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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.








Contents



Welcome to Provence & the French Riviera


Avignon and the Vaucluse


Arles and Les Alpilles


Aix-en-Provence, the Luberon, and the Gorges du Verdon


Marseille and the Var Coast


Nice and Antibes


Cannes, Saint-Tropez, and the Western Riviera


Monaco and Menton


Background


Essentials


Resources


Index


List of Maps


Photo Credits


Copyright







[image: image]



Gordes






WELCOME TO Provence & the French Riviera



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


IF YOU HAVE . . .


TRANSPORTATION


BEST OF Provence & the French Riviera


Best of the Outdoors and Nature


Wine-Tasting in Provence


BEST WATERFRONT DINING


BEST COOKING SCHOOLS AND CLASSES


Hidden Riviera


BEST BEACHES


The southeast corner of France has been one of Europe’s most popular travel destinations for over 150 years. It is a magnet for artists, writers, and holidaymakers who continue to be drawn by the remarkable beauty of its landscapes, the slow-paced life of its medieval villages, and the captivating glamour of its Mediterranean resorts.


In Provence, discover the major cities of Marseille, Aix-en-Provence, Arles, and Avignon, as well as the regional nature parks of the Luberon, Les Alpilles, and the Gorges du Verdon. Immerse your senses in the sweet-smelling lavender fields of Haute Provence, the pungent, earthy truffle markets of the northern Vaucluse, and the salty, sun-kissed beaches and calanques of the southern coast.


The French Riviera, essentially the coastal strip of Provence from Hyères to Menton on the Italian border, begins in colorful, artistic Nice and moves along the seafront to Antibes, Cannes, Saint-Raphaël, and the tourist hot spot of Saint-Tropez. Heading east, we travel through the villages and resorts of the Corniches toward the principality of Monaco.


The French art de vivre, a way of enjoying life’s pleasures, culture, and food, is a big part of life in the south. The slow-paced experience is amplified by the poetic surroundings of Provence, the resplendent café terraces of Aix-en-Provence (known as the Paris of the South), the glorious arched Roman arena in Arles, and the vaulted splendor of the Palais des Papes in Avignon. On the Riviera are some spectacular examples of art deco and belle epoque, as well as stuccoed white palace hotels and state-of-the-art shopping malls and sports arenas.


Tourists come for the art, museums, food markets, and festivals, but outside the high season, life in Provence and on the Riviera is unexpectedly simple. Locals play card games on café terraces, chat about the Tour de France, and enjoy a game of boules in the village square—and they are always happy to play a visitor.
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Grande Plage in Juan-les-Pins






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Dining alfresco by the sea and enjoying the best food Southern France has to offer.
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2 Experiencing the wonder and reverence induced by the Palais des Papes. New technology has revived the splendor of touring this vast Gothic palace.
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3 Wine-tasting in the northern Vaucluse, hopping between Châteauneuf-du-Pape and Vacqueyras, Gigondas, and Rasteau to discover the region’s stellar reds.
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4 Walking through the waving seas of the lavender fields of Haute Provence, with picturesque villages rising like islands and swarms of bees darting this way and that.
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5 Exploring the Gorges du Verdon, especially via kayak. At 700 m (2,296 ft) deep and 25 km (16 mi) long, the gorge is an awe-inspiring demonstration of the power of nature and time.
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6 Visiting the daring, futuristic MuCEM, a glass box containing a museum of Mediterranean culture, one of the many architectural projects transforming the reputation of Marseille.
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7 Getting familiar with the Riviera’s sublime architecture, from belle epoque villas to modernist beachside cabins.
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8 Mountain biking and hiking the incredible geological giants of Southern France, from the striking Mont Ventoux to the rust-red Massif de l’Estérel.
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9 Lying on the sands of France’s most famous beaches, such as Plage de Pampelonne near Saint-Tropez or La Grande Plage in Juan-les-Pins.
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10 Rolling the dice at the Casino de Monte-Carlo (or maybe just stepping inside) and imagining yourself as James Bond for an evening.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Avignon and the Vaucluse


The busy metropolitan outskirts of Avignon give way to a walled medieval interior. The main draw is the world-famous Palais des Papes, closely followed by the Pont Saint-Bénézet, whose arches famously stretch only halfway across the Rhône. Day trips to the Pont du Gard aqueduct and Châteauneuf-du-Pape vineyards are a must. Nearby L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue is an antiques lover’s mecca and a great base to explore north toward Mont Ventoux.


Arles and Les Alpilles


For the locals here, life is all about bull running and bullfighting. There are plenty of other reasons to recommend the region, including major Roman sites and the van Gogh art trail. Saint-Rémy-de-Provence and Arles are filled with restaurants, art galleries, and boutique shops. Don’t miss the surrounding countryside, which is dominated by rocky peaks and a pungent combination of pine forests, olive groves, and vineyards.


Aix-en-Provence, the Luberon, and the Gorges du Verdon


Time in Aix passes almost unnoticed. Most visits begin underneath the shady canopy of the plane trees on the wide, café-lined Cours Mirabeau and end in the old town amid a maze of cobbled streets and squares adorned with fountains. Don’t miss a visit to Cézanne’s workshop or the chance to see his work at the Musée Granet.
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the Cours Mirabeau, Aix-en-Provence





The Luberon Regional Nature Park is a rural idyll, dotted with renowned villages such as Gordes, Bonnieux, and Lourmarin. Depending on the time of year, the fields will be full of melons, pumpkins, drifting blossoms, or vines sagging with fruit. The hills are crisscrossed with cycle and hiking routes and dotted with vineyards to visit. From late June until the end of July, the lure of lavender in full bloom calls visitors to the high plateaus of Haute Provence.


Farther east, the limestone Verdon Gorge takes your breath away. Cooler summer temperatures, great water sports, and traditional Provençal villages such as Moustiers-Sainte-Marie make the Verdon Regional Nature Park a popular destination in high summer.


Marseille and the Var Coast


Marseille is a loud, brash, in-your-face melting pot of cultures, founded by the Greeks, and, thanks to centuries of immigration, France’s second-largest city. Sparkling new cultural centers, hidden neighborhoods, fishers offering the catch of the day, and restaurants offering vrai (true) bouillabaisse all compete for attention. To the east is the Calanques National Park, perhaps the most scenic, unspoiled stretch of Mediterranean coast remaining in France. Accessible largely on foot or by boat, the Calanques are a series of rocky inlets cut into the coastline. The Var resorts between Bandol and Sanary-sur-Mer are just as scenic as their more celebrated Riviera counterparts and a lot less busy.


Nice and Antibes


Nice, capital of the Côte d’Azur, is a fun, modern, sculpture-filled, eco-friendly city with a sleek tramway that allows direct, cheap travel to the city center or port from the airport. The promenade des Anglais, Nice’s celebrated seafront walkway, is a constant flow of cyclists, Rollerbladers, honeymooners, hikers, and holidaymakers. Strolling along the promenade at dusk above the pebbly beach is a magical experience. You could easily spend a month in Nice and still not see half of what’s on offer.
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promenade des Anglais, Nice





West of Nice, Cagnes-sur-Mer was home to the artist Pierre-Auguste Renoir, and a whole village of writers and painters settled in neighboring Haut-de-Cagnes. Their legacy lives on in art studios and design workshops all over the medieval village.


Antibes has the largest pleasure-boat marina in Europe and hosts the Voiles d’Antibes regatta in June. It’s a great place to spend a few days, with a Provençal market, interesting shops, lively nightlife, and the Musée Picasso occupying a fortified seafront château. Waterskiing was invented in Juan-les-Pins, Antibes’s close neighbor, which also boasts some of the best beach bars on the Riviera and a famous annual jazz festival that has been running since 1960.


Cannes, Saint-Tropez, and the Western Riviera


Famed for its annual film festival, superyachts, nightlife, and sandy beaches, Cannes feels like a dreamed-up fantasy of a Riviera resort. Its seafront promenade, La Croisette, is lined with belle epoque villas and designer boutiques. At the port nearby, passenger ferries leave for the Îles de Lérins, perfect for a day among the pines and eucalyptus or tasting wines from the vineyard of a 5th-century monastery.
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Saint-Tropez





Farther west, Fréjus has some of France’s best Roman ruins and has an unpretentious atmosphere—meaning cheaper hotels and restaurants. It’s a great base for exploring the rust-colored Massif de l’Estérel mountain range on foot or by mountain bike.


Undeniably glamorous and often unbearably crowded, Saint-Tropez is the poster resort for the whole Riviera, worth visiting even if just for a couple of hours by boat from Sainte-Maxime.


More down-to-earth is the town of Hyères, where the modernist Villa Noaille contains Europe’s first indoor swimming pool and is now an arts center. To the south, you can take a boat to the Îles d’Or (Golden Islands) for a few days of cycling and swimming, or head inland to the medieval villages of Ramatuelle and Bormes-les-Mimosas, redolent of the traditions of a bygone France.


Monaco and Menton


There’s nowhere else in the world quite like Monaco. There’s no graffiti or litter, just a lot of police officers making sure millionaires get home safely to their yachts or micro-apartments. For the visitor, Monaco is an amazing spectacle of high-rise buildings soaring over some of the world’s most prestigious art galleries, museums, jewelers, and real estate. Everyone should pay a visit to the Monte-Carlo Casino, even if just on a morning tour.


Heading east toward Italy brings you to Menton, the last town in France before Italy, boasting the country’s sunniest climate, a breathtakingly beautiful seafront, a famous annual Lemon Festival, and a wealth of ornamental parks and gardens.


WHEN TO GO


Spring


As long as you don’t want to spend all your time on the beach, spring is the best time to visit the South of France. The sun is usually shining, the temperature can reach the mid-20s Celsius (high 70s Fahrenheit), and the Provençal countryside looks its most beautiful. In early spring the fields fill with the wild blossoms of almond and cherry trees. Hotels, restaurants, and beach bars that closed for winter begin to open in April with a fresh coat of paint and cheerful staff. In May, there’s the Cannes Film Festival, Saint-Tropez’s Les Bravades, and the Monaco Grand Prix, some of the highlights of the Riviera year, but as it’s not yet high season, hotel prices will generally be cheaper. By mid-June the lavender fields are coming into bloom.


Summer


The period between mid-July and mid-August is by far the busiest and hottest in the South of France. Sightseeing can be oppressive under the beating heat of the summer sun. Most tourists in these months get out and about early, doing as much as they can before lunch, and then spend the afternoon by the pool. Restaurants are busier, the weekend traffic on the autoroutes is terrible, and at the seaside there’s hardly a spare inch of beach. The first two weeks in July and the last two in August are slightly quieter, and a good option for determined sunseekers who want to avoid the worst of the crowds. The first week in July is often the best time to see the lavender fields in full bloom.
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lavender fields of Haute Provence





Fall


September and October are some of the best months to visit. Temperatures are still in the low 20s Celsius (low 70s Fahrenheit), so it’s the perfect time of year for activities like cycling, hiking, and kayaking. The vines turn a magnificent range of russet and golden colors, and the roads are quiet, so it’s easy to get from sight to sight.


Winter


If you love hiking and cycling, then winter is still a good time to visit. In December, the weather can still be mild, and Christmas lights and decorations go up at the beginning of the month. Special Christmas markets take place on an almost daily basis.


In January and February, it’s best to base yourself in a city. By the seaside, it’s not unusual for people to sunbathe in sheltered spots, and the brave even swim. Away from the sea, the towns and villages of Provence can be exceedingly quiet, and it gets quite cold, with nighttime temperatures often falling below 0°C (32°F).


By March the countryside is slowly stirring into life, vines sprout with an urgent vigor, and the fruit trees begin to blossom. The markets fill up with traders, and village shops and restaurants reopen. Everyone seems happy as the tourist season begins.


BEFORE YOU GO


Passports and Visas


The latest visa requirements can be checked at the France Diplomatic website (www.france-visas.gouv.fr/en/web/france-visas/visa-wizard). The site offers a “visa wizard” that will quickly tell you your requirements. Here is a summary of the situation at time of writing:


Nationals from the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand can enter France and stay for up to 90 days without a visa. Stays of more than 90 days require a visa and proof of income and medical insurance. Citizens of EU member countries who have a valid passport and national identity card can travel freely to France. South African nationals require a short-stay visa for visits up to 90 days, and a long-stay visa if the traveler plans to stay more than 90 days.


What to Pack


What should go into your suitcase very much depends on when you visit. In addition to weather-appropriate clothing and other necessities, don’t forget a plug adapter for your electronic devices. European outlets take round two-prong plugs.




If You Have . . .


ONE WEEK


Pick a central base for three or four nights such as L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue in the Vaucluse. From here you can explore the cities of Arles and Avignon and the Luberon Nature Park. For the remaining nights, use Nice as a base to explore the Riviera, catching the train that runs along the coast to visit iconic seaside resorts such as Villefranche-sur-Mer.


