking the Mediterranean. Though very close together, they are designated as separate wine-growing areas because of the distinctive nature of their wines. Cassis is one of France’s smallest wine regions and is known for its strong, fresh, and very dry whites (made with the Marsanne grape)—arguably the best white wine in Provence. Bandol is known for its luscious, velvety reds. This wine, aged in old oak and made primarily from the Mourvèdre grape, is one of your author’s favorites.
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ARLES


Arles at a Glance


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Orientation to Arles


TOURIST INFORMATION


ARRIVAL IN ARLES


HELPFUL HINTS


Map: Arles


GETTING AROUND ARLES


Arles City Walk


Sights in Arles


ON THE OUTSKIRTS


MORE SIGHTS IN ARLES


Experiences in Arles


Sleeping in Arles


NEAR ARLES


Map: Arles Hotels & Restaurants


Eating in Arles


PLACE DU FORUM NEIGHBORHOOD


NEAR THE ROMAN ARENA


A GASTRONOMIC DINING EXPERIENCE


Arles Connections


BY TRAIN


BY BUS


By helping Julius Caesar defeat his archrival Gnaeus Pompey at Marseille, Arles (pronounced “arl”) earned the imperial nod and was made an important port city. With the first bridge over the Rhône River, Arles was a key stop on the Roman road from Italy to Spain, the Via Domitia. After reigning as the seat of an important archbishop and as a trading center for centuries, the city became a sleepy backwater of little importance in the 1700s. Vincent van Gogh settled here in the late 1800s, but left only a chunk of his ear (now long gone). American bombers destroyed much of Arles in World War II as the townsfolk hid out in its underground Roman galleries. But today Arles thrives again, with its evocative Roman ruins, an eclectic assortment of museums, made-for-ice-cream pedestrian zones, and squares that play hide-and-seek with visitors.
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Workaday Arles is not a wealthy city, and compared to its neighbors Avignon and Nimes, it feels unpolished and even a little dirty. But to me, that’s part of its charm.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Start at the Ancient History Museum (at the edge of town, closed Tue; see here) for a helpful overview—drivers should try to do this museum on their way into Arles—then dive into the city-center sights, linked by my Arles City Walk. For cost-efficient sightseeing, get the Liberty Passport, which covers the ancient monuments and the Ancient History Museum (see “Helpful Hints”).



Orientation to Arles



Arles faces the Mediterranean, turning its back on Paris. And though the town is built along the Rhône, it largely ignores the river. Landmarks hide in Arles’ medieval tangle of narrow, winding streets. Hotels have good, free city maps, and helpful street-corner signs point you toward sights and hotels. Speeding cars enjoy Arles’ medieval lanes, turning sidewalks into tightropes and pedestrians into leaping targets.


TOURIST INFORMATION


The TI is on the ring road Boulevard des Lices, at Esplanade Charles de Gaulle (April-Sept daily 9:00-18:45; Oct-March Mon-Sat 9:00-16:45, Sun 10:00-13:00; tel. 04 90 18 41 20, www.arlestourisme.com). While there, take advantage of free Wi-Fi, pick up the city map and bus schedules, and request English information on nearby destinations such as the Camargue. Ask about walking tours and “bullgames” in Arles and nearby towns (Provence’s more humane version of bullfights—see here). The TI sells the worthwhile Liberty Passport (see “Helpful Hints,” later).


ARRIVAL IN ARLES


By Train: The train station is on the river, a 10-minute walk from the town center. There’s no baggage storage at the station, but you can walk 10 minutes to stow it at Hôtel Régence (see “Helpful Hints,” later).


To reach the town center or Ancient History Museum from the train station, wait for the free Envia minibus at the glass shelter facing away from the station (cross the street and veer left, 2/hour Mon-Sat 7:00-19:00, none Sun). The bus makes a counterclockwise loop around Arles, stopping near most of my recommended hotels (see map on here for stops). Taxis usually wait in front of the station (if there’s not a taxi waiting, call 04 90 96 52 76 or the posted telephone numbers, or ask the info desk staff to call for you). Taxi rates are fixed—allow about €11 to any of my recommended hotels.


