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PRAISE FOR


Adventures on Land and Sea


“Bumpus exudes the French countryside in this latest book. If you’re planning a trip to this region of France, the details are enticing, and one wants to replicate Carole’s journey. Adventures on Land and Sea reads as if we’re perched on Carole’s shoulder, learning about the Provençal villages, the history, and cooking. Sip a glass of wine and lazily read the recipes dotting the chapters, and if you close your eyes, maybe you’ll even smell croissants baking.”


—Leslie Johansen Nack, author of The Blue Butterfly


“Don’t read this book on an empty stomach or drool will be left on every page. Appetites are whet by the many mouthwatering delicacies dished out on the book’s three culinary adventures in Southern France. Throughout all three trips, there is always plenty of great-tasting wine. So, put on a bib and devour the author’s sixth book about food, wine, fun companions, and gorgeous scenery.”


—Evelyn LaTorre, author of Love in Any Language


“It is Carole’s clear and generous desire to share her travels so we can experience her rich discoveries in all their sensory detail: So we, too, can talk the morning away over a petit déjeuner of chocolate croissants and café, or laze on the beaches along the French Riviera, a mix of clothed and fully nude sunbathing, or delight in days and nights of camaraderie in a little farmhouse in Clavier, or glide away in our boat through the ancient port of Nice.”


—Kate Farrell, storyteller and author of Story Power: Secrets to Creating, Crafting, and Telling Memorable Stories


“Carole Bumpus’s own unique writing style is bursting with delight, energy, and humorous observations. That style quickly made me feel like one of her travel companions, hungry for whatever adventure or enticing feast was ahead on the road.”


—Elise Miller, author of The Berkeley Girl in Paris in 1968


“Bumpus offers a delightful tour of small French towns’ traditions, landscapes and culinary delights. It will make your mouth water and your soul pine for visiting Provence. And if you cannot make the trip, the recipes included will bring the richness of this French region to your home.”


—Isidra Mencos, author of Promenade of Desire, a Barcelona Memoir


“Bumpus explores Provence from three different perspectives: as a couple, as a sister, and as a friend. With her eye for detail and color, Carole once again immerses the reader in the particulars of French culture and food. I would travel anywhere with her.”


—Martha Conway, author of The Physician’s Daughter


“Bumpus has written yet another book that beautifully sings the praises of France. She so accurately captures the best of Provence through all the senses. Readers will be right there with her as she smells, sees, touches, hears, feels, and tastes the south of France. From the sound of cicadas to the smell of lavender, rosemary, garlic and the taste of rose wine and Provençal seafood, Bumpus delivers the full experience of her travels. Like all great travel literature, this will have readers planning their next vacation and rushing to book their flights to Marseille and Nice.”


—Marianne C. Bohr, author of The Twenty: One Woman’s Trek Across Corsica on the GR20 Trail


“This culinary travel memoir is a fabulous romp through the food-loving, light-filled, old world feel of Provence and the Cote d’Azur!”


—Martha Engber, author of Bliss Road and The Falcon, the Wolf and the Hummingbird


“Embodying the Francophile dream, Carole’s explorations of Provence are a pilgrimage of sorts, a return to the land and sea she worships, for the friends she meets along the way, the blunders and banter with her gang, and her manna from heaven— French cuisine. Reading Adventures on Land and Sea you can’t help but agree with her and yearn to be invited next time!”


—Janine Marsh, Good Life France Productions and author of My Good Life in France, My Four Seasons in France, and Toujours La France


“Carole Bumpus’s latest installment in her Savoring the Olde Ways series is simply wonderful! I savored each chapter as I journeyed along with Carole and crew. More than just a travelogue, this is a love letter to Provence—a true gem!”


—Michelle Cox, author of The Fallen Woman’s Daughter


“The delicious romp of Carole Bumpus’s The Savoring the Olde Ways series continues in Adventures on Land and Sea. The gorgeous recipes, insightful dips into locals’ lives, and living color descriptions of mountains and menus, castles and coastlines are Bumpus at her best. Sailors delight! For a cruise on the Cote, we are treated to husband Winston’s journal featuring his voice as an added attraction.”


—Barbara Stark-Nemon, author of Even in Darkness and Hard Cider


“Enchanting, delicious, and enlivening. Beautifully written but also intimate and relaxed—like the best kind of friend just home from Provence bursting to tell you all her discoveries and adventures. Memoir, travelogue, or cookbook? All three! Full of relish, curiosity, and joy. A tour of Provence like no other. I loved it!”


—Neroli Lacey, author of The Perfumer’s Secret


“Mme. Bumpus is once again Savoring the Olde Ways in an ongoing love-filled adventure with life in Europe, fueled by a passion for good food, drink, and new friends. Far more than a narrative collection of recipes, it is a roadmap for happy living.”


—Terrance Gelenter, The Paris Insider
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Years ago, before the love of my life was known to me, I would often profess that “the only trips I take are guilt trips.” Since my marriage to Winston Bumpus, the doors to my world have been thrown open as travel is one of the many endeavors we enjoy sharing. From treks back and forth across the Colorado Rockies in the VW camper, to summer vacations in Cape Cod, forays to Europe, and sailing along the Côte d’Azur, we discovered our “almost always best selves” in each other’s company—all while traveling.


As it turns out, this was especially true in 1997 when my dear husband agreed we should follow in the steps of Peter Mayle and spend two weeks in the South of France searching for culinary pleasures in Provence. It was with great delight we shared our journey with two other couples, including my lovely sister, Melody.