TWO WEEKS


Divide your time between the coast and inland. Once again, pick a central base. Saint-Rémy-de-Provence is a good alternative. Then stay in Cassis for a few nights to visit the Calanques and Marseille. Head east to Saint-Tropez and dress as glitzy as you can to strut your stuff portside, before rounding out the vacation with a stay in Antibes to explore the Riviera.


THREE WEEKS


Plan to stay a couple of nights in each of the big cities: Aix, Arles, Avignon, and Marseille. Explore the cities and the neighboring sights, such as Mont Sainte-Victoire near Aix, the Camargue near Arles, Châteauneuf-du-Pape and the Pont du Gard from Avignon, and the Calanques near Marseille. Spend the second week in the heart of the Provençal countryside. Choose among the villages of the Luberon, Les Alpilles Nature Park, northern Vaucluse, or inland Var, which all share a similar relaxed Provençal atmosphere. For the third week, head to the Riviera and meander eastward from Hyères to Saint-Tropez to Cannes and then Nice, finishing with a roll of the dice in Monaco’s casino. If you are lucky you may win enough to pay for the whole trip.






TRANSPORTATION



Air


Most travelers will arrive at either Marseille or Nice airport. Both have low-cost terminals as well as regular scheduled flights to all major destinations in Europe.


For transatlantic passengers, the Marseille and Nice airports have direct flights with Air Canada and Air Transat to Montreal. Nice Airport also has direct flights with Delta/Virgin Atlantic from New York JFK airport, Philadelphia, and Atlanta. For other North American destinations, travelers must fly to common hubs such as Paris, London, or Amsterdam and then take a connecting flight to Marseille or Nice.


For Australians the quickest way to get to the South of France is a flight to Dubai. From Dubai, Emirates flies direct to Nice and Transavia offers limited service to Marseille. Alternatively, there are direct flights to Nice from Hong Kong.


There are no direct flights to the South of France from South Africa. South Africans should fly to London, Amsterdam, or Paris and pick up a connecting flight.


Nîmes Airport, a 45-minute drive from Avignon, is a low-cost hub with flights to and from Stansted near London. Farther into the Languedoc, Montpellier Airport, which is a 60-minute drive from Avignon, also offers flights to London, as well as other major European hubs.


Train


Provence is directly connected by a TGV line to Paris. Hourly TGV trains stop at the major cities of Avignon (under 3 hours from Paris), Aix-en-Provence, Marseille, and Nice. From Marseille, there’s a slower coastal track that stops at all the major cities along the Riviera except Saint-Tropez.


Interrail (www.interrail.eu) offers 5-day, 7-day, and monthly rail passes for travel throughout Europe, as well as a pass for France alone, that may make sense if you plan to travel a lot by train, depending on the length of your trip. Non-UK and European residents should apply for a Eurail pass (www.eurail.com).


Bus


BlaBlaCar (www.blablacar.fr) and Flixbus (www.flixbus.fr) operate long-distance bus routes between all major towns in France. They are usually cheaper than traveling by train, but can be very slow, with lots of stops and waiting time. Buses have Wi-Fi, toilets, and reclining seats.


The Riviera is very well serviced by local bus networks. Each town has its own network (single journeys cost €1-3), with connections to the countryside beyond. Bus service on Sundays is usually poor or even nonexistent.


Car


The main route to Provence from the north is the A7 autoroute, which runs between Lyon, Avignon, and Aix-en-Provence. It is nicknamed the Autoroute du Soleil. During weekends in the summer months of July and August, it is advisable to find alternative routes because the stretch between Avignon and Lyon becomes one long traffic jam.


The A7 intersects with the A8 autoroute just west of Aix-en-Provence, from where it takes just under 2 hours to reach Nice. The A8 serves all the main towns and cities along the Riviera, passing alongside the Massif de l’Estérel between Saint-Raphaël and Cannes and the Massif des Maures west of Fréjus. It has regular aires de répos (rest stops with toilets and places to sit) and aires de services (petrol stations).


The A9 autoroute runs from just outside Avignon to the Spanish border near Barcelona.
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BEST OF Provence & the French Riviera


The itinerary recommended below is relatively ambitious. You will need a car, and it’s intended as a happy combination of history and culture, blending inland Provence with a trip to the coast and mixing in plenty of stops that will satisfy gourmands. For some there may be too much travel from place to place, so adapt as necessary and, above all, don’t forget to leave time to sit in a café, preferably with a pastis, and watch the world go by.


Day 1


Start in Avignon. An early TGV (bullet train) from Paris will get you there in time for lunch at Le Carré de Palais restaurant. In the afternoon, tour the Palais des Papes and cross the river to Villeneuve-lès-Avignon for a view back over the city and of the famous Pont d’Avignon (Pont Saint-Bénézet). Stay overnight in the Clos Saluces bed-and-breakfast and make it your base for the first three nights.


Day 2


Rise bright and early for breakfast in the verdant garden of Clos Saluces and then head out into the countryside around Avignon. History buffs will love a morning trip to the Pont du Gard Roman aqueduct. On the way back to Avignon in the afternoon, stop off at Châteauneuf-du-Pape to sample the luxurious, velvety red wines.


Day 3


Tour the hill villages of the Luberon Nature Park. Be sure to include Gordes, Goult, and Roussillon as stopping-off points. If you have time, go and see the Abbaye Notre-Dame de Sénanque, just outside Gordes. It is particularly worth the detour in early summer when the lavender is in bloom. Eat lunch on the terrace of L’Orangerie restaurant looking out from Gordes over the Luberon. In the afternoon head back to Avignon via L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue. Walk along the banks of the River Sorgue, enjoying the town’s waterwheels and browsing the renowned antiques shops.


Day 4


Head to Arles and prepare for some serious culture. Visit the Roman theater and Roman arena as well as the Fondation Vincent van Gogh. Then leap forward in time with a tour of the futuristic Frank Gehry skyscraper at Luma Arles. Drive to Aix-en-Provence and stay overnight in the Hotel des Augustins.


Day 5


In the morning explore Aix-en-Provence by following the Cézanne walking trail. Have lunch at the newly refurbished Les Deux Garcons on the Cours Mirabeau before enjoying a cultural afternoon visiting the Musée Granet and the Hôtel Caumont.


Day 6


Head north to the Gorges du Verdon, stopping at the Plateau de Valensole en route to see the lavender (late June-July). Wander the picturesque streets of Moustiers-Sainte-Marie before driving the head-spinning Corniche Sublime in the afternoon. If there is time, rent a paddleboat from one of the beaches on Lac de Sainte-Croix. Return to Aix.


Day 7


Head to Cassis, and either hike out into Les Calanques or catch a boat from the port. Enjoy a bouillabaisse portside either for lunch or as the sun dips below the horizon. If you have time, visit Domaine Paternel to pick up some of the finest white wine and rosé in Provence. Treat yourself and stay overnight in Hotel Mahogany on Plage du Bestouan.


Day 8


Head to Sainte-Maxime, a 1-hour, 40-minute journey along the coastal D98 road. There you can leave the car and board the 20-minute ferry across the water to Saint-Tropez. Have a drink in one of the bars overlooking the superyachts before a visit to L’Annonciade art museum on the harbor. Enjoy a seafood meal at Le Petit Pointu and a floodlit game of boules on the gravel courts of the place des Lices, and then end the evening in the 1st-floor bar of Hotel Sube.


Day 9


On Tuesdays and Saturdays there’s a big market on Saint-Tropez’s place des Lices; otherwise, order a slice of Tarte Tropézienne at the café of the same name. Take Zou bus 875 toward the medieval village of Ramatuelle (for 15 minutes) and follow the signs for Plage de Pampelonne, which runs parallel with the road for about 5 km (3 mi). Have lunch at a beach club and enjoy the stretch of soft white sand and the chance to swim.


Day 10


After a second night at the Hotel Sube, take the ferry back to Sainte-Maxime. From there it’s only half an hour to Cannes, via a route that passes beneath the red rocks of the Massif de l’Estérel. Wander through the narrow streets of Le Suquet old town and walk up to the summit for great views of the Baie de Cannes. Return for a bouillabaisse at the Bistrot Gourmand and do some shopping along rue d’Antibes and La Croisette. Stay for a couple of nights at the stylish Hotel Le Cavendish near the railway station.


Day 11


Antibes is a perfect day trip from Cannes. Begin the day at the covered Marché Provençal in the old town before enjoying a drink while watching the locals (and tourists) at Le Zinc. Visit the Musée Picasso in the old town and the art and glassblowing studios on boulevard d’Aguillon. Relax on Plage de la Salis or take a boat tour from one of the operators at Port Vauban, the largest pleasure-boat marina in Europe. Head back to Le Cavendish for drinks and a meal at Aux Bons Enfants.


Day 12


Arrive in Nice early (it’s only 30 minutes from Cannes by car or train) for the food and flower market along the cours Saleya, one block from the sea. Stroll through Vieux Nice (the old town) to the MAMAC contemporary art museum and its roof garden. Have a salade Niçoise at one of the many restaurants on the nearby place Garibaldi. In the afternoon, take the free elevator up to the castle ruins on the Colline du Château before a seafront walk along the promenade des Anglais. Stay at Le Negresco (expensive) or Villa Victoria a few blocks away.


Day 13


Leave the car and board bus number 5 behind the Galeries Lafayette department store bound for Cimiez, a historic neighborhood uphill from the old town. Get off at the first stop on the steep hill (a 10-minute ride) for the museum dedicated to Russian-born artist Marc Chagall. Continue on the same bus to the top of the hill, where there’s a Roman amphitheater and, for even more culture, the Musée Matisse, former house of the French painter. Return to the center for supper along the lively rue Dalpozzo.


Day 14


From Nice, it’s a 30-minute drive to Monaco on the A8 autoroute or a 21-minute train journey. Monaco’s Musée Océanographique is one of the highlights of the Riviera. Visit the Casino de Monte-Carlo and play if you want to, or just sit outside at the Café de Paris for some people- and car-watching. Spend some quiet time among the plants and waterfalls in the Jardin Japonais and continue along avenue Princesse Grace for a Chinese dinner at Song Qi or an Italian meal at Avenue 31. Walk back up to the place du Casino and finish the tour with a late-night drink in the Buddha Bar … or even head back into the casino if you’re feeling lucky.
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Best of the Outdoors and Nature


Southern France is perfect for both serious outdoor enthusiasts and people who prefer a leisurely stroll. Those who love nothing better than filling their holiday with activities will be thrilled at the breadth of hiking, kayaking, biking, and bird-watching available here.


Hiking


• Hike to the top of Mont Sainte-Victoire. There are four exhilarating routes to choose from at the Saint-Antonin-sur-Bayon Maison Sainte-Victoire Visitor Center.


• Hike the iconic Sentier Martel, which plunges you into the heart of the Gorges du Verdon.


• Hike from Monte-Carlo to La Turbie. Starting at the Monaco train station, make your way up to the village of La Turbie and its famous Roman monument, the Trophée des Alpes, taking in the Tête de Chien (a rock named for its resemblance to the head of a dog) and incredible views of the coast.


• Hike from Carnolès to Roquebrune village. Following the coastal path, take in views of Monaco; Le Corbusier’s modernist cabin, Le Cabanon; Eileen Gray’s Villa E-1027; and a 10th-century château.


Cycling


• Rent a bike and ascend Mont Ventoux. There’s no shame in taking an e-bike, as the White Giant of Provence gets the knees of even professional cyclists quaking with fear.


• Take the 2-hour Cavalon Velo Route from Coustellet to Castellet, taking in some of the Luberon’s most picturesque villages.


• Mountain biking in the rugged Massif de l’Estérel offers exhilarating views of the coastline and eastern end of the rust-red hills.


• Riding to the Col de la Madone above Menton is on most serious cyclists’ bucket lists, and it’s easy to rent a top-of-the-line racing bike in Menton, Nice, or Monaco.


Kayaking


• Rent a kayak and go with the flow down the River Sorgue, stopping for a refreshing swim in the summer.


• Hugging the coast in a kayak is a wonderful way to see the Calanques, just east of Marseille.
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the Calanques





• Paddling across the Haddock Strait toward the Île d’Or off Le Dramont is a popular route for kayakers, inspired by a story from Hergé’s Tintin series.


Camping


• View Les Alpilles from Monplaisir campsite, which is a short walk from the charming town of Saint-Rémy-de-Provence.


• Pitch a tent in the heart of the Luberon Nature Park at beautiful Camping des Sources, located just outside of Gordes.


• Sleep outside near the renowned Luberon village of Lourmarin at Les Hautes Prairies campground, which has tent sites and cabins.


• Just north of Fréjus, the Domaine du Colombier is an “open-air hotel” set among pines and olive trees with a water park, a fitness center, and plenty of restaurant options.