By Bus: The bus station is next to the train station; follow the directions above to reach the sights.


By Car: Most hotels have metered parking nearby (free Mon-Sat 12:00-14:00 & 19:00-9:00, and all day Sun; some meters limited to 2.5 hours). For most hotels, first follow signs to Centre-Ville, then Gare SNCF (train station). You’ll come to a big roundabout (Place Lamartine) with a Monoprix department store to the right. You can park along the city wall (except on Tue night when tow trucks clear things out for the Wed market); the hotels I list are no more than a 15-minute walk from here. Fearless drivers can plunge into the narrow streets between the two stumpy towers via Rue de la Calade, and follow signs to their hotel. Theft is a problem—leave nothing in your car, and trust your hotelier’s advice on where to park.


If you can’t find parking near your hotel, Parking des Lices (Arles’ only parking garage), near the TI on Boulevard des Lices, is a good fallback (€2.50/hour, €18/24 hours).


HELPFUL HINTS


Sightseeing Tips: Arles has a smart ticket-and-hours plan for its sightseeing. Ancient monuments, such as the Roman Arena and Classical Theater, all have the same hours (daily May-Sept 9:00-19:00, April and Oct 9:00-18:00, Nov-March 10:00-17:00). A good-value €11 combo-ticket—the Liberty Passport (Le Passeport Liberté)—covers any four monuments, the Ancient History Museum, and the Réattu Museum (but not the Fondation Van Gogh gallery). Buy the pass at the TI or any included sight.


While only the Ancient History Museum is essential to enter, the pass makes the city fun to explore, as you can pop into nearly everything, even for just a couple of minutes. The moral: Buy the pass and see more.


Market Days: The big markets are on Wednesdays and Saturdays. For details, see here.


Crowds: An international photo event jams hotels the second weekend of July. The let-’er-rip, twice-yearly Féria draws crowds over Easter and in mid-September (described on here).


Internet Access: The TI has free Wi-Fi. An Internet café is near Place Voltaire at 31 Rue Augustin Tardieu.


Baggage Storage and Bike Rental: The recommended Hôtel Régence will store your bags for €3 (daily 7:30-22:00 mid-March-mid-Nov, closed in winter, 5 Rue Marius Jouveau). They also rent bikes (€7/half-day, €15/day, reserve ahead for electric bikes, one-way rentals within Provence possible, same hours as baggage storage). From Arles you can ride to Les Baux (25 miles round-trip). It’s a darn steep climb going into Les Baux, so consider busing up there (regional buses have bike racks) and gliding back. Those in great shape can consider biking into the Camargue (40 miles round-trip, forget it in the wind).


Laundry: A launderette is at 12 Rue Portagnel (daily 7:00-21:30, you can stay later to finish if you’re already inside). Another is nearby on Rue du 4 Septembre.


Car Rental: Avis is at the train station (tel. 04 90 96 82 42); Europcar and Hertz are downtown (Europcar is at 61 Avenue de Stalingrad, tel. 04 90 93 23 24; Hertz is closer to Place Voltaire at 10 Boulevard Emile Combes, tel. 04 90 96 75 23).
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Arles at a Glance


▲▲Roman Arena This big amphitheater, once used by gladiators, today hosts summer “bullgames” and occasional bullfights. Hours: Daily May-Sept 9:00-19:00, April and Oct 9:00-18:00, Nov-March 10:00-17:00. See here.





▲▲Ancient History Museum Filled with models and sculptures, this museum takes you back to Arles’ Roman days. Hours: Wed-Mon 10:00-18:00, closed Tue. See here.





▲▲St. Trophime Church Church with exquisite Romanesque entrance. Hours: Church—daily April-Sept 9:00-12:00 & 14:00-18:30, until 17:00 Oct-March; cloisters—same hours as Arena. See here.





▲Forum Square Lively, café-crammed square that was once the Roman forum. Hours: Always open. See here.





▲Réattu Museum Decent, mostly modern art collection in a fine 15th-century mansion. Hours: March-Oct Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, Nov-Feb Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon year-round. See here.