In the year 2000, my husband encouraged me to return to France with Melody to join a group of women on a culinary tour of Provence. Then, in 2006, he succumbed to his love of sailing by arranging for us to sail the Côte d’Azur with two other marvelous couples. Each trip was a dream come true!


I dedicate this book to him—Winston Bumpus—for being the spark that ignited my love of travel and fostered my deep and abiding interest in other cultures, peoples, and the celebration of life through food. It was these specific adventures included in this book that awakened my desire to capture the stories we were told and to continue my career as a culinary/travel writer. Again, his belief in me and his reassurance of my efforts have been the catalyst. Plus, he has become a Book Sherpa Supreme. I am most grateful to him.













INITIAL TRIP toPROVENCE,1997
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“We had been here often before as tourists, desperate for our annual ration of two or three weeks of true heat and sharp light. Always when we left, with peeling noses and regret, we promised ourselves that one day we would live here. We had talked about it during the long gray winters and the damp green summers, looked with an addict’s longing at photographs of village markets and vineyards, dreamed of being woken up by the sun slanting through the bedroom window.”


—PETER MAYLE, A YEAR IN PROVENCE


“When the Good Lord begins to doubt the world, he remembers that he created Provence.”


—FREDERIC MISTRAL
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CHAPTER ONEOn a Clear Day,You Can See the Mediterranean Sea







The eucalyptus and redwood trees rose so high above the square, the California morning sun was blocked from view. Only a slight filtering of light slipped through those ancient boughs, and I found myself immersed in semidarkness. What I expected to find in the village of Mill Valley was a mill, or perhaps a river or two, but there I was standing in a flat space just before entering town—was I even in the town?—while staring up at the face of a canyon wall. Was the address correct? Yes, I double-checked. I could decipher that tidbit of information from the string of mailboxes lining the square. But it was obvious no one lived in the square. It appeared they lived at the top of a long, rough-hewn staircase that led up to the crest of the canyon wall.


I shifted in my heels, realizing I was not prepared to scale up the side of a mountain; or any mountain or canyon wall, for that matter. Nor was I prepared to climb up two hundred steps at an almost vertical incline to the address I had been given. I had driven over an hour and a half from our home on the other side of the San Francisco Bay to meet a woman I had never met in Mill Valley to hand over a check. I was only vaguely familiar with her, as we had spoken only once on the phone. Yet here I was preparing to climb this rickety stairway to hand over the amount of $3,000. In ’97, that was a bit of cash to hand to an absolute stranger. But this was all in exchange for a ten-day stay in her farmhouse in Provence. Yes, it was sight unseen. And, in the minuscule village of Claviers! What was I thinking? What were we thinking? My husband, Winston, and I had no plans to farm! We just wanted to learn what was so provocative about the magical place called Provence! Yes, we wanted to know about the land that Peter Mayle had so charmingly described.


How was it that his writings had enticed us to drop everything and travel to the South of France? Was it the idea of dipping our toes in the Mediterranean or, as they say, the Côte d’Azur? Was the allure and beauty of lavender fields beckoning us to trundle through purple blossoms to inhale a most intoxicating aroma? Were the local Provençal wineries and olive orchards waving us over? Or was it the idea of meeting the locals in the regions that were steeped in history of a long forgotten, yet slower way of living?


Yes, yes, I confess! After we read Mayle’s hilarious book, A Year in Provence, our juices were definitely flowing. The saga about his move with his wife from England to Provence was more than hysterical. But it was also through the discovery of Marcel Pagnol’s books, My Father’s Glory and My Mother’s Castle and his rendition of his own childhood in Provence, that captured our hearts. Oh, those unforgettable, yet delightful characters carried wonder and magic through every page. (Didn’t Alice Waters name her infamous Berkeley restaurant, Chez Panisse, after one of his characters?) I blinked my eyes once, then twice, and with beguiling thoughts of Mayle’s and Pagnol’s delightful stories awaiting us, I began to thump up that lengthy staircase.


“No,” I answered Maggie Cornell, “we have never been to the South of France. In fact, we’ve only visited France once before, and that was a trip to Paris in ’92.”


“Well,” she said as she sized me up. I was taking on her rental house in Claviers, so she did have a right. “You’ll not have to fight big city traffic in this little village; in fact, there is very little traffic at all,” she stated. Which, in retrospect, was an understatement now that I think of it.


“Your best bet is to fly into Nice, rent a car, and make your way northwest to my village, which is up in the mountains. Lots of mountain driving there. Are you up to that?”


I must have grinned broadly as she took a step backward. “My husband, Winston, and I have just moved to California from Colorado. We know all about mountain driving.”


“Switchbacks?” she asked again, with a bit of concern in her eyes.


“Oh, we know them well; no problem!” I said, picking up the pen lying on the contract.


Maggie ignored me, as she was continuing the description of the house. “I just want you to know what all you are getting here. So, there are three large bedrooms and three bathrooms spread out on three floors, but the main living area is on the second level, which in France is considered first floor. Yes, I know, it’s confusing. But you will adjust right away. Oh, and there is a balcony off the living room/dining area, which has a lovely large table for outdoor dinners. And on clear days, you can see to the Mediterranean Sea!”


“. . . on clear days, you can see to the Mediterranean Sea,” I repeated, in awe. Just think of that! Again, I picked up the pen and signed the contract before handing over the check. I was sold and said so. She then continued to detail what we would need to do once we arrived: how to get into the house; who to contact in an emergency; where and what days to buy groceries; and, last but not least, what markets were open on what specific days.