• The Toison d’Or campsite backs onto the Plage de Pampelonne in Ramatuelle and gives campers access to the wonderful white sand of the region’s best beach, almost deserted in the early mornings and after dusk.



[image: image]



Wine-Tasting in Provence


Visiting a vineyard should be an intimate experience. Ideally, you’ll meet the owner or a member of the family, or a staff member involved in the winemaking. You should be able to wander amid the vines and crouch down and crumble the soil between your fingers. Poking your head into the cellar where the wine is made is always fun. Usually, there’s a pungent smell of fermentation. The best way to ensure a good visit is to call in advance and express an interest in the wines of the vineyard. If you do so, you’ll be greeted with open arms and plentiful bottles to taste. The following is a suggested three-day itinerary to sample some of the best wines in Provence.


Day 1


Arrive in Avignon. Rent a car and immediately head 30 minutes north to Châteauneuf-du-Pape. The suburbs of Avignon give way to a sea of vines on either side of the Rhône. Upon arrival at Châteauneuf, head to the tasting rooms of Beaurenard. As well as a Châteauneuf-du-Pape, there’s an excellent Rasteau full of spices and ripe fruit (€18/bottle). Have lunch at La Mule du Pape, a popular choice in the center of town.


In the afternoon, head into the nearby Dentelles de Montmirail. Stop at Domaine Goubert just outside Gigondas, where the wine is full of undertones of tobacco. Stay at Hotel les Florets outside Gigondas. Jump into the pool before an indulgent supper.



Day 2



Explore the village of Gigondas in the morning before driving 30 minutes to L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue for lunch at the Café Fleurs. The restaurant has a carefully curated wine list that features the best local producers. After lunch, drive 30 minutes through the olive groves east toward the Luberon. Stop outside Bonnieux at vineyard Château Canorgue, where there are more than 10 different wines to taste.


Drop out of the Petit Luberon to the village of Lourmarin in the southern Luberon. Stay at Le Moulin de Lourmarin in the village center. Explore the village and then pop 2 km (1.2 mi) up the road for a tasting at Domaine La Cavale, which offers cellar tours and tastings of local wines, as well as great wines from around the world.


Day 3


Drive 45 minutes south to Château La Coste, just outside Aix-en-Provence. Earn your tasting by first taking the modern art trail through the vines. The walk is dotted with installations by famous artists. Afterward, enjoy lunch in one of the vineyard’s several restaurants.


Then head south for another hour to Domaine Tempier outside Bandol. There’s no fanfare or grand buildings, but this modest vineyard happens to make one of the best reds in Provence. The center of the domaine is a simple house surrounded by vines set at the end of a row of trees. The tasting room has a family feel, and the aged red is among the best you are ever likely to taste. Afterward, stay at the Hotel du Golf on the Plage Anse de Renécros in Bandol.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Best Waterfront Dining


Food is a big part of the Southern France experience, and a silver platter of gleaming seafood alongside a glass of iced rosé and starched white table napkins is a vision of holiday extravagance.


Most beach restaurants are open from April until October. Ones actually on the sand often disappear completely in the autumn and are rebuilt in the spring. Others are boarded up and may reopen briefly for a week at Christmas, attracting regulars and winter tourists. These waterside restaurants are all worth planning a trip around:


MARSEILLE AND CASSIS


• In Marseille, escape from the crowds to the hidden Vallon des Auffes inlet and eat sensational bouillabaisse at Chez Fonfon.


• Chez Gilbert in Cassis is hard to beat for portside atmosphere and great seafood.


• Le Château between Marseille and Cassis in the Calanque Sormiou offers an idyllic setting.


THE VAR COAST


• L’Espérance, just outside Bandol, serves sublime food in a sublime setting.


• O Petit Monde on Plage Portissol in Sanary-sur-Mer offers great food accompanied by the sound of breaking waves on the nearby rocks.


NICE AND THE RIVIERA


• Le Galet is the pick of the beach restaurants on Nice’s famous seafront promenade. It’s a fun, family-friendly place for a beachside lunch, but it still feels pretty glamorous.


• Located at Plage Mala, one of the most undiscovered beach resorts on the Côte d’Azur, Eden restaurant-bar serves great seafood, burgers, and fries.


• Among the row of private beach clubs on Juan-les-Pins’s seafront, diners eat with their feet in the sand at Le Colombier.


• In Théoule-sur-Mer, in between Cannes and Fréjus on the Baie de Cannes, La Cabane du Pêcheur is the epitome of seaside relaxation.







Best Cooking Schools and Classes


Cooking holidays are increasingly popular in Provence. You could build a whole week around cooking classes or just schedule half a day. Cookery classes are often combined with market tours, with the ingredients being purchased in the market. Here are some of the best classes available:


AIX, SAINT-RÉMY-DE-PROVENCE, AND MARSEILLE


• Provence Gourmet (www.provence-gourmet.fr) offers a friendly home cooking experience with local chef Gilles. Gilles was born and raised in Marseille and lived in the United States for four years. His courses often include vineyard visits and market visits in addition to the cooking class. Prices from €160.


• L’Atelier des Chefs (www.atelierdeschefs.fr), a cooking school right in the center of Aix, offers a variety of different classes and start times. Check the website for details.


THE RIVIERA


• Les Petits Farcis (www.petitsfarcis.com) in Nice is named after the local “stuffed vegetables” dish. Food writer and teacher Rosa Jackson and her team of English-speaking experts offer market tours, hands-on cooking classes, and lunch in the delightful surroundings of the old town. They also hold pastry- and macaroon-making workshops for groups of up to eight people in their stylish, air-conditioned studio. The market tour and cooking class costs €200 per person, and the pastry workshop is €95.


• La Peetch (www.lapeetch.com) is a residential cooking school in the holiday home of former TV host and French cookery icon Julia Child. Run by Makenna (who attended the same school as Julia), her husband, Chris, and a small team of foodie experts, the Courageous Cooking School occupies a rural setting in Châteauneuf-de-Grasse. The all-inclusive cottage accommodation sleeps eight for a six-night stay of recipe-free cooking and restaurant dining.


• L’Amandier (www.amandier.fr) restaurant in Mougins offers weekend cooking classes in French with Michelin-starred chef Denis Fétisson. The village also hosts an annual gastronomy festival, Les Etoiles de Mougins, every September where some of France’s top chefs offer hundreds of cooking classes to the public.
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Hidden Riviera


The Riviera is one of Europe’s most popular holiday destinations, but in high summer the coast can feel overrun with tourists, the roads and ports are busy, the trains are crowded, and the restaurants are full, so it’s nice to know that some places remain calm and relatively secluded even during July and August. These three locations are a little off the radar and ideal for those who want a calmer, more relaxed time, while still offering access to the lifestyle and activities of the Riviera. The pace here is a little slower—you may find yourself wanting to extend your trip by a few days or even a week amid this serene environment.


Menton


Day 1


After settling into your delightful room at the charming Sous l’Olivier B&B, have breakfast on the promenade du Soleil overlooking the Mediterranean, walk through Marché des Halles, and spend some time at the Musée du Bastion, getting familiar with the work of avant-garde French writer and artist Jean Cocteau. Wander through the old town, perhaps stepping into the magnificent baroque Basilique Saint-Michel Archange, and pay a visit to the many international residents of Menton’s cemetery. Spend late afternoon on the Sablettes beach or wandering through one of Menton’s many botanical gardens.


Le Cannet


Day 2


Head west along the coast to Le Cannet either on the A8 autoroute (about 1 hour) or on the slower coastal roads. Your base for the next two days will be La Villa d’Emma, a pleasant bed-and-breakfast with a pool. It’s close enough to visit Cannes if you want to do some shopping or enjoy the nightlife.


Spend some time on rue Saint-Sauveur, where there are some great restaurants, and enjoy a meal on the place Bellevue overlooking Cannes. Pass in front of the many murals dedicated to the artist Pierre Bonnard and visit the Musée Pierre Bonnard on Le Cannet’s main boulevard. Follow the Sur les Pas de Bonnard route, a 2-hour walk tracing where Bonnard set up his easel around the town that takes you along the covered Siagne canal. Head to Le Bistro des Anges for a moonlit supper on the hillside overlooking Cannes.


Day 3


The beautiful village of Mougins is only 10 minutes’ drive away on a hilltop toward Grasse. Spend the morning taking in the art galleries and wandering around the village before lunch. In the afternoon, visit both the Centre de la Photographie de Mougins and the FAMM (Femmes Artistes du Musée de Mougins), which has an exceptional collection of art from more than 80 women from all over the world. Dine at one of the restaurants on Mougins’s main thoroughfare, or head back to Le Cannet for a meal at Le Coin Gourmet.
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Mougins





Ramatuelle


Day 4


Check out of the Villa d’Emma and head west once more, this time to Ramatuelle, an old village ingeniously built in the shape of a snail, its narrow lanes spiraling into each other. Spend the morning enjoying the shops, restaurants, and cafés before heading out for some wine-tasting in the many vineyards that dot the area surrounding the village, some of the oldest in France. Make your way to the famous Plage de Pampelonne in the late afternoon, after most of the visitors have left, and take advantage of the less crowded beach clubs for an indulgent dinner. You’ll spend the night at one of Toison d’Or’s luxury cabins, one of the lucky few that gets to skip the traffic back to Saint-Tropez and enjoy this special part of the coast when it quiets down.
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Ramatuelle







Best Beaches


France’s Mediterranean coastline offers a huge range of beaches, from the turquoise waters of Marseille’s calanques to the craggy red coastline of the Estérel and the designer gravel at Plage du Larvotto in Monaco. Here is a small selection of some of the region’s best beaches:


• Plage de La Pointe Rouge, Marseille: Go full bling and wear the most expensive designer shades you can afford on Marseille’s hippest beach.


• Plage du Bestouan, Cassis: Escape from the portside hubbub to this secluded cove with a view over the Med toward Cap Canaille and Europe’s highest sea cliff.


• Plage Anse de Renécros, Bandol: This moon-shaped sandy bay with a narrow entrance has lagoon-blue waters and is sheltered from the wind.


• Plage des Marinières, Villefranche-sur-Mer: Easy access from the train station and plenty of parking help make Villefranche’s long curve of sand a great place for a beach day.


• Le Grande Plage, Juan-les-Pins: The gentle slope into the water makes this an ideal place for families to spend the day on the sand.


• Plage de Pampelonne, Ramatuelle: Expensive clubs welcome yacht parties, but there is space for everyone, including sections for naturist sunbathers and water sports enthusiasts.
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Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Palais des Papes: In the early 14th century, Pope Clement V opted for Avignon as a base for the papal court rather than Rome. The finery of this medieval Gothic palace has been revived with the magic of technology, and a tour of the building induces wonder, reverence, and a hint of trepidation (click here).


S Pont Saint-Bénézet: A reported miracle worked by a shepherd boy spurred construction of this iconic bridge completed in 1185 (click here).
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S Pont du Gard: Pick your own superlative. Whatever word you alight on will barely do justice to this 275-m-long (902-ft-long), 49-m-high (160-ft-high) Roman aqueduct. For a close-up view of this ancient engineering masterpiece, rent a kayak (click here).


S Wine-Tasting: Châteauneuf-du-Pape is the blockbuster name, but also allow time to visit the vineyards of Gigondas, Vacqueyras, Rasteau, and Beaumes-de-Venise. The countryside, as well as the wine, is a delight (click here).


S Roman Theatre of Orange: Seating 10,000 people, this amphitheater is unique thanks to its surviving stage wall. It comes alive every summer with a major opera festival (click here).


S Roman Ruins of Vaison-la-Romaine: Vaison has one of the most impressive and extensive collections of Roman ruins in Provence, including the remains of a residential quarter and a theater (click here).


S Antiques-Hunting in L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue: Indulge in some of the best antiques shopping in the whole of France against a backdrop of churning waterwheels (click here).


S Fontaine-de-Vaucluse: The source of the River Sorgue is the largest karst spring in France. It’s a deep cavern from which, at certain times of year, clear, cold water explodes in a bubbling torrent (click here).





Readers of this guide who are planning a trip to Europe might find themselves with the same tricky choice that Pope Clement V faced back at the beginning of the 14th century when he was trying to pick a location for the papal court: Which city to choose, Rome or Avignon?


Perhaps it was a glass of the local red (now known as Châteauneuf-du-Pape) that nudged Clement toward Avignon. The blessings of the region must have been evident in every sip of the intoxicating, velvety wine whose high levels of alcohol have been known to induce a state of almost transcendental rapture in today’s top tasters. The rest, as they say, is history. The immense, fortress-like Palais des Papes was thrown up in just 20 years and is now the main reason people visit Avignon.
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Avignon has long been one of the principal gateways to Provence. Until the late 15th century the power of the French crown ended on the western bank of the Rhône. To the east, the counts of Provence held power. These days, with its fast TGV links to Paris, Avignon is a popular starting point for visitors to Provence, not least because the surrounding countryside of the Vaucluse offers plenty of nearby attractions.