▲Fondation Van Gogh Small gallery with works by major contemporary artists paying homage to Van Gogh. Hours: Generally daily 11:00-19:00, likely closed Mon off-season. See here.





Cryptoporticos Underground support structure for Roman forum. Hours: Same as Arena. See here.





Classical Theater Ruined Roman theater, recently restored and still used for events. Hours: Same as Arena. See here.





Baths of Constantine Remains of Arles’ Roman public baths. Hours: Same as Arena. See here.





La Roquette District Arles’ little-visited western fringe, with cafés, bakeries, and bistros. Hours: Always open. See here.





Local Guides: Charming Agnes Barrier, who knows Arles and nearby sights intimately, enjoys her work. Her tours cover Van Gogh and Roman history (€130/3 hours, mobile 06 11 23 03 73, agnes.barrier@hotmail.fr). Alice Vallat offers a variety of scheduled visits of Arles’ key sights (€15/person for 1.5-hour group tour, €130 for 3-hour private tour, tel. 06 74 01 22 54, www.guidearles.com, alice.vallat@voila.fr).


English Book Exchange: A small exchange is available at the recommended Soleileis ice-cream shop.


Public Pools: Arles has three pools (indoor and outdoor). Ask at the TI or your hotel.


Boules: The local “bouling alley” is by the river on Place Lamartine. After their afternoon naps, the old boys congregate here for a game of pétanque (see here for more on this popular local pastime).


Frank Gehry Tower: The buzz in Arles is the 180-foot-tall Gehry-designed aluminum tower rising in a rundown neighborhood southeast of the center. Slated for completion in 2018, the project promises to revitalize that zone with galleries and apartments.


GETTING AROUND ARLES


In this flat city, everything’s within walking distance. Only the Ancient History Museum requires a healthy walk. The elevated riverside promenade provides Rhône views and a direct route to the Ancient History Museum (to the southwest) and the train station (to the northeast). Keep your head up for Starry Night memories, but eyes down for doggie droppings.


Arles’ taxis charge a set fee of about €11, but nothing except the Ancient History Museum is worth a taxi ride. To call a cab, dial 04 90 96 52 76 or 04 90 96 90 03.


The free Envia minibus circles the town, useful for access to the train station, hotels, and the Ancient History Museum (see map on here, 2/hour, Mon-Sat 7:00-19:00, none Sun).


Arles City Walk


BACKGROUND


[image: Image] The Yellow House Easel


[image: Image] Starry Night over the Rhône Easel


[image: Image] Rue de la Cavalerie


[image: Image] Old Town


[image: Image] Arena Easel


Roman Arena (Amphithéâtre)
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St. Trophime Cloisters
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Café at Night Easel


(See “Arles” map, here.)


The joy of Arles is how its compact core mixes ancient sights, Van Gogh memories, and a raw and real contemporary scene that can be delightfully covered on foot. All of the dimensions of the city come together in this self-guided walk. While workable in the evening, taking this walk during business hours allows you to pop into the sights and shops that give the city its unique character.


Much of the walk focuses on the story of Van Gogh in Arles. We’ll also visit ancient sites including the Roman Arena, Classical Theater, Cryptoporticos, and the cloisters at St. Trophime Church (all covered by the Liberty Passport—described earlier, under “Helpful Hints”), along with some of Arles’ most characteristic streets and squares. For context, visit the Ancient History Museum before taking this walk (see “Sights in Arles,” later). To trace the route of this walk, see the map on here.


BACKGROUND


The life and artistic times of Dutch artist Vincent van Gogh form a big part of Arles’ draw, and the city does a fine job of highlighting its Van Gogh connection: Throughout town, about a dozen steel-and-concrete “easels,” with photos of the final paintings and the actual view of that painting’s subject, provide then-and-now comparisons.


In the dead of winter in 1888, 35-year-old Van Gogh left big-city Paris for Provence, hoping to jump-start his floundering career and social life. He was as inspired as he was lonely. Coming from the gray skies and flat lands of the north, Vincent was bowled over by everything Provençal—the sun, bright colors, rugged landscape, and raw people. For the next two years he painted furiously, cranking out a masterpiece every few days.