“You see,” she explained, “‘Don’t forget to find out where the nearest grocery store is located and know the opening and closing time of day and day of the week for the local farmer’s markets, which is essential.” But I was so excited, I didn’t tune into all the specifics. I figured most of the directions and particulars were written on the back of the contract, and I blithely floated out the front door and down the stairs, as if on an escalator. We were going to Provence! We were going to Provence! We can see the Mediterranean on a clear day! Yes, our dream of traveling to Provence was finally going to be fulfilled.
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CHAPTER TWOArriving in Nice, June 1997







“The journey is part of the experience—an expression of the seriousness of one’s intent. One doesn’t take the A train to Mecca.”


—ANTHONY BOURDAIN


There is something terribly exotic, almost ethereal even, about flying into a city along the French Mediterranean coast. The crystalline blue waters of the Côte d’Azur were lazily lapping along the shores of Nice as flecks of gold reflected the afternoon sun. I also recall the dream-like experience disappearing once I stepped off the air-conditioned plane. The sweltering June heat slammed against me, taking my breath away. The air felt thick, like wet gauze, and I was certain I would ooze onto the tarmac. I listed under the weight of jetlag—too many hours enroute from San Francisco to Paris to Nice. But at last, we had arrived! My husband, Winston, and I were embarking on the trip of a lifetime. Provence!


As I looked around me, the sights of a tropical paradise mixed with the salty tang from the sea, along with the heady aroma of heavy garlic from nearby restaurants, all wafted through the air and . . . suddenly an unexpected energy and exhilaration rose up and I realized, yes, we were at the threshold of our new adventure. With a quick snap to my step, I picked up the pace and followed my husband up the ramp and into the aéroport. We had places to go and people to see, so we were off to collect our luggage and pick up our rental car.


Although we knew only a word or two of French, our adventure was about to begin. The rental car company at the airport provided us with a long black station wagon, as we were accommodating two couples with plenty of luggage. This looked to fit the bill. With several wild hand gestures indicating the door, the petrol slot, the steering wheel, and the gas pedals, the car rental agent handed my husband the keys along with a French instruction manual and a map. The only word I caught from their conversation was, ‘Meh-se-des’ or maybe, Mercado? Like I said, we knew little French, but this looked like the perfect-sized vehicle for a shared two-week vacation with my sister, Melody, and her husband, Dan. A Cheshire cat smile enveloped my face. Boldly we flung our bags into the back of the car, laughed at the thought of driving around Provence in a car used only by funeral directors or ambassadors, and we popped into the car.


“Why, we could place an ambassador flag on each bumper,” I quipped. “We just need to decide which country we might want to represent.” My husband, feeling a tad more sophisticated in world travel than I, smiled politely in my direction but did not yield to my attempts at humor. We had maps in a foreign language to sort out and I was the official map sorter.


We clipped along the Promenade des Anglais, which led us into the heart of Nice with its stark white luxurious hotels and villas facing the coast. Even posher hotels, like the famous Hotel Negresco known as The Palace, stood tall with its bright, pink-domed roof, as an elegant invitation and fashion statement to all. My head snapped backward to take another peek. I remembered from my guidebook that this hotel had been known as the Legend of the French Riviera for over one hundred years.


“Oh, won’t it be fun to just to have a look inside,” I bantered. My husband ignored me, as he was focused on driving a foreign car, in a foreign city, with only foreign directions at hand and a wife who was not fulfilling her job as map sorter.


But, just then, and with no comment whatsoever to me, he made a quick turn to the left, drove around a large park, and pulled into an underground parking garage like he had done this every day. I was duly impressed. He hated parking garages! But, voilà! Across the street from the park, known as Jardin Albert 1er, sat our night’s destination, the Park Hotel. Clever name, I thought. Venturing into the hotel’s elegant lobby, I heard my name called out across the room. My big sister, Melody, who is older, but much shorter than me at 5’, padded quickly across the lobby to swoop me up in her strong arms. Swedes do this type of thing.


Years and years before, when our children were toddlers, we had made a promise to each other that when the time was right, we would escape the drudgery of diapers, sticky fingers, snowsuits, Slinkys, Play-Doh, and peanut butter sandwiches— and flee to France. It had taken over twenty years, but we had finally done it! We spun around together in that splendid foyer making a purely midwestern spectacle of ourselves. That was until our husbands, Dan and Winston, wheeled us out of the middle of the room and corralled us into a side salon where they ordered vin blanc (white wine) for each of us and sat us down.


Dan, a tall drink of water of a man at 6’2” who reminded me of an attractive Abe Lincoln, was a shy sort and not used to displays of attention. Neither was my husband, come to think of it, who, at 5’7” and from the shores of New Bedford, Mass., was also not one for the overly dramatic! For their sakes, we needed to reign in our excitement and settle down. With giggles of glee contained, we picked up our glasses and made our first toast to Provence. Tchin-tchin!


It had been several years since we had last seen them, and there was much catching up to do . . . about home and family. Jokes and funny stories were shared, and we all leaned into the laughter with ease. This would be our first trip together and we were looking forward to this time.