L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue boasts some of the best antiques shopping in France; the area around Orange and Vaison-la-Romaine offers impressive Roman ruins; and nearby Richerenches, the truffle capital of Provence, sets the pulses of gourmands racing. Then there’s Mont Ventoux: Known as the White Giant, this 1,909-m (6,263-ft) mountain is a cycling mecca, with aficionados coming from all over to attempt the most legendary climb in the road bike world. For the less energetic there’s no shortage of Provençal feel in the perched hill villages, trickling fountains, and pretty, plane tree-lined squares dotting the region. In such an environment, eating out is as much a visual as it is a gastronomic pleasure. Of course, you’ll probably need something to sip while admiring the views. Châteauneuf-du-Pape is the most internationally known of the local wines, but the villages of Gigondas, Vacqueyras, and Rasteau, clustered together in a region known as the Dentelles de Montmirail, also produce wines of stunning quality.


All things considered, just like Clement V, you may conclude that Rome can wait.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


A two-night stay in Avignon allows plenty of time to explore the city, and could include a half-day excursion to Châteauneuf-du-Pape or the Pont du Gard. One could also spend a day each in L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue, Orange, Vaison-la-Romaine, Mont Ventoux, and the Dentelles de Montmirail. Avignon can easily be used as a base to explore the entire region, as can L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue, which also benefits from being adjacent to the Luberon.


Visitors who like the conveniences of a city should opt for Avignon as their base. There are plenty of options for restaurants, shops, and entertainment. Those who like a more relaxed atmosphere should choose L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue. It’s a small town that is easy to navigate and is blessed by the soothing sound of the River Sorgue, which runs alongside the main streets. Visitors looking for a rustic Provençal feel should head to the villages of the Dentelles de Montmirail, where the pace of life is much slower and the countryside dominated by sweeping expanses of vines.


Traveling from north or south in the region is quick thanks to the A7 autoroute. When traveling east or west, allow more time because the roads are smaller.


Passes


When trying to decide what sights to visit in Avignon and the Vaucluse bear in mind that the tourist offices offer both a Vaucluse Pass and an Avignon City Pass. The Avignon City Pass include visits to the city’s private collections and monuments, as well as discounted tours and free parking (Palais du Papes; Les Halles, Gare Centre). The City Pass is priced at €24 for 24 hours and €32 for 48 hours. It can be purchased online at https://avignon-tourisme.com or at the Avignon Tourist Office. The Vaucluse Pass offers the same benefits as the City Pass but adds access to monuments and reduced or free guided tours across the whole of the Vaucluse. The Vaucluse Pass is priced at €29, €35, or €48 for 2, 3, or 5 days. The passes can be purchased in tourist offices or online: https://vaucluse-provence-pass.com.
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Itinerary Ideas



THE BEST OF AVIGNON AND THE VAUCLUSE


Day One


1 Make the sumptuous Maison sur la Sorgue in L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue your base to explore the region.


2 Head into nearby Avignon on the D901 (40-minute drive) and explore the city, visiting the magnificent Palais des Papes and the Pont d’Avignon.


3 Shop for lunch provisions among the colorful stalls at Les Halles Food Market.


4 Enjoy a picnic at the Rocher des Doms garden, overlooking the Place du Palais.


5 Leave Avignon and head north for 20 minutes on the D907 to Châteauneuf-du-Pape for an afternoon of wine-tasting.


6 Return on the D192 to L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue for supper at Le Vivier restaurant on the banks of the River Sorgue.


Day Two


1 Rise early to visit the source of the River Sorgue, taking the 10-minute drive on the D25 to Fontaine-de-Vaucluse.


2 Canoe down the river with Kayak Vert. The descent starts just outside Fontaine-de-Vaucluse and takes 2 hours.


3 Have lunch 20 minutes away in Pernes-les-Fontaines (take the D25 and the D938) at Au Fil du Temps. Later, work off the calories by visiting as many of the town’s 40 fountains as possible.


4 Return to L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue on the D938 and explore the town’s antiques shops.


5 Have supper in the excellent Café Fleurs in the center of town.


Day Three


1 Drive north and satisfy your inner historian by visiting the Roman ruins at Vaison-la-Romaine. Drive time is just under an hour via the D938.


2 Enjoy lunch in Gigondas, 20 minutes away just off the D977, and sample the excellent local wine on offer at Le Bistrot de L’Oustalet.


3 Drive to the summit of Mont Ventoux for the best view in Provence. Allow 30 minutes’ drive time to reach Bédoin from Gigondas, and then another 30 minutes to get from there to the summit. Adrenaline junkies can hire a descent bike and meet their more timid friends back at base camp in Bédoin.


4 Return to L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue (40 minutes on the D938) and round out the three days with supper in the atmospheric Le Carré d’Herbes.



Avignon



To tourists Avignon will always be the City of the Popes, visited for the Palais des Papes and the romance of a kiss on the Pont d’Avignon. To oenophiles it is the capital of the Côtes du Rhône wine region, an area that produces some of the world’s most renowned reds. For thespians Avignon is the home of one of Europe’s top performing arts festivals. Visit in summer and the streets will be alive with theater troupes promoting their shows. Finally, it’s a university city with a large student population sustaining plentiful bars and clubs. Yet the pressure of having so many different people to please means that away from the main streets and squares the city can feel a little run-down. Even so, there is a sense of innovation and creativity. Pop-up shops selling artisan designs are common, and the plentiful theaters host year-round events such as dance and yoga classes. Adding to the allure is a vibrant restaurant scene on and around the various church squares that are a legacy of papal rule.
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ORIENTATION


The historic center of Avignon, where you will spend nearly all of your time, is surrounded by 4 km (2.5 mi) of walled ramparts. The bus station and central train station (for local trains, not TGV/bullet trains, which arrive farther out) are located opposite Porte de la République, just outside the walls. From there a broad avenue (cours Jean Jaurès and then rue de la République) runs south to north through the historic center, arriving at Place de l’Horloge. This square is home to the town hall and the 19th-century opera house, and is considered the heart of the city. Just to the north is the Place du Palais, the Palais des Papes, and the entrance to the Pont Saint-Bénézet (Pont d’Avignon). The main road running from west to east, branching off the bottom of Place de l’Horloge, is rue Carnot.


SIGHTS


TOP EXPERIENCE



S Palais des Papes



GOOGLE MAP


Place du Palais; tel. 04 32 74 32 74; https://palais-des-papes.com; Jan.-Feb. and Nov.-Dec. daily 10am-5pm, Mar.-Nov. 9am-7pm; €12, ages 8-17 €6.50, under 8 free, City Pass


The Palais des Papes has long been one of Provence’s must-see sights. The sheer size and scale of the Palais are impressive, and that’s before you learn it was built in less than 20 years. Between 1335 and 1352, successive popes Benedict XII and Clement VI oversaw the construction. The Palais is a stark monolith of forbidding stone that also served as a fortress and inquisitional court. Little remains of the original furnishings, but holding up the Histopad tablet (provided with the entrance fee) allows visitors to travel back 700 years: Ghosts of cardinals sit in chairs, banquet tables are laden with roast chickens, and the faded frescoes on the walls are suddenly brought to life. The papal gardens have also recently been revived and are now open to the public. They can be included in the visit for an additional €2.50 or visited independently for €5.


Musée du Petit Palais


Palais des Archevêques, Place du Palais; tel. 04 90 86 44 58; www.petit-palais.org; Wed.-Mon. 10am-1pm and 2pm-6pm; free


Built between 1318 and 1320, the Petit Palais predates its big brother on the other side of the square by a decade or so. It was purchased by Pope Benedict XII in 1335 for use as the Episcopal Palace during construction of the Palais des Papes. It now houses a remarkable collection of 13th- to 15th-century paintings and sculptures.



Musée Calvet



65 rue Joseph Vernet; tel. 04 90 86 33 84; www.musée-calvet.org; Wed.-Mon. 10am-1pm and 2pm-6pm; free


The Musée Calvet contains a large and eclectic mix of paintings, sculptures, and archaeological finds, including an Egyptian collection. It’s located in a spacious, airy 18th-century palace, and you don’t have to pay a cent to enjoy it.


Musée Lapidaire


27 rue de la République; tel. 04 90 85 75 38; www.musée-lapidaire.org; Tues.-Sun. 10am-1pm and 2pm-6pm; free


Housed in an old Jesuit chapel on the main shopping street, this museum is a pleasant place to stumble upon. Luring you in from the doorway is an open view of the overflow archaeological collection of the Musée Calvet.


Collection Lambert


5 rue Violette; tel. 04 90 16 56 20; www.collectionlambert.fr; Sept.-June Wed.-Fri. 1pm-6pm, Sat.-Sun. 11am-6pm, July-Aug. daily 11am-7pm; €10, ages 12-25 €5, under 12 free, City Pass


Housed in two hôtel particuliers, the Collection Lambert is something of a haven from the bustling streets of the city. The collection is composed of 20th- and 21st-century contemporary art donated to the state by Yvon Lambert, including works by Claire Fontaine, Robert Ryman, and Bertrand Lavier.


Le Musée Angladon


5 rue Laboureur; tel. 04 90 82 29 03; https://angladon.com; Apr.-Oct. Tues.-Sun. 1pm-6pm, Nov.-Mar. Tues.-Sat. 1pm-6pm, closed Jan.; €8, ages 15-25 €3, ages 4-14 €1.50, City Pass


Picasso, Sisley, van Gogh, Cézanne, Degas: The list reads like a who’s who of the art world. The paintings form part of the collection of couturier Jacques Doucet (1853-1929). Doucet’s great-nephew Jean Angladon and Angladon’s wife, Paulette Martin, established the museum as a place for the public to enjoy intimate experiences with some of the great works of modern art.



S Pont Saint-Bénézet (Pont d’Avignon)



GOOGLE MAP


Pont d'Avignon, boulevard de la Ligne; tel. 04 32 74 32 74; www.avignon-pont.com; Jan.-Feb. daily 10am-6pm, Mar.-Nov. daily 9am-7pm, Nov.-Dec. daily 10am-5pm; €5, joint ticket with Palais des Papes €14.50, City Pass


In 1177 Saint-Bénézet, then a young boy, was out tending his sheep when he experienced a vision: a message from God calling him to build a bridge over the Rhône. People laughed at the divinely appointed bridge builder. They laughed no more when he placed the first stone, a boulder so massive that no man could lift it. Wealthy backers flocked to support the project, and a 22-arch, 900-m (2,952-ft) bridge was completed. God’s blessing did not last forever. Parts of the bridge were swept away in successive floods and rebuilding work continued over the centuries, until in 1688 the city finally accepted the inevitable and let the bridge fall to ruin. Its fame today is as much a product of the children’s song “Sur Le Pont d’Avignon” as it is of the legend of Saint-Bénézet. The song dates back to the 17th century, and the original version is more likely to have mentioned people dancing under the bridge—where the arches crossed the Île de la Barthelasse—than on it. The Pont d’Avignon is accessed via rue Ferruce. Stairs take you up the tower to the level of the bridge. A ramp and lift facilitate disabled access. An audio guide accompanies the visit, which lasts about an hour.


Villeneuve-lès-Avignon


www.villeneuvelezavignon.fr


A short taxi or bus ride (Line 11 from cours President Kennedy) takes you across the river to Villeneuve-lès-Avignon. Until 1790 Avignon itself belonged to either the papacy or the Duchy of Naples, and the French crown exercised its authority from the town of Villeneuve on the opposing bank. These days Villeneuve is a prosperous suburb of Avignon, offering excellent views back across the river. Place Jean Jaurès is a nice shady square for lunch.



S Pont du Gard



GOOGLE MAP


A short hop over the Rhône from Avignon is the Pont du Gard Roman aqueduct. At nearly 50 m (164 ft) tall and 490 m (1,607 ft) long, this was the highest aqueduct of the Roman world, boasting 47 arches at the time of its construction. Its job was to carry water to the city of Nîmes 25 km (16 mi) away. The sheer scale of the endeavor provokes most people to pause in their stride, stop, and stare. The three-tier aqueduct was built with 50,000 tons of stone. A visit includes entry to the on-site museum, which delves into the science of how the Romans managed to construct such a behemoth. To drive to Pont du Gard from Avignon, take the N100, covering 26 km (16 mi) in 28 minutes.


GUIDED TOURS


Avignon Gourmet Tour


Avignon city center, meeting point and time confirmed on reservation; tel. 06 62 89 44 55; www.avignongourmetours.com; Tues.-Sat.; from €55


A guilt-free way to sample the best local produce is to take a walking tour. You’ll enjoy tasting olive oil, cheeses, and plentiful Côtes du Rhône wine.