Only a few of the 200-plus paintings that Van Gogh did in the south can be found today in the city that so moved him (you can see a few at the Fondation Van Gogh gallery, which we’ll visit on this stroll). But here you can walk the same streets he knew and see the places he painted.


• Start at the north gate of the city, just outside the medieval wall in Place Lamartine (100 yards in front of the medieval gate, with the big Monoprix store across the street to the right, just beyond the roundabout). A four-foot-tall metal panel (or “easel”) shows Van Gogh’s painting.


[image: Image] The Yellow House Easel


Vincent arrived in Arles on February 20, 1888, to a foot of snow. He rented a small house on the north side of Place Lamartine. The house was destroyed in 1944 by an errant bridge-seeking bomb, but the four-story building behind it—where you see the brasserie—still stands (find it in the painting). The house had four rooms, including a small studio and the cramped trapezoid-shaped bedroom made famous in paintings. It was painted yellow inside and out, and Vincent named it...“The Yellow House.” In the distance, the painting shows the same bridges you see today, as well as a steam train—which was a rather recent invention in France, allowing people like Vincent to travel greater distances and be jarred by new experiences. (Today’s TGV system continues that trend.)


[image: Image]


Freezing Arles was buttoned up tight when Vincent arrived, so he was forced to work inside, where he painted still lifes and self-portraits—anything to keep his brush moving. In late March, spring finally arrived. In those days, a short walk from Place Lamartine led to open fields. Donning his straw hat, Vincent set up his easel outdoors and painted quickly, capturing what he saw and felt—the blossoming fruit trees, gnarled olive trees, peasants sowing and reaping, jagged peaks, and windblown fields, all lit by a brilliant sun that drove him to use ever-brighter paints.


[image: Image]


• Walk directly to the river. You’ll pass a monument in honor of two WWII American pilots killed in action during the liberation of Arles (erected in 2002 as a post-9/11 sign of solidarity with Americans), a post celebrating Arles’ many sister cities (left), and a big concrete high school (right).


At the river, find the easel in the wall where ramps lead down. The Roman bridge stood here (look for a few stones directly across), and just upstream are the remains of a modern bridge bombed by the Allies in World War II. This is the busier-than-ever cruise port, which brings crowds into the city throughout the season. Looking downstream, notice the new embankment constructed in recent years. Now, turn your attention to the...


[image: Image] Starry Night over the Rhône Easel


One night, Vincent set up shop along the river and painted the stars boiling above the city skyline. Vincent looked to the night sky for the divine and was the first to paint outside after dark, adapting his straw hat to hold candles (which must have blown the minds of locals back then). As his paintings progressed, the stars became larger and more animated (like Vincent himself). The lone couple in the painting pops up again and again in his work. Experts say that Vincent was desperate for a close relationship with another being...someone to stroll the riverbank with under a star-filled sky. (Note: This painting is not the Starry Night you’re thinking of—that one was painted later in St-Rémy; described on here.)


[image: Image]


To his sister Wilhelmina, Vincent wrote, “At present I absolutely want to paint a starry sky. It often seems to me that night is still more richly colored than the day; having hues of the most intense violets, blues, and greens. If only you pay attention to it, you will see that certain stars are lemon-yellow, others pink or a green, blue, and forget-me-not brilliance.” Vincent painted this scene on his last night in Arles. If you’re taking this walk in the daytime, come back at night to match his painting with today’s scene.


• With your back to the river, angle right through the small park of sycamore trees, where the old boys gather for pétanque (a favorite French pastime). Observe the action. If you’re inclined (and charming), you may be invited to give it a try. Continue into town through the park (past a WC) and through the stumpy 14th-century stone towers where the city gates once stood.


[image: Image] Rue de la Cavalerie


Van Gogh walked into town the same way. Arles’ 19th-century red light district was just east of Rue de la Cavalerie, and the far-from-home Dutchman spent many lonely nights in its bars and brothels. The street still has a certain edgy local color. Belly up to the bar in the down-and-dirty café at Hôtel de Paris for a taste. It’s a friendly watering hole with fun paintings of football and bull fighting.
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