Since Melody and Dan had flown in the morning before from Iowa and were already quite refreshed and anxious to show us around, they encouraged us to check in. So, after an hour of catching up, my husband and I were escorted upstairs where a lovely large room awaited us. Our room oozed the aura of Provence with a mustard-yellow flowered comforter and draperies, and an unusually large bathroom. Our room, which had a black wrought-iron balcony, faced the same Jardin Albert 1er park we had parked under, and off in the near distance lay those same azure blue waters. We quickly unpacked and refreshed ourselves before rejoining Melody and Dan. They were excitedly waiting to show us around.


As we walked arm in arm, Melody began to tell us about their first day in Nice. She was jubilant! As we crossed the street into the park and meandered under the cooling shade of the palm trees, she began, “This morning, we took a bus up the steep escarpment high above the old city of Nice.” Her hand swept the air to the north of us in a direction we could not see. Deep green palm fronds blocked our vision.


“We toured the Musée Matisse, including his original home where we caught stunning views of the sunlit Mediterranean. The main part of the museum was underground and even though I’m not a fan of Matisse, I became one after seeing the extent of his artistic work in this beautiful setting.”


I leaned into her as we strolled through the lovely park, catching sight of the bubbling fountains, glorious gardens, a colorful carousel, and historic statues as we passed.


“We wandered through a park—different than this one— filled with children playing and enjoying glacés with their parents. We found it interesting,” she continued, “that the allées in the park were named for American jazz musicians. On the other side of the park, we encountered a cemetery with elaborately carved gravestones and a Roman Catholic structure, Monastere de Cimiez, built on the ruins of a Temple to Diana. So far, we’ve both been enchanted with Nice and have found her to be quite the genteel old lady.” She looked at me; a twinkle lit her eye. Rarely had I seen her so expressive. I had always known her to be the steadfast quiet one. But Nice had charmed her. Bon!


“Wow,” I said. “Your time here sounds marvelous!” I knew Winston and I would not have extra time in Nice, but perhaps, when we returned from Provence? By this point, Winston and Dan had moved quickly through the park and had popped out on the other side just across from the beach.


Awe, the glorious beach! Skittering across the many lanes of traffic on the Promenade des Anglais, we made our way down onto the rocky beach. Yes, sand must have been there somewhere, but mostly the beach was covered in smoothed rocks. Not exactly what one would expect when the idea was to kick off your shoes, sink your toes in the warm sand, and make your way to test the waters, so to speak. But, yes, I had to try. Stumbling, staggering, whimpering, I attempted the mad crab scramble toward the water. Yes, the water was warm and delicious, and I wanted to swim, but . . . my sister’s call brought me back to a bank of beach chairs where we sat and soaked up the wonder of being together at that very spot on the Côte d’Azur.


Of course, hunger kicked into high gear as we made our way into Vieux Nice. In the Cours Seleya, an open-air market from the Middle Ages, fresh produce and flowers were sold during the day but bistros and sidewalk cafés rule the night. This was where we succumbed to the seductive and garlic-infused flavors of Niçoise traditions. Here, hundreds of years of blended Italian and French recipes were on full display. Plenty of fresh seafood abounded, such as our favorite moules et frites (mussels and French fries), plus local olives, anchovies, garlic, olive oils, and capers. The favorite local dishes were Niçoise Salad (tuna, boiled potatoes, French green beans, anchovy salad), Ratatouille (fresh eggplant and tomatoes baked with spices and splashes of olive oil), Pissaladière (thick pizza topped with caramelized onions, anchovies, black olives), a hearty Daube (wine-soaked roast beef with vegetables), and of course, Socca (a crispy chickpea pancake).


First of all, I must tell you we were charmed by the Socca Woman who stood in the marketplace casually preparing the pizza-shaped cake on an enlarged heated metal pan. A wild discussion between Winston and Dan ensued as they discussed if it was an enlarged hubcap or a flattened steel drum she was cooking on. We ordered a couple of soccas, which became an immediate hit as hot hors d’oeuvres, along with glasses of rosé. We were ready to begin our first Niçoise meal with our first glasses of wine from Provence.


Because my husband and I had sampled mussels bathed in butter-wine sauce during our honeymoon, we were suckers for indulging in this specialty again—and again. Not sure what the other two had, as I was completely immersed in my literal bucket of moules with a haystack of French fries. Plus, I was feeling no pain after several glasses of wine and jet lag kicking in.


The next morning, following our petit déjeuner, or breakfast of golden croissants and café, we made our way back to Cours Seleya for the Marché aux Fleurs, or Flower Market that Melody was anxious to share. Depending on the season, she explained, the local hills are filled with glorious floral colors and are brought in bunches down to the city for others to share. “This market was the first in the world to sell cut flowers and it has been over a hundred years of tradition in the making!” she recounted. We made the most of our time wandering around the flower market, photographing the bounty of seasonal blooms.


And then we checked out the produce market, which had mountains of fresh melons, a bounty of ripe tomatoes, massive arrays of marinated olives, an abundance of cheeses, pastries, oh my! We had no choice; we each purchased little packets of cheese, links of cured sausages, an assortment of olives, two baguettes, and one bottle of local olive oil to take with us to our new home in the mountains.


Having completed our morning market tour, and because we had been inundated with the succulent aromas of sizzling fish and meats, plus fresh spices and herbs, we stopped for a lunch, or déjeuner, and I tried pan bagnat (a classic Niçoise sandwich loaded with chopped olives, fresh tomatoes, radishes, oil-packed tuna, and tons of basil). No, it is not carefully layered; instead, it is mashed together and spread on an incredible bun, like tuna salad. Scrumptious!