Noctambules d’Avignon


Avignon city center, meeting point and time confirmed on reservation; tel. 06 14 23 41 31; www.lesnoctambulesdavignon.com [URL inactive]; info@lesnoctambulesdavignon; Apr.-late Sept. daily 9:30pm; from €27


For those wishing to avoid the hot summer sun, these tours are a great atmospheric option.


SPORTS AND RECREATION


Parks


Île de la Barthelasse


Located on a large island in the middle of the Rhône, this park is popular with cyclists and walkers. The views back toward Avignon are beautiful. In the summer a shuttle boat runs every 15 minutes from boulevard du Quai de la Ligne, a short distance upriver from Pont Saint-Bénézet, across to the Île. Out of the main tourist season the hours are more irregular. The park can also be accessed from Pont Edouard Daladier.


The Rocher des Doms Garden


Overlooking the Place du Palais is this delightful garden. It’s a good spot for views across the Rhône to Villeneuve-lès-Avignon. The garden, which has a small snack bar, is also ideal for a picnic in the shade.


Cycling


Rampart Circular


A 4-km (2.5-mi) cycle route has been created around the old city wall. The route also extends over the Pont Edouard Daladier and onto Île de la Barthelasse. The circular route hugs the Rhône before turning inland and heading through the administrative center of the city. The route can be picked up at any point along the city walls. Try starting at Place Crillon, just off the Place du Palais.


Velopop


Avignon stations include Place Pie, Hotel de Ville, Carmes, Port Saint-Lazare, Porte Thiers, Porte Lambert, Jaurès; tel. 08 10 45 64 56; from €1.50


Avignon operates a bike rental scheme as part of its transport service. Sign up via the app (Velopop) or on the website (www.velopop.fr) and you will be sent a code to unlock a bike. After use, return the bike to any Velopop station.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Avignon Festival and Avignonleoff


Various venues across town; www.festival-avignon.com; runs for three weeks from end of the first week in July; free to €50 depending on performance


Created in 1947, the Avignon Festival is one of the most important contemporary performing arts festivals in the world. Sixty shows are produced across 40 venues, attracting an audience of 155,000 people. The festival is so successful that it has spawned a more riotous and irreverent baby brother, Avignonleoff (www.avignonleoff.com), which puts on 1,000 shows across town. The websites for both the Avignon Festival and Avignonleoff are available in English and contain full program information.


SHOPPING


Brocante


Place Pie; Tues. and Thurs. 8am-5pm


Twice a week year-round, 30 brocante (secondhand) traders set up in the picturesque Place Pie. From antique mirrors to limited-edition books, there are always surprises, and it’s always fun browsing.


Eric et les Chics Filles


7 Place des Corps Saints; tel. 04 90 82 54 67; https://ericetleschicsfilles.wordpress.com; Tues.-Sat. 10am-7pm


Nine different designers present their collections of clothing, knitwear, jewelry, bags, and textiles in a funky creative space.


L’Oeil Celeste


48 rue des Fourbisseurs; tel. 04 90 85 29 12; Tues. 2:30pm-6:30pm, Wed.-Sat. 10:15am-12:30pm and 2:30pm-6:30pm


Designer Patricia Gauthier has put together a collection of silver jewelry using stones, gemstones, and minerals from around the world.


FOOD


Regional Cuisine



S L’Agape



21 Place Corps Saints; tel. 04 90 85 04 06; www.restaurant-agape-avignon.com; Tues. noon-1:15pm, Wed.-Sat. noon-1:15pm and 7:30pm-9:15pm; €25-80


A great location on a pretty square, seasonal good-value menus, a convivial atmosphere, and inventive cooking make this one of the most popular restaurants in the city.


Pollen


3 rue Joseph Vernet; tel. 04 86 34 93 74; http://pollen-restaurant.fr; Mon.-Tues. and Thurs.-Fri. noon-1:30pm and 7:30pm-9:30pm, Wed. noon-1:30pm; €40-120


The vibe at Pollen is cool, modern, and minimalist, with a clientele of serious foodies who love nothing better than chatting about what’s on the plate in front of them. Reservations are made through the website only.


Hiely Lucullus


5 rue de la République; tel. 04 90 86 17 07; www.hiely-lucullus.com; Thurs.-Mon. noon-1pm and 7:30pm-8:30pm; €60-120


Food is a very serious business at Hiely Lucullus. The crisp table linens and polished cutlery impress before you even sit down. Presentation of dishes, such as saddle of rabbit stuffed with olives and served with a chicken jus, is immaculate.


Bistros


Le Lapin Blanc


101 rue de la Bonneterie; tel. 07 71 59 68 65; www.lelapinblanc.fr; Mon.-Tues. and Thurs.-Sat. noon-1:45pm and 7pm-9:45pm; €13-24


Bilingual Melanie greets you front of house while co-owner Amelie works magic in the kitchen at Le Lapin Blanc. An excellent-value seasonal menu is served on the terrace in the summer and in the cozy interior in the winter.


Bibendum


83 rue Joseph Vernet; tel. 04 90 91 78 39; www.bibendumavignon.fr; Tues.-Sat. noon-1:30pm and 7pm-9pm (Wed. lunch only); €17-32


Bibendum is a buzzy, glamorous venue that also houses a wine and cocktail bar. The presentation is slick and the food bistronomic, with a menu composed of modern twists on classics. Try the succulent roast baby chicken with a mustard and tarragon sauce.



Maison Ripert



28 rue de la Bonneterie; tel. 04 90 27 37 97; www.ripert.business.site [URL inactive]; Mon.-Tues. and Thurs.-Sat. noon-2pm and 7pm-10pm; €26-45


Set in an old patisserie dating back to 1820, the interior here is a delight, with wooden chairs, checked tablecloths, and gilded mirrors. The menu is fairly standard bistro fare with dishes such as lamb shank and duck breast.


Le Carré de Palais


1 Place du Palais; tel. 04 65 00 00 01; www.carredupalais.com [URL inactive]; daily noon-10pm; €29-46


Situated in the old Bank of France building, the Carré is a large bistro with a terrace facing the Place du Palais with a view of the Palais des Papes. Matching whatever you order from the seasonal menu with the perfect glass of Côtes du Rhône is the house specialty.


Cafés and Light Bites


Violette


30 Place Saint Corps; tel. 04 90 47 45 50; Tues.-Sat. 7:30am-7:30pm; from €3


This is a good place for a snack, from sandwiches to pain au chocolat (chocolate-filled croissant) to delicious cakes and pastries. It’s located on one of Avignon’s pretty church squares, and you can either eat in or take your delicacy to a nearby shady bench.


Markets


Les Halles Food Market


18 Place Pie; tel. 04 90 27 15 15; www.avignon-leshalles.com; Tues.-Sat. 6am-2pm


Even if you have just eaten, a visit to Les Halles is a must. This covered market is like a window into the French soul. The pride that each of the market traders takes in the produce and the care with which it is arranged speak to the French people’s enduring relationship with the land and their cuisine.
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fresh pastries at the market





BARS AND NIGHTLIFE


L’Esclave Bar


12 rue des Limas; tel. 04 90 85 14 91; www.facebook.com/esclavebar; Tues.-Sun. 11:55pm-7am; drinks from €10


L’Esclave is Avignon’s only city-center gay bar. Tuesday is karaoke night, which is particularly popular.


Les Ambassadeurs


27 rue Bancasse; tel. 04 90 86 31 55; www.clublesambassadeurs.fr; Thurs.-Sun. 11:30pm-late; €10 admission Thurs., €20 Fri.-Sun., drinks from €10


Cozy booths surround the usually packed dance floor of Les Ambassadeurs. Dress well to make it past the doorman.


Bibendum—Bar a Cocktail


83 rue Joseph Vernet; tel. 04 90 91 78 39; www.bibendumavignon.fr; Tues.-Sat. 6pm-12:30am; drinks from €12


Choose from an extensive cocktail list filled with classics and a few local specialties, and then sit back and relax in sumptuous surroundings listening to live piano music or DJ sets.


ACCOMMODATIONS


€50-100


Hotel Central


31 rue de la République; tel. 04 90 86 07 81; www.hotel-central-avignon.com; €89 d


Hotel Central offers 35 simply furnished rooms. The location is, as the name suggests, central, with Avignon’s main shopping street just out the front door.


€100-200


Le Limas


51 rue de Limas; tel. 06 69 00 60 37; www.le-limas-avignon.com; €140 d


This four-bedroom bed-and-breakfast right in the historic heart of Avignon has a pretty roof terrace overlooking the Palais des Papes. In the summer months it’s the perfect place for a croissant and coffee.


Hôtel de Cambis


89 rue Joseph Vernet; tel. 04 90 14 62 73; www.hoteldecambis.com; €150 d


A centrally located boutique hotel with an emphasis on the region’s wines, the Cambis is an excellent choice for oenophiles.


N°15 Les Confidences


15 rue Saluces; tel. 06 11 52 51 38; www.15avignon.fr; €160 d


This charming bed-and-breakfast is near the Palais des Papes and has a verdant garden and small pool.


Maison Orsini


21 rue Montée de la Tour, Villeneuve-lès-Avignon; tel. 06 82 27 65 94; www.maisonorsini.com; €170 d


So often in Provence, it is better to be on the outside looking in. The view from the terrace of the Maison Orsini in Villeneuve over the Rhône to the Palais des Papes makes the stay.


Over €200



S Clos Saluces



11 rue Saluces; tel. 06 72 75 49 37; www.leclossaluces.fr; €240 d


It took three years to renovate this beautiful 19th-century town house close to the Palais des Papes. The interior decor is a rich mixture of vintage furnishings and objects from the 1950s to the 1970s. There’s a shady garden to relax in.


La Divine Comédie


16 Impasse Jean Pierre Gras; tel. 06 77 06 85 40; www.la-divine-comedie.com; €400 d


Boasting the largest private garden in Avignon, with a 15-m (49-ft) swimming pool and wellness center, this five-suite guesthouse is the latest addition to Avignon’s collection of luxury retreats. The inside is furnished with gorgeous antiques.


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


Tourist Office


41 cours Jean Jaurès; tel. 04 32 74 32 74; www.avignon-tourisme.com; Mon.-Sat. 9am-6pm, Sun. 10am-5pm


Avignon’s central tourist office has English-speaking staff who can help with anything from finding accommodations to getting tickets for events.


Centre Hospitalier d’ Avignon


305 rue Raoul Follereau; tel. 04 32 75 33 33; www.ch-avignon.fr


Located to the south of the city near the TGV station, the hospital has a 24-hour emergency service.



Post Office



2 rue Petite Meuse; tel. 04 32 75 33 339; Tues.-Fri. 9am-noon and 1:30pm-4pm, Sat. 9am-noon


On the corner of the attractive Place Pie in the center of Avignon, the post office offers the standard services.


GETTING THERE


Air


Marseille Provence Airport is the main hub for Avignon and is 45 minutes’ drive away. Avignon Airport (335 avenue Clément Ader, Avignon-Montfavet; www.avignon.aeroport.fr) has in the past offered seasonal flights with UK low-cost carriers, but at the time of writing there were no routes available.


Car


The city sits at the heart of the motorway network. It is located on the A7 and A9 autoroutes and the national N7 and N100 routes. Traveling from Paris to Avignon by car takes just under 7 hours on the A6 and A7 autoroutes. From Arles, take the D2; the journey is 45 km (28 mi) and takes about 50 minutes. From Aix-en-Provence, take the A7 for 88 km (54 mi); the trip takes 70 minutes. From Marseille, take the A7, covering 105 km (65 mi) in 70 minutes.


The most convenient parking for access to the historic center is at the Palais des Papes, located on the north side of the city on the banks of the Rhône. There are also parking lots outside the city center at Île Piot and Parking Les Italiens that are free of charge. A park-and-ride bus takes you to the city center.


Train


The TGV station is on avenue de la Gare in the Courtine district southwest of the city center. It takes about 2 hours 40 minutes to travel to Avignon from Paris. It takes 1 hour to get there from Lyon and 30 minutes from Marseille.


The price of a TGV train varies widely depending on how far ahead you book and when you travel. Complicating matters further, there is a new low-cost TGV service called Ouigo that offers a no-frills service between the cities. If you travel in the week in the middle of the day, it is possible to pick up a train from Avignon to Paris for as little as €25. Travel in peak times and the same journey could cost you more than €200. There are new direct TGV connections between Avignon and Barcelona, Madrid, Frankfurt, Geneva, and Amsterdam.


A train connection from the TGV station to the city center runs 35 times a day; the journey time is 5 minutes on a TER regional train. The city-center train station on boulevard Saint-Roch just outside the town walls offers connections to local towns such as Carpentras.


GETTING AROUND


Most people will find that the easiest way to get around Avignon is to walk. Many of the roads are pedestrian-friendly and the distances between sights are relatively short.


Electric shuttle buses connect the out-of-town parking lots on Île Piot and Parking Les Italiens to the city center. Within the city La Baladine, seven-seat electric vehicles, travel through the city center. A ride costs €0.50; you simply need to wave your hand for the vehicle to stop. Velopop cycles are available for rent at 17 cycle stations across Avignon.



The Vaucluse



Cheaper, quieter, and more authentic than the tourist hot spots, the northern Vaucluse is an area of Provence that is often overlooked by visitors. Yet at Orange and Vaison-la-Romaine are Roman ruins that can compete with those in Arles, and dotted throughout the Dentelles de Montmirail are picturesque villages that rival those in the Luberon or Les Alpilles. Added to this are three unique reasons to visit: First, L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue is a town unlike any other in Provence. Built at the branching of the Sorgue river, a network of canals and bridges link its pretty streets and give this town its nickname of “the Venice of Provence.” The sight of the waterwheels (there are still 20 turning throughout the town) is alone worth a visit, but most people come for the antiques, from chandeliers to leather club armchairs to smaller items such as kitchen tools; browsing the stores is an utter pleasure.


Second, there’s Mont Ventoux, which dominates the skyline of Provence. It’s visible from the Luberon, Arles, Les Alpilles, and throughout the northern Vaucluse, peeking between trees and jutting majestically above other lesser peaks. There is no better way to understand the geography of Provence than by standing on its summit. How you get to the top is up to you, but note the ascent once famously killed a professional cyclist in the Tour de France, so if in doubt, drive.


Finally, although the vignerons of Bandol on the Var coast might quibble, the southern Rhône is the finest wine-producing region in Provence. Be careful though, and check the alcohol content listed on the label, because these days some wines contain as much as 15.5 percent alcohol, which is practically the level of a fortified wine. The effect can be not so much to loosen your tongue as to unravel it and lasso it around a nearby tree.


ORIENTATION


The Vaucluse stretches from its capital, Avignon, in the west, north along the banks of the Rhône, and includes the wine-producing village of Châteauneuf-du-Pape and the town of Orange, 30 km (19 mi) away. Orange is famed for its Roman theater. To the northeast of Orange is another celebrated Roman site, Vaison-la-Romaine, and south of Vaison is the small mountain chain the Dentelles de Montmirail. Here you will find well-known wine-producing villages such as Gigondas, Vacqueyras, Rasteau, and Beaumes-de-Venise. Immediately to the east of the Dentelles is the unmissable highest mountain in Provence: Mont Ventoux. Head south from Mont Ventoux and you’ll encounter the ever-churning waterwheels of the renowned antiques center of L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue. The Vaucluse extends east from here and into the Luberon, an area covered later in this guide.


TOP EXPERIENCE


CHÂTEAUNEUF-DU-PAPE


The construction of Châteauneuf’s eponymous château was started under Pope John XII in 1317. Today only the ruins of its walls still overlook the village. However, the wine industry that the Avignon popes nurtured survives. Look carefully at the fields of vines and you will see round stones surrounding the bases of the vines. These were left behind after the retreat of an ancient sea. Today they soak up the heat of the sun during the day and act like radiators at night, keeping the soil around the vines warm, speeding the maturation of the grapes and maintaining moisture in the soil. All of this helps to produce sumptuous red wines. Upon arrival in Châteauneuf-du-Pape, you’ll see that the outskirts of the village are dominated by the tasting rooms of the major vineyards. Once you have had a few nips of wine, the village is worth exploring. Head up the hill toward the château, and then duck off the main drag to find picturesque and sleepy side streets.


Wineries


Maison Brotte


avenue Saint-Pierre de Luxembourg; tel. 04 90 83 59 44; www.museeduvinbotte.com [URL inactive]; daily 9am-11:45am and 2pm-5:45pm; tasting of 3 wines free, longer experiences €4-17


On the outskirts of Châteauneuf-du-Pape, this domaine offers the most informative overall visit. A small on-site museum explains the unique terroir of Châteauneuf-du-Pape. Reserve your tasting on the website.


Beaurenard


10 avenue Saint-Pierre de Luxembourg; tel. 04 90 83 71 79; www.beaurenard.fr; Mon.-Fri. 10am-noon and 1:30pm-6pm; tasting free


This renowned producer has a tasting room and wine cellar near the entrance to town. If you want to take a tour of the cellar it helps to phone in advance, but you can taste the estate’s wines without a reservation. In addition to Châteauneuf-du-Pape, there’s an excellent Rasteau full of spices and ripe fruit available for €18 a bottle.


Andre Mathieu


3bis route de Courthézon; tel. 04 90 83 72 09; www.domaine-andre-mathieu.com; Apr.-Sept. Mon.-Fri. 9am-noon and 2pm-6pm, Sat. 10am-noon and 2pm-6pm, Oct.-Mar. Mon.-Fri. 9am-noon and 2pm-5:30pm, Sat. by reservation; tasting free


Visiting Domaine Mattieu is an intimate experience: You might meet the winemaker and you’ll see the land where the vines are growing. Prices for a bottle of Châteauneuf start around €20.



S Vinadea



8 rue Maréchal Foch; tel. 04 90 83 79 60; www.vinadea.com and https://wineactivities.net; daily 10am-1pm and 2pm-6:30pm; tasting free


This shop is recommended by locals as the best place to buy and taste wine. More than 200 different wines are on sale from Châteauneuf and surrounding appellations, and different bottles are opened every day for free tastings. There is also Vinotheque, an associated experience center where different tasting experiences can be reserved (€25-45). See the website for details.


Tours


Wine Prestige Tour


Pickup and drop-off available for addresses within 10 km (6 mi) of Châteauneuf-du-Pape; tel. 06 83 53 39 79; https://wineprestigetour.com [URL inactive]; daily; €90 half day, €140 full day


Pierre Fernandez was born in Châteauneuf-du-Pape. His grandmother was one of the first female winemakers in the appellation, and he’s a qualified sommelier. In other words, what he doesn’t know about the wines of the region isn’t worth knowing. Tours are friendly and informative, and Pierre’s connections open doors (and bottles) that would otherwise be closed to the public.


Avignon Wine Tour


Pickup and drop-off available for addresses within Avignon; tel. 06 28 05 33 84; www.avignon-wine-tour.com; weekly tours include Châteauneuf-du-Pape on Wed.; €130/day


Francois Marcou leads wine tours throughout Provence. As you would expect from a former hotelier and restaurateur, he’s charming and very knowledgeable about wine. The tour includes tastings at four vineyards and a lunch stop.


Festivals


Verraison Festival


Throughout the village; www.poptourisme.fr/sortir/agenda-chateauneuf-du-pape; first weekend in Aug.


Châteauneuf holds a huge party to celebrate the ripening of the grapes. There’s usually a medieval banquet and a “papal” procession. In a village where it’s never hard to find a drink, it becomes impossible to move without having a glass thrust into your hands.




TOP EXPERIENCE


S Wine-Tasting


Terroir is one of the most frequently used words in the French wine vocabulary. It’s also the word that is most frequently misunderstood by enthusiastic amateur tasters. Literally translated it means “the land.” But when a professional says they can taste the terroir they mean not just the soil type, but also the altitude, the surrounding geology, the weather, and even the ethos of the winemaker. And nowhere in Provence is this concept more easily understood than on a hot summer’s day in the southern Rhône. On days like this you can smell the grapes fermenting on the vine, and even perhaps fry an egg on the surface of one of the large, rounded stones that litter the old floodplain in places. To truly taste wines from the southern Rhône, you have to experience the terroir for yourself by heading out into the vines for a tasting. The red wines are the stars of the show, but the whites are a better value and are pleasingly long in the mouth. You might like to visit:


DOMAINE GOUBERT


235 chemin de Jardinieres, Gigondas; tel. 04 90 65 86 38; www.lesgoubert.fr [URL inactive]; Mon.-Fri. 9am-noon and 2pm-6pm


The domaine produces fantastic Gigondas, full of ripe fruit flavors, spices, and an undertone of tobacco.


CLOS DE CAVEAU


1560 chemin de Caveau, Vacqueyras; tel. 04 90 65 85 33; www.closdecaveau.com; summer daily 10am-noon and 2pm-6pm, Nov.-Mar. Mon.-Fri. 10am-noon and 2pm-6pm


The signature Vacqueyras red tastes of ripe fruit and plums with a touch of mint.


ANDRE MATHIEU


3bis route de Courthézon; tel. 04 90 83 72 09; www.domaine-andre-mathieu.com; Apr.-Sept. Mon.-Fri. 9am-noon and 2pm-6pm, Sat. 10am-noon and 2pm-6pm, Oct.-Mar. Mon.-Fri. 9am-noon and 2pm-5:30pm, Sat. by reservation; free tasting


Many Châteauneuf producers have moved their tasting rooms into town, but not Andre Mathieu, where you can still visit the vineyard.





Food


La Mule du Pape


2 rue de la République; tel. 04 90 83 79 22; Tues.-Wed. 10am-7pm, Fri.-Mon. 10am-10pm; €23


The restaurant takes its name from a famous Alphonse Daudet short story. Grab a copy and read all about the pope’s vindicative donkey in between courses of the excellent-value and beautifully presented three-course menu.


Le Comptoir de la Mere Germaine


Place Jean Moulin; tel. 04 28 69 00 60; http://lameregermaine.chateauneufdupape.fr [URL inactive]; Thurs.-Mon. noon-1:45pm and 7pm-9:30pm; €22-28


A welcome addition to the Châteauneuf restaurant scene, the Comptoir has a gorgeous terrace overlooking the vines. The food is modern, as is the decor. It’s all very slick and well produced. Each dish has an accompanying wine recommendation.


Le Verger des Papes


rue Montée du Château; tel. 04 90 83 50 40; Tues.-Sat. noon-1:30pm and 7:30pm-8:30pm; €18-39


Nestled in the heights of Châteauneuf-du-Pape, Le Verger des Papes is a village stalwart. The menu is well thought out, with something for everyone. There’s even an opportunity for a wine-tasting after lunch in the adjoining shop.


Accommodations


Hotel Sommelier


2268 route de Roquemaure D17 Grange Neuve; tel. 09 70 35 60 29; www.hotel-charme-vaucluse.com; €155 d


Three km (2 mi) outside Châteauneuf, with its own pool and restaurant, this hotel is a good place from which to explore the surrounding vineyards. The are 16 rooms, of which 2 are large family suites. Most rooms overlook the swimming pool, which nestles beneath the picturesque ivy-covered walls of the L-shaped hotel building.



S Château Fines Roches



1901 route de Sorgues; tel. 04 90 83 70 23; https://chateaufinesroches.com; €199 d


This hotel is set in a picturesque 19th-century château that is surrounded by vines. Views from the turret room out across the countryside are magnificent. There’s an on-site restaurant with a terrace looking out to Châteauneuf and Mont Ventoux.


Hotel La Mere Germaine


3 rue Commandant le Maitre; tel. 04 90 22 78 34; www.lameregermaine-chateauneufdupape.fr [URL inactive]; €250 d


The Mere Germaine is a village-center institution offering rooms, a Michelin-starred restaurant, and a brasserie. The rooms eschew the usual subdued Provençal color palette in favor of bold, bright colors. They offer sweeping views over the surrounding countryside.


Getting There and Around


The village of Châteauneuf-du-Pape is best explored on foot, but you will also want to see the surrounding area. If you do not have a car, consider renting a bike to get out and about in the vineyards. Bicycles are available for rent from Sun-e-bike (rue des Consuls, Châteauneuf-du-Pape; tel. 07 58 14 33 97; www.location-velo-provence.com).


Car


From Avignon to Châteauneuf-du-Pape, take the D907; the trip is 17 km (10.5 mi) and takes 23 minutes. From Orange, take the D68 for 10 km (6 mi); the drive takes 16 minutes. If you’re coming from Vaison-la-Romaine, take the D977; the journey is 35 km (22 mi) and takes 40 minutes; and from L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue, take the D16 31 km (19 mi) and you will arrive in 43 minutes.


Bus


From Avignon, Zou line 902 (https://zou.maregionsud.fr) runs to Sorgues; this part of the journey can also be made by train from the Avignon central station. From Sorgue, a connecting bus (line 923) takes you to Châteauneuf-du-Pape. The journey, including the connection, takes just over 1 hour and costs €4. Using the train as a substitute where necessary, there are five services a day. Line 23 also runs five times a day between Châteauneuf-du-Pape and Orange; the trip takes 25 minutes and costs €2.


Bike


A green cycle route—the ViaRhona RV17—links Châteauneuf-du-Pape with Orange and Avignon. Details can be found online at www.provence-cycling.co.uk; navigate to “Experiences” and “A Slow Holiday Along the Via Rhona.”