We were biding our time, as our next guests were due to fly into Nice that afternoon. Yes, our good friends, Bob and Shirley, were on their way. We looked forward to the six of us enjoying days and nights of great camaraderie and food in the little farmhouse in Clavier, as well as traversing Provence together.
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CHAPTER THREEDo You Know the Way to Clav-i-ers (Clav-e-ay)?







The four of us checked out of the Park Hotel, packed up our enormous Mercado, and rushed out to greet Bob and Shirley at the airport. At last, our dear friends were here from Denver. We had been fast friends for a couple of years before moving from Colorado to the San Francisco area, so we looked forward to spending time with them again. With the camaraderie and all the jokesters in the mix, we knew this would be a great time.


We met Bob and Shirley outside the car rental agency, as they had rented their own car, a Citroen coupe, which was smart as it would have been extremely tight if they had piled in with us. Bob was a short man, about Winston’s height, slight of build and with a twinkle in his eye, strode with the confidence of a bantam rooster. His wife, Shirley, did her best to keep up with him, and was also short like me, with long blonde hair, blue eyes, and the sweetest face I had ever seen. I greeted them with a hug, then introduced them to my sister, Melody, and her husband, Dan, as we were about to become the Provençal Six!


We helped them put their luggage in their car, then Winston went back to get our car and pulled up beside us. “We obviously wouldn’t fit in with you,” Bob quipped. “Besides, we might prefer to take off on our own.”


With Winston in the lead, we headed straight out of town. Before the days of GPS, Michelin Road maps were the only game in town. They were so expansive in size, the map needed to be stretched across the entire front seat in order to read it. I carefully unfolded said map, and with my left hand slipping under Winston’s nose on my left side and my right hand sticking out the window, I was able to serve as the designated map sorter or navigator, despite knowing little French.


My second little peccadillo for the day involved misunderstanding the French language in translating the word, péage. As it turns out, a péage is a toll booth, but not knowing this in advance, I experienced several frantic moments until a French-English dictionary was retrieved from the clutches of my sister’s purse to figure out the meaning. “Ah, we can handle that,” I breathed.


Then we needed to know how many francs were necessary to throw into the coin hoppers. Comedy capers were on full display with Americans doing what Americans do best: ignoring the need to learn a foreign language before leaving home. But, from the triumphal moment of translating the word péage, we laughingly referred to this booth as a “péage-you-go,” or “pay as you go.”


At this time in France, francs were still being used and Bob had not had the time to convert his dollars into francs at the airport. So, when he followed us into the péage, he was brought up short. Panic again set in. The guards would not let him continue, and dollars or change tossed into the hopper was not acceptable. Winston stopped our car in the middle of the road, ran back to the toll booth, and threw coins into the hopper until the bell rang and the gate opened. Then, off we went, racing west repeating this scenario at all the péages along the coast, past Antibes and Cannes, before we headed north and deeper into the mountains.


“The guidebook states,” I said reading the words aloud to anyone who would listen, “Claviers is a community in the Var department in the Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur region in southeastern France, approximately sixty kilometers west of Cannes. Noted as a ‘perched village’ it is located on the tiny D55 road winding through the pine forests just south of Bargémon . . .”


“Wherever that is,” I heard mumbled from the back.


I continued reading. “Nestled in the beautiful, forested mountains, Claviers has an outstanding view of the surrounding hills all the way down to the Mediterranean.”


“Wasn’t that part of the sales pitch for our little house in Claviers?” Winston asked. “That from our balcony we would be able to see all the way to the Mediterranean?”


“Exactly right,” Melody chimed in. “This already sounds divine!”


I continued reading.


“The main part of Claviers is a ‘typical’ medieval village with narrow streets winding their way between the tall, old houses, with several passing through low archways beneath the houses. Yet the village somehow maintains a feeling of light and openness.”


“Ah,” they all echoed, nodding as we each looked forward to what we were about to discover.


“And here is another special little tidbit,” I said, as I continued reading aloud, totally ignoring the beauty of the mountains and hills we were passing.


“The heart of Provence is in the hills that bind the sea to the Alps. These are the sloping vineyards, cultivated lands, and the colorful scenery that charmed Cezanne, Van Gogh, Chagall or Giono . . . In Provence, or the Midi, the local people have a soft singing accent which evokes their whole relaxed lifestyle. They have no greater pleasure after a hard day’s work than to enjoy a delicious and hardy meal shared with friends . . .”


“Right up our alley,” Dan chimed in. “I’m ready!” I think both Dan and Melody were ready to leap from a moving car at that point due to the many hairpin turns and the length of the trip. Thank gawd, we finally reached our destination!


Arriving at the petite village of Claviers, both cars pulled into the town square, which was not a square at all, but a tapered triangle. It was then we realized there were no parking lots available inside the village, so we backed around and headed to the parking spaces on the outskirts of town. I quickly reread the directions to our rental and this time we made our way by foot to the farmhouse—which was not a farmhouse at all but one section of a stone building most likely built between the twelfth and thirteenth century. The confined streets that linked the houses together were cobblestone and our walk down to the house was along steep declines and stairs. No glamorous streets winding through low archways. Only stairs. No motorized vehicles had ever driven through here, and possibly only donkeys had made the trek along these slim passageways. Yet, we persevered.


The house was quite a lovely sunlit surprise with three floors and three separate large bedrooms, so each couple had their own floor and bathroom. Just like the owner had said. Marvelous! And a large bowl of fresh peaches with a vase filled with fresh lavender sat on the dining room table with a welcome note. “How very nice,” I said, as I attempted to decipher the note. “I believe it is from the housekeeper, as she left her phone number.” All nodded, but no one attempted their hand at translation.