ORANGE


Few motorists who whiz past Orange on the way to the coast ever think of stopping. The enlightened ones get to experience a historic town with a medieval center and a couple of major Roman monuments. The historic center is ringed by the busy N7 and D976 roads. The Roman Arc de Triomphe is located on the N7 just as the road approaches the town from the north. The Roman Theatre (Théâtre Antique) is at the southern end of the historic center.


Sights



S Roman Theatre of Orange (Théâtre Antique)



rue Madeleine Roch; https://theatre-antique.com; Jan.-Feb. and Nov.-Dec. daily 9:30am-4:30pm, Mar. and Oct. daily 9:30am-5:30pm, Apr.-May and Sept. daily 9am-6pm, June-Aug. daily 9am-7pm; €11.50


Academic study of Roman theater continues to explore why performances took place, who performed, and who watched. Central to the understanding of the art form is the theater in Orange. Built around 1 BCE, it is the only Roman theater in the world whose stage wall is still standing. The wall measures 103 m (338 ft) long and 36 m (118 ft) high.
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the Roman Theatre of Orange





Spaced along both the interior and exterior facades are entrance and exit points for the actors. Above the principal door is a statue of the Emperor Augustus. A visit to the site includes an excellent audio guide that adds historical color, plus the Ghosts of the Theatre performance, a multimedia presentation depicting the different ways the theater has been used through the ages—the latest of which is the Odysee Sonore, a spectacular sound and image show that runs when night falls from May to September. Check the website for performances, which are irregular.


Arc de Triomphe


Av l'Arc de Triomphe; open 24/7


This arch, built during the reign of Augustus (27 BCE to 14 CE), is found in a small park where the N7 road splits as it enters Orange. Engravings depict naval battles, spoils of war, and Roman battles against the Gauls and Germanic tribes.


Festivals and Events


Chorégies d’Orange


Théâtre Antique, rue Madeleine Roche; www.choregies.fr; early July-early Aug.


Dating back to 1860, the chorégies are thought to make up the oldest surviving music festival in France. The format has changed over the years and now concentrates exclusively on opera, with around six performances taking place over a one-month period.




Truffles: The Black Diamond of Provence


Provence is home to one of the most expensive gastronomic delicacies in the world: the tuber melanosporum, or black truffle. Depending on harvesting conditions, the price for 1 kilo (2.2 lb) of truffle can near €1,000, hence the affectionate nickname “black diamond.”


Part of the fun of eating truffles, and the justification for the price, is the associated mystique. The fact that truffles are so hard to find means they are all the more prized. As a fungus, they can only grow from trees (usually oak) infected with a specific virus. In the soil underneath such trees, a thin thread attaches the truffle to its host tree. Truffles are also very choosy about exactly when they grow. In general, truffle season is December to February. For a bumper harvest, rain in spring needs to be followed by a dry summer and a cold winter. Then there’s the lunar cycle: Some hunters insist on a full moon before they go out foraging.


To find truffles an expert dog is a must, ideally suckled from birth on a mother who has had truffle oil rubbed on her nipples.


All this effort is worthwhile because truffles taste majestic. Grated over some scrambled eggs, stirred into a pasta or risotto, or even mixed with a little butter in a baked potato, the truffle transforms everyday food into a banquet.


WHERE TO FIND TRUFFLES


• Richerenches: Thanks to a combination of soil and climate, the small village of Richerenches in the northern Vaucluse is the center of Provençal truffle production. Every Saturday from mid-November to the end of March, Richerenches hosts a truffle market, luring restaurant buyers from across France.


• Maison du Truffe (Place de l’Horloge, Menerbes; www.vin-truffe-luberon.com): Groups can organize truffle-hunting demonstrations and truffle-themed cooking classes at this restaurant and activity center in Menerbes in the Luberon. Or stop by the shop for truffle-themed gifts.


• La Truffe du Ventoux (634, chemin du Traversier, Monteux; tel. 04 90 66 82 21): The Jaumard family, truffle farmers and traders based at the foot of Mont Ventoux, offer outings into their truffle grove to hunt truffles accompanied by their dogs, followed by a tasting meal, during a winter weekend.





Food


Le Parvis


55 cours Pourtoules; tel. 04 90 34 82 00; https://leparvisorange.com; Wed.-Sat. noon-1:45pm and 7:30pm-9pm, Sun. noon-1:45pm; €22-48


This restaurant is building a reputation for beautiful, tasty plates of food. Tourists and locals enjoy dishes like filet mignon of pork with sweet potato mash, curried zucchini, and cider vinegar.


Au Petit Patio


58 cours Aristide-Briand; tel. 04 90 29 69 27; Mon.-Tues. and Fri.-Sat. noon-1:30pm and 7pm-9:30pm, Wed.-Thurs. noon-1:30pm; lunch €24, dinner €38-48


Au Petit Patio offers fun bistro cooking and an attractive outside terrace. The menu is based on Provençal favorites, with a slight bias toward fish. Popular with locals, the atmosphere is convivial, and it’s sensible to reserve, particularly in the evenings in season.



Accommodations



L’Herbier


8 Place aux Herbes; tel. 04 90 34 09 23; www.lherbierdorange.com; €85 d


This is an excellent-value two-star hotel in the historic center of Orange. It’s located on a pretty square and has a pleasant terrace, surrounded by a stone wall, where breakfast is served.


Le Grand Hotel D’Orange


8 Place Langes; tel. 04 90 11 40 40; www.grandhotelorange.com; €140 d


Just up the road from the Théâtre Antique, the Grand Hotel has 40 contemporary rooms, a small pool, a garden, and a popular bistro.


Au Vin Chambre


15 avenue Frederic Mistral; tel. 04 88 84 12 19; www.auvinchambre.com [URL inactive]; €150 d


This boutique hotel has a large garden with a pool, table tennis, and a pétanque court. There are four spacious and beautifully decorated rooms and an excellent restaurant on-site. It’s a short walk to the center of Orange.


Getting There and Around


Most people will find that the easiest way to get around Orange is to walk. Many of the roads are pedestrian-friendly and the central area can be crossed in just over 10 minutes on foot.


Car


To reach Orange from Avignon take the A7. The journey is 34 km (21 mi) and takes 35 minutes. From Vaison-la-Romaine, take the D977; the journey is 29 km (18 mi) and takes 35 minutes. From L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue, take the A7 for 50 km (31 mi); the trip will take about 45 minutes.


Train


The Orange train station (www.sncf-connect.com) is located on rue Pierre Semard. There are 23 trains a day running between Orange and Avignon. The journey time is around 20 minutes and costs €6.60.


Bus


Zou line 904 (https://zou.maregionsud.fr) from Vaison-la-Romaine runs hourly, and the bus departs from the train station; the trip takes an hour and costs €2. Line 922 from Châteauneuf-du-Pape runs six times a day and departs from La République; it takes 25 minutes and costs €2. Line 902 to Avignon runs twice an hour and departs from rue Pourtoules, taking 1 hour and costing €2.


Bike


A cycle route—the ViaRhona RV17—links Châteauneuf-du-Pape with Orange and Avignon. Details can be found online at www.provence-cycling.co.uk; navigate to “Experiences” and “A Slow Holiday Along the Via Rhona.”


VAISON-LA-ROMAINE


Vaison is split in two by the Ouvèze river. On the hill to the south is the medieval town. Here the streets are narrow and cobbled, and the houses are made of stone. Every now and then there’s also a shady square with a plane tree and a fountain. The medieval town tends to be quieter than the new town, which is on the opposite side of the river where the land is flat, and the town has grown out from the main tourist sight, the Roman remains that give Vaison its name.


Sights



S Roman Ruins



rue Burrus; www.provenceromaine.com; Nov.-Dec. and Feb. daily 10am-noon and 2pm-5pm, Mar. and Oct. daily 10am-12:30pm and 2pm-5:30pm, Apr.-Sept. daily 9:30am-6pm; €9, ages 10-17 €4


The main Roman remains are a few minutes’ walk from the bridge over the Ouvèze river on either side of rue Burrus. The two different Roman neighborhoods, named Puymin and Vilasse, are visible from the road. Paying the entrance fee allows you to wander amid the ruins of Roman streets and examine up close the floor plans of houses, including bathing rooms and the remains of mosaic tiles. On the Puymin site there is also a museum that holds decorative articles and tools discovered during the dig, as well as a Roman theater, which is testament to the wealth of Vaison at the time.


Cathedral Notre-Dame de Nazareth and Cloisters


rue Alphonse Daudet; www.provenceromaine.com; Oct.-May daily 10am-5pm, June-Sept. daily 9am-6pm; free


This cathedral was built on the site of a former Roman temple, and you can still see the Roman columns supporting the exterior wall. It almost looks like the ancient temple wants to erupt from the earth and displace the Christian church. Inside, the cathedral is simply decorated and the most aesthetically pleasing part of a visit is seeing the cloisters, which surround a small garden at the northern end of the cathedral.


Festivals and Events


Dance Festival


Théâtre Antique; www.vaison-danses.com; late June-late July; €10-48


Performances here range from ballet to modern dance, and even hip-hop. The old Roman theater provides a memorable backdrop to the shows.


Food


The Girocedre


4 rue de Portalet, Puymeras; tel. 04 90 46 50 67; www.legirocedre.fr; reservations legirocedre@club-internet.fr; Wed.-Sat. noon-1:15pm and 7pm-8:30pm, Sun. noon-1:30pm; €32


Just north of Vaison, this restaurant is particularly popular on summer evenings thanks to an outside dining area festooned with lights. Twice a week the chef goes to Marseille to pick up the catch of the day from a childhood friend who fishes off the coast.


Le Moulin a Huile


1 quai Maréchal Foch; tel. 04 90 36 04 56; www.lemoulinahuile84.fr; Thurs.-Mon. 12:15pm-1:15pm and 7:15pm-9pm; €38-55


In a lovely setting on the Ouvèze river, this gastronomic institution is a good place to stop and enjoy intricately prepared dishes.



S Bistro Panoramique



rue Gaston Gevaudan; tel. 04 90 41 72 90; www.maisonsduo.com; Tues.-Sat. 12:15pm-1:30pm and 7:15pm-9:30pm; €35-70


This is an address for serious foodies. The dishes are almost too beautiful to eat, but paradoxically you long to devour them the moment they arrive. There’s also a tapas bar and hotel rooms.


Accommodations


Auberge d’Anais


132 chemin de Anais, Le Peyréras, route de Saint-Marcellin, Entrechaux; tel. 04 90 36 20 06; www.aubergeanais.com; €100 d


Ten km (6 mi) south of Vaison-a-Romaine, this small seven-bedroom hotel is surrounded by vines and olive trees. There’s a large pool and a good restaurant. The overall ambience is one of pared-down simplicity, with the beauty of the location being the prime reason to stay.


Le Beffroi


2 rue de l'Évêché; tel. 04 90 36 04 71; www.le-beffroi.com; €150 d


Located in medieval Haute Vaison, Le Beffroi offers plenty of period charm with oak-beamed ceilings and traditional terre cuite (baked earth) tiled floors. The hotel is split between two buildings. There’s a pool in the garden.


Getting There and Around


Vaison is a small town best explored on foot.


Car


To reach Vaison from Avignon, take the A7 and D977. The trip is 52 km (32 mi) and takes 54 minutes. From Orange, take the D23 and D977, covering 30 km (19 mi) in 33 minutes; from L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue, take the D977, covering 55 km (34 mi) in 50 minutes.



Bus



This region is not very well served by public transport, but Zou line 904 (https://zou.maregionsud.fr) runs between Orange and Vaison-la-Romaine 10 times a day, passing through the Dentelles villages of Seguret and Sablet, and costing €2. The bus stop is on avenue des Choralies in Vaison-la-Romaine. The stop in Orange is the train station on rue Pierre Semard.


DENTELLES DE MONTMIRAIL


Paradise for wine lovers and hikers, the Dentelles are a range of limestone rocks folded upward during the Jurassic age. Their name stems from a resemblance to the seemingly haphazard collection of pins on a lace-making board. On the southwestern slopes of the Dentelles are the renowned red wine-producing villages of Gigondas, Vacqueyras, and Beaumes-de-Venise. Across the Ouvèze river are the winemaking villages of Rasteau and Cairanne.


Sights


Château and Hospice Gigondas


Montée du Château and Places des Vignerons, Gigondas; accessible all day


Gigondas is such a lovely village that its Roman name was Jocanditus, meaning “joy.” Following the Montée du Château, a marked path takes you past dry stone terraces planted with historic grape varieties and Mediterranean plants to the ruins of the château at the top of the hill. Also of interest is the old hospice, now used to house art exhibitions.


Chapel Notre-Dame d’Aubune


chemin de Notre-Dame d'Aubune, Beaumes-de-Venise; tel. 04 90 62 94 39; Thurs. 10am-noon


Even if you don’t happen to be in Beaumes on a Thursday morning when the chapel opens its doors, it’s worth taking the road adjoining the Canal de Carpentras to take a quick look from the outside. The chapel was built in the 12th century and is one of the finest examples of Provençal Romanesque art.


Wineries


Domaine Goubert


235 chemin de Jardinieres, Gigondas; tel. 04 90 65 86 38; www.lesgoubert.fr [URL inactive]; Mon.-Fri. 9am-noon and 2pm-6pm


The oldest parts of this vineyard date back to the 17th century, making the building one of the first to be constructed outside the village walls. The domaine produces fantastic Gigondas, full of ripe fruit flavors, spices, and an undertone of tobacco.


Clos de Caveau


1560 chemin de Caveau, Vacqueyras; tel. 04 90 65 85 33; www.closdecaveau.com; Mon.-Sat. 10am-6pm


The domaine is a welcoming place to visit, with a 1.4-km (0.9-mi) wine trail that winds through the different varietals of grapes and a tasting room with a panoramic view. The signature Vacqueyras red tastes of ripe fruit and plums with a touch of mint.


Rouge Bleu


Le Petit Alcyon, La Bouillon, Sainte-Cécile-les-Vignes; tel. 07 61 00 47 92; www.rouge-bleu.com


Co-owner Caroline Jones spent her early career in the wine industry in her native Australia. She is dedicated to making natural wines, almost completely cutting out chemical use in the fields and during the vinification process. The resulting wines are wonderfully expressive of the land. Email contact@rouge-bleu.com to reserve a tasting.


Le Vin a la Bouche Wine Tour


33 Grande Rue, Mornas; tel. 04 90 46 90 80; www.levinalabouche.com; €140/day (minimum 2 people)


Celine Viany attended France’s most prestigious wine university before becoming a sommelier and working in some of Provence’s most exclusive restaurants. She now runs informative wine tours specializing in the Côtes du Rhône region. Her professional contacts are excellent, which means that clients get to enjoy bottles that casual tasters never experience.


Sports and Recreation


Le Rocher du Midi


Distance: 12 km (7.5 mi) round-trip


Time: 4.5 hours


Information and Maps: Tourist Office, 5 rue du Portail, Gigondas; tel. 04 90 65 85 46; www.ventouxprovence.fr


Trailhead: 13 Pl. Gabrielle Andéol, Gigondas


The hike follows the routes des Dentelles toward the Rocher du Midi. The Rocher (rock) is a natural viewpoint and picnic spot that offers a lovely panorama of the Dentelles, the Cévennes, and Mont Ventoux. The path is marked and relatively flat, with a total climb of only 200 m (656 ft).


Dentelles Cycle Route


Beaumes-de-Venise Tourist Office, 140 Place du Marche, Beaumes-de-Venise; tel. 04 90 62 94 39; www.ventouxprovence.fr


Departing from Beaumes-de-Venise, follow the cycle route in the direction of Lafare. The circular route covers 21 km (13 mi) and takes approximately 2 hours. There are extensive views of the Dentelles, the terraced vineyards, and the hill villages of Lafare and La Roque Alric.


Benoit Igoulen Bike Hire


Beaumes-de-Venise; tel. 06 14 11 18 15; www.igoulen-location-velo.fr; daily 8am-8pm; from €18/half day


This well-established shop in the center of Beaumes rents road, mountain, and electric bikes. The shop also provides advice on routes.


Festivals


Gigondas sur Table


Gigondas; tel. 04 90 37 79 60; www.gigondas-vin.com; promotion@gigondas-vin.com; mid-July (usually July 16); €50/person


The evening (for which reservations are required) includes tastings of wines from all the Gigondas domaines, complemented by food prepared by the top local chefs. Fine wine and great food—it couldn’t be more French!


Vacqueyras Fete du Vin


Vacqueyras; www.fetedesvins-vacqueyras.fr; mid-July; €72 meal, €15 tastings


The festival involves two days of wine-tasting in the streets of Vacqueyras with a procession of vignerons, bands, and a holy mass, all topped off by a grand gourmet meal. As always in this wine-producing area, remember the wines are not only delicious, but also high in alcohol. Consume in moderation.


Food


Le Bistrot de L’Oustalet


rue de Rouvis, Gigondas; tel. 04 90 37 66 64; www.loustalet-gigondas.com; Fri.-Tues. noon-1:30pm and 7:15pm-8:30pm; €16


Wine and food are viewed as inseparable in this gastronomic temple in the heart of Gigondas. The bistro is the more relaxed baby brother of the adjoining Michelin-starred restaurant, but still offers a selection from the wine list of 100 different producers. The focus is on fresh seasonal dishes.


Le Mesclun


rue des Poternes, Seguret; tel. 04 90 46 93 43; July-Aug. Thurs.-Tues. 12:15pm-1:30pm and 7:15pm-8:30pm, Sept.-June Tues. 12:15pm-1:30pm, Thurs.-Sat. 12:15pm-1:30pm and 7:15pm-8:30pm, Sun. 12:15pm-1:30pm; €22-25


Benefiting from a lovely shady terrace and a setting high in the village with views out over the vines, Le Mesclun is brimming with Provençal atmosphere. The presentation of the food is immaculate, and the menu a showpiece for the flavors of the south.


Côteaux et Forchettes


3340 route de Carpentras, Croisement de la Couranconne, Cairanne; tel. 04 90 66 35 99; www.côteauxetfourchettes.com [URL inactive]; Fri.-Wed. noon-2pm and 7pm-9pm; €28-58


The terrace of the Côteaux et Forchettes is so close to the vines that in the summer you can smell the sugar rising in the grapes as you eat. Inventive internationally influenced cooking pulls in a crowd of locals and in-the-know tourists.


Accommodations


Le Bastide Bleue


route de Sablet, Seguret; tel. 04 90 46 83 43; www.bastidebleue.com; €90 d


From its shady courtyard restaurant serving local food and wine, to the stone walls and blue shutters of the building, the Bastide exudes Provençal charm. It’s relatively inexpensive, and all seven rooms have en suite bathrooms and Wi-Fi. There’s also a pool to enjoy, and two of the rooms are larger and can accommodate families. The nearby village of Seguret is one of the most attractive in the area.


Hotel Les Florets


1243 route des Florets, Gigondas; tel. 04 90 65 85 01; www.hotel-lesflorets.com; €120 d


Located in the countryside just outside Gigondas, this small hotel has a picturesque pool and restaurant with an excellent reputation. Rooms all have en suite bathrooms and Wi-Fi. Although not overly luxurious, Les Florets feels like a hidden haven, a place where an afternoon can easily slip by as you lounge by the pool with a good book before enjoying an indulgent evening meal.


Villa Sainte Anne


345 route de Sablet, Gigondas; tel. 04 65 89 00 20; www.oenotourisme.pierre-amadieu.com; chambres@pierre-amadieu.com; €220 d


This charming boutique hotel has five tastefully furnished rooms and is set in the heart of a vineyard. There is a swimming pool and sauna.


Getting There and Around


Car


The D977 and the D938 are the main roads that encircle the Dentelles, taking you to Vaison-la-Romaine as you head north and the town of Carpentras as you travel south. Vaison-la-Romaine is 55 km (34 mi) from Avignon and 30 km (19 mi) from Orange. Carpentras is 28 km (17 mi) from Avignon and 26 km (16 mi) from Orange.


Bus


The region is not very well served by public transport. Zou line 904 (https://zou.maregionsud.fr) runs between Orange (departing from the train station on rue Pierre Semard) and Vaison-la-Romaine (departing from avenue des Choralies) 10 times a day, passing through the Dentelles villages of Seguret and Sablet and costing €2.


MONT VENTOUX AND VICINITY


Some people, when they see a mountain, have an immediate urge to climb to the top. Others are happy to enjoy the scenic view from afar. Whichever camp you fall into, Mont Ventoux provides a majestic backdrop to a holiday in this area. Bédoin, the main village at the base of the mountain, is an attractive place that bustles with activity thanks to the daily influx of cyclists preparing to take on the climb to the summit. The Monday market is one of the largest in the Vaucluse. High up near the peak of Mont Ventoux, the Mont Serein resort offers hiking, pony riding, and plenty of children’s activities. In the winter Mont Serein becomes one of the mountain’s two ski resorts. Back down at the foot of the mountain, the little-known Gorges de la Nesque is a scenic excursion for a day.


Sights


The Summit of Mont Ventoux


Col des Tempetes, Mont Ventoux


It’s wise to check the weather forecast before setting off for the summit of Mont Ventoux. Motorists (and brave, extremely fit cyclists) depart from either Malaucene or Bédoin, taking the D974 in both cases. From December to the end of February the road is sometimes closed due to snow. Mont Ventoux is some 1,909 m (6,263 ft) high and geologically, if not geographically, is part of the same mountain chain as the Alps. Besides snow, the other meteorological threat is the wind. At the summit, a gust can knock people off their bikes or feet; the last part of the road is called the Col de Tempetes, which translates as Canyon of the Storms. The good news is that once you reach the summit you can justifiably claim to have seen the best panorama in Provence.


Gorges de la Nesque


D942, Villes-sur-Auzon


The baby sibling of the Gorges du Verdon is accessed by taking the D942 between Villes-sur-Auzon and Castelleras. The road is narrow and the gorge cut by the River Nesque is precipitous enough to set your heart pumping. In places the drop is 400 m (1,312 ft), and it feels impossible to reconcile the geological feature with the tiny trickle of the river. Indeed, halfway along the gorge, the Nesque, almost as if it were ashamed of itself, disappears underground to reappear farther south at Fontaine-de-Vaucluse.




[image: image]


Gorges de la Nesque canyon pass





Sports and Recreation


Bédoin Location Cycle Hire


20 route de Malaucene, Bédoin; tel. 04 90 65 94 53; www.bedoin-location.fr; Wed.-Mon. 9am-1pm and 2pm-6pm; from €35/half day


Bikes and advice for all riding skill levels are available here, including electric bikes to ease your way to the summit, and descent bikes for those who want the buzz of coming down without the hassle of going up. If Mont Ventoux, the “beast of Provence,” is too ambitious for you, the shop proposes plenty of other routes.


Station Sud Bike Park


Chalet Reynard, route de Mont Ventoux, Bédoin; tel. 04 90 65 63 95; opening time depends on weather, call for information; €14/day


At 1,500 m (4,921 ft), Station Sud, one of Mont Ventoux’s winter ski resorts, is transformed during the summer into a bike park. Cyclists use the ski lifts to climb the mountain, then descend cross-country trails of varying difficulty.


Mont Serein Summer Resort


Station du Mont Serein, Beaumont du Ventoux; tel. 04 90 63 42 02; www.stationdumontserein.com; daily in summer except in the case of high winds; price varies


Escape the extreme heat of lowland Provence and enjoy walking and horse-riding trails. There are also trampolines and a downhill go-kart descent to keep the kids occupied. The GR4 walking trail passes the station on its way to the summit. The walk from the station to the top takes 1.5 hours.




TOP EXPERIENCE


The Tour de France and Mont Ventoux


The Tour de France is the annual cycle race that the French nation obsesses over every July. For three weeks, every detail of every stage is scrutinized. Experts agree that the tour is won or lost on the climbs, and there’s none more fearsome than Mont Ventoux. The White Giant of Provence was first added to the rota of Tour stages in 1951, and now appears on the list every four years or so. The battle to reach its summit first has pushed countless riders to exhaustion and revealed the depths of their determination and courage. Nobody suffered more than Englishman Tom Simpson, who fell from his bike in the scree near the summit and died of exhaustion during the 1967 race. A memorial now marks the spot.


Tour spectators arrive as much as a few days before the passage of the cyclists. Superfans camp by the roadside to secure the best view. On the actual day, excitement mounts as police outriders secure the route, followed by a caravan of trucks decorated by tour sponsors that distribute free gifts to the crowd. After that, the cyclists pass in an instant of sporting perfection, apparently untroubled by the preternatural effort required to propel a bike at speed over immense distances. In just one or two seconds it’s over, but it’s worth it, because the Tour is as important psychologically to France as any of its national monuments. Check the Tour website (www.letour.fr) for details.


There are plenty of places to satisfy your inner professional cyclist around Mont Ventoux. Here are a few:


• The Summit of Mont Ventoux: Whether you get there by the power of your own legs or with the assistance of an e-bike, the view from the top is amazing (click here).


• Gorges de la Nesque: The D942 between Villes-sur-Auzon and Castelleras is a favorite with cyclists, with thrilling views of the gorge (click here).


• Station Sud Bike Park: A ski resort turned cross-country bike park for adrenaline junkies (click here).
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