The kitchen, which was equipped with mid-twentieth-century appliances (thank gawd), had a stove, oven, microwave, and fridge . . . plus plates for six, pots, and pans—why, almost all the accommodations of our own kitchen back home. Ah, but not so fast! What was this gas mark thing printed on the gas stove? What’s a mark, other than a blemish one wants to be rid of? And if this is for centigrade, what does that mean in real degrees? We searched for instructions and found them conveniently tucked into a kitchen drawer, still in the plastic packaging, and all written in French. Of course, it would be. Oh, we knew we were faced with another learning curve of a different magnitude. At least the kitchen was well supplied with cooking utensils and a few spices. (But what does cerfeuil mean?) My kingdom for a compact but complete English—French dictionary!


We pulled out our prized edibles from the farmer’s market— cheeses, bread, salamis, olives, oh, yes, we had picked up several bottles of wine—they were all ceremoniously placed into the small but reasonable refrigerator. We were set for . . . snacks!


The dining room was an extension of the kitchen with chairs for six conveniently set about a table draped in a traditional Provençal tablecloth of deep yellows and blues, with several armchairs and a small sofa scattered about the space. The dining room led out to a large balcony that had another trestle table for outside feasting.


“On a clear day,” my husband said, echoing my only conversation with the owner of the house, “one can see the Mediterranean Sea from here.” All but Dan took turns standing on tiptoes and peering down through the range of mountains below us. Someone with better vision or younger eyes than ours must have made this proclamation, I figured, but we squinted through the house binoculars . . . just in case the clouds on the coast disappeared. Melody picked up a conch shell that had been lying on a nearby shelf and sauntered over to the railing and stood on her tiptoes. She put the shell up to her eye, then announced, “I believe I can see the sea clearly.” I must confess I was almost suckered into peeking through her shell as I hadn’t seen the azure waters yet myself. But Bob sauntered over to the edge of the balcony, looked straight down, and said, “We’re hanging off the side of the ramparts!”


“What?” we all said, scrambling back to peer over the side of the balcony. Directly below us, and near where we had entered our front door, was a narrow ledge, which, if Bob was correct, meant that we were, indeed, hanging over the ancient ramparts of this medieval village of Claviers.


“So, what is a rampart again?” Shirley asked, scooting closer to the railing to peer over.


“Why, that, my dear, is the outer wall of a fortress or of a walled city,” he said with great aplomb.


“Well, I’ll be,” Dan said, as he took another look below. “And way down below the wall is . . . that’s quite a drop, isn’t it!” Again, we all raced back to the edge to see that, yes, he was also correct. Down below were steep hills and olive trees planted in no particular pattern. Their silvery leaves lifted with the warm air that was circulating around, giving us a much-needed break from the summer heat. Somewhere down in the thicket I caught the sound of the cicadas calling up to us.


“Do you hear that, Melody? I think the sound we are hearing is from the cigales or cicadas. One of the most famous symbols of all of Provence!”


“Why yes! They remind me of our locusts in Nebraska and Iowa, right Dan?”


Dan, being the quiet somber sort, broke into a laugh. I was sure he had a tale to tell about life out on the farm in Nebraska, but instead he said, “I believe it was in Peter Mayle’s book where he talked about the French myth of the cicada. I’ll have to find that and share it with you later.”


From the banter around the group as they warmed to each other, it was clear we were all here with similar interests and loves in mind. And we all had read Peter Mayle’s book, A Year in Provence. Yes, we’d have a great time together.


We continued the tour of the house before the guys raced down to the cars to bring back our bags. The bedrooms were fairly spacious with wide windows that flung open to bring the whole valley into view. Ah, but no window screens, so beware of bats in the night, we were forewarned. The bathrooms were plentiful, which was a nice surprise. Of course, every room presented a challenge, and the bidet was one of mine. A back room housed, yes, a washer and dryer. No, actually, a washer with a clothesline.


The walls throughout were freshly painted creamy white with ancient unfinished oak beams stretching across the ceilings. One could only marvel at how long those beams had held their place. Colorful artistic touches were splashed here and there throughout with artwork, potted plants and ceramic jars filled with dried lavender. And fresh lavender was tucked into little pots on the living area side tables.


The center island, which extended from the kitchen into the dining area, became the place for all food preparation and was also the congregating place for discussion of the daily menu. We divided up the nights of cooking among us three couples, taking into consideration the nights we would sup at restaurants—if we could find any—as Claviers had appeared rather miniscule. And we efficiently made lists of the necessary ingredients for breakfasts, lunches, snacks, and wine we were likely to consume.


We knew a trip to the local grocery store would become a major focus of our days at the farmhouse. Plus, we had come to imbibe in wines, sample olive oil in olive orchards, visit museums, the Grand Canyon of France, and flip-flop our way to the local beaches. But the highest priority was to either make plans ahead for a trip to a local grocery store or make reservations. That became a daily challenge, and one that caught us up more times than I’d like to say.


After careful inspection of the house that first afternoon, we women decided to join our men and trooped back to the cars to collect our luggage. We were told we could not drive closer to our abode, even though the narrow road we had spied from the balcony was near the back door of our dwelling. But the fact that we had already surmised the overgrown pathway was perched on top of the medieval walls of the village was a clue we quickly added to our bit of local knowledge. So, we all lugged and shoved our bags over cobblestones, banged them down steep stone staircases, and clacked them merrily down to the entrance of our little rental in the mountains of Provence.


And because we had not arrived in time to purchase food from the only local grocery store—had forgotten to heed that warning—we happily trooped back through the town to eat dinner at a lovely little restaurant, Le Clavis, which was near where our cars were parked and near the boules (also known as pétanque or bocce) court. Little did we know at that time, this was the only restaurant in town, and would be closing for good the following week. Alas, we were delighted to be caught up in this magical place as we had ten days to explore!
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CHAPTER FOURWhat Makes the Cicada Sing?







After settling in that first night, some of us got up more slowly than others the following day. The call of the mourning dove along with the singing of the cicadas quickly became a welcome sound for me beginning that Provençal morning. But Bob, being an early bird, made a hasty escape, as he was determined to be the first to ramble down to Bargemon for croissants and baguettes at their local boulangerie. And, somewhere, bless him, he was able to pick up ground coffee.


We were mighty delighted with his early morning exploits, and once the coffee in the French press was pressed, we laid out a platter with cheese, peach slices, and salami to go with our croissants and this became our go-to easy morning breakfast, or un petit déjeuner.


As we were sitting around the table out on the balcony, Dan brought up the subject once again of the cicadas. It seemed he read into the night, and since it was a few years before the birth of Google, I don’t know where he came up with his tidbits of information. But he began by asking, “So, what was your experience with cicadas?”


The five of us looked at him with curiosity, as each slipped back into his own childhood memories. At this point, the sound of the cicadas was picking up steam, as was the heat of the day.


“I don’t recall hearing cicadas, where I grew up in Southern California,” Shirley replied. “This is all new to me,” she said as she bit into a flaky croissant. “How about you, Bob?” They both had grown up near Bakersfield, so I expected the same answer. But, no, Bob had memories of climbing trees to capture them live.


“As for me,” Winston continued, “I don’t have much of a memory of the cicadas, as we called them locusts. And I don’t think they are the same insect, but they supposedly have a seventeen-year cycle in New England. It seems like when I was six or seven, I recall dashing after my brothers, who were chasing after the sound in the woods behind our house in Massachusetts. I don’t recall much about it, other than when my brothers caught one, they used it to scare me. Of course, Mom would take after them. What about you, Melody?”


“I remember hearing their call as a kid each summer growing up in Nebraska. Right, Carole? And we also called them locusts, and they would spend their time hanging on the bark of the . . . well, now that I think of it, they might have been hanging on our locust trees.”


“Yes,” I interrupted, “I remember when they died, our little brothers would collect their empty little carcasses and keep them in a bucket. Not that we could do anything with them, but I guess that’s what you do in Nebraska when you can’t go hunting for seashells.”


“How about you, Dan, since you brought up this topic?” Bob asked.


“Well,” Dan said, rocking back in his chair, coffee cup in hand, “I lived out on a farm in central Nebraska, with plenty of open fields for crops, but we also had a wind break with poplar and locust trees. I think we also had a spreading Weeping Willow tree in our front yard that my mother loved. I do remember hearing them, but I think my father always felt they were just a ‘damned nuisance’ and didn’t encourage us to investigate. So, it’s interesting that here in Provence, it is a genuine sign of their traditions. Maybe we can find out more about them, but I did run across a bit on it in a guidebook:


According to Provençal folklore, the cicada was sent by God to rouse working locals from their afternoon siestas in order to stop them from being too indolent. As it turns out, the plan backfired. Instead of being disturbed by the cicada, the peasants found the sound of their buzzing relaxing, which in turn, lulled them back to sleep.


“Oh, Dan, that’s lovely,” Shirley said. “Yes, we’ll have to keep our ears open to finding out more folklore.” We all nodded our heads in appreciation.


“Well, we must get going,” he said as he slapped the guidebook closed from which he had just read.


I blinked as if coming awake. “Speaking of being lulled,” I said, “I’m sure we would love to wile away more time, but this is our first full day in Claviers. We have places to go; people to see!”


We all popped up from the table and scrambled into the kitchen to clean up before we headed out on our first adventure. But first, we knew we had to find the grocery store—the only grocery store in town as it turns out—as we had taken the owners cautionary words to heart. “Don’t forget to find out where the nearest grocery store is located and know the opening and closing time of day and day of the week for the local farmer’s markets . . .”


We ladies ambled up the cobbled steps and down to the town square/triangle where we had spotted the little grocery the night before. We waltzed in for essentials like we knew what we were doing, and gathered up items such as milk, eggs, orange juice, more ground coffee in a can, plus other canned goods, such as tuna fish, Spam, packages of dried pasta, and a jar of tomato sauce for spaghetti, just in case nothing else came to light. So, after our larder was somewhat filled, we felt a bit relieved . . . and the rest of the day we set aside as one of discovery.


As I mentioned before, the only flat street we found was in the town square, but it wasn’t a square, but a narrow isosceles triangle crowned with large plane trees. Plane trees are much like our sycamores in the US. Originally, we were told, they were planted in the mid-nineteenth century along roadsides throughout France on the orders of Napoleon to provide shade for his troops. (No worries about troops now, though.) We were thrilled we knew their importance when we recognized the trees later sprinkled throughout Provence. In the summertime, they formed the famous lush green canopy-like allées.


St. Sylvestre, a medieval church rebuilt in the nineteenth century, stood at one end of the triangle, and was known (in the guidebook) for its elaborate wrought-iron campanile or belfry that obviously towered over the town. But we never saw it due to the buildings or houses having been built so close together on the perch of this narrow hill. Like many medieval villages, one building was built using the wall from the one before, and so forth. Like tin soldiers, all lined up leaning on each other for support. All were a combination of stone and mortar construction with stone plinths and balustrades, undergirded with those trusty wooden beams we spied in our own abode. Some façades were more rustic or original than others. Some had cloaked their stones beneath a slathering of golden plaster. All of the homes in these tall buildings were separated by distinctive doorways or tall green or golden shutters. They were mixed in between with businesses such as the post office, the grocery store, and one little bistro. Cats lazed about in open windows with music wafting down from unseen tinny transistor radios and along the street geraniums grew rampant in the largest pots I had ever seen. Dogs of all shapes, sizes and pedigrees roamed about freely and acted as a welcoming committee of sorts.


After leaving the village behind, we clamored up rugged paths, past age-old rock walls with bright yellow Scotch broom cascading down the sides, and wildflowers staging a colorful rebellion along the undergrowth. We continued up through forests of pines with olive trees woven into the mix. And then, we found ourselves standing at the northern-most edge of Claviers. The ridge overlooked the valley to the north and down to the village of Bargemon. We already had a fondness for this little place, as this is where Bob, now known as “Bun Boy,” ventured down for the day’s daily ration of fresh croissants and baguettes. To the south, we could see Claviers, along with St. Sylvestre’s bell tower. Ah, yes, it was quite delicate and lovely in latticework wrought iron from this vantage point!


Also perched on this ridge and ensconced in a wrought-iron fence was a large (possibly eight feet by six feet) sandstone monument to the Résistance in WWI. The elegantly carved nude young woman stood next to a boulder from the same stone. Not sure of the meaning behind all of this, as the signage was in . . . French. Sigh! As we would find out in our travels throughout Provence, monuments and signage of wars past— from Roman to WWII—were often a common part of the landscape, because history abounded. But I couldn’t help but wonder what the meaning was for this particular monument. Alas, I was unable to find anyone who could translate the few words chiseled in the stone, and this would be my experience throughout the entire trip—missing the gist of the story because my French was lacking.


We walked back into the village of Claviers, passing by the boules court, where a game seemed to be going on. Both old and young men who were playing appeared to be the same as the ones we had seen the day before. Grizzled in appearance, the old gents wore baggy pants held up with loose suspenders over an old flannel shirt, which seemed like a hot choice that summer afternoon. The younger ones were more modernly dressed, but they were equally invested in their game. I realized that these folks were the ones Peter Mayle had written about, as well as Provençal writer, Marçel Pagnol, who would know best. I lamented that I would not be able to chat with them due to my language barrier, but, oh, how I would love to share a beer with them, or a glass of wine. Perhaps Pastis would be the drink of choice!


That evening, one of us was smart enough to have made reservations to dine at the lovely Le Relais de Garron, which, as we were to discover, was a delightful restaurant in Seillans/ Fayence only a few kilometers to the east. Housed in an auberge, or hotel, this was our first experience at a relais, but we would come to seek them out from then on. They set a standard of excellence just in their name.


The food was Provençal comfort food with plenty of vegetable tartes and roasted meats to fill us. This was the first of many meals to come of having course after course, ending with the cheese course, and then desserts. We should have walked home, but, of course, we crammed all six of our well-fed bodies into the Mercado and took the easy way back.


Once back in Claviers, we sauntered from the car park, arm-in-arm, through the village streets, as the stars and moon above were kind enough to light our way. It had been a sweet first day.
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CHAPTER FIVEFearless in Fréjus







“We had a crisp, oily salad and slices of pink country sausages, an aioli of snails and cod and hard-boiled eggs with garlic mayonnaise, creamy cheese from Fontvielle, and a homemade tart. It was the kind of meal that the French take for granted and tourists remember for years.”_


—PETER MAYLE, A YEAR IN PROVENCE


On one of our first forays from Claviers, we trekked (in two cars because Bob did not enjoy being wedged into the back hold by himself) to the coastal city of Fréjus—once an ancient Roman port city on the Côte d’Azur. We all were eager to see some of the many Roman ruins which, we had read, litter most of Provence. And even learn some history that predated the Romans. With guidebooks in tow, we made our way to the city center of Fréjus, where we discovered a conveyance on which would be the first of our many favorite excursions—Les Petits Trains. Small, white, almost child-sized trains were used for tours to traverse up and down the city streets, bumping over cobblestones, rocks, and ruts before continuing out into the countryside. It appeared to be the easiest way to pick up local tidbits, history, and folklore enroute while getting the lay of the land—as long as your headphones were plugged into an English translation of said tour. In this case, we were relieved and pleased to be able to nod, smile, and sigh in understanding of this twangy yet voluble, mechanical English voice who provided us with description of place, monuments, and points of interest, all accompanied with upbeat music.


We rambled along in the little train cars through the narrow streets, up and down hills, and then out into the fields to the north, east, and south of the city where we caught sight of the many listed Roman ruins. We also bounced along to the coastal shores of St. Raphaël, as well as the port of Fréjus.


The origins of Fréjus probably lie with the Celto-Ligurian people who settled around the natural harbor of Aegytna. The remains of a defensive wall are still visible on Mont Auriasque and Cap Capelin. The Phocaeans (Greeks from Western Turkey) of Marseille later established an outpost on the site.


“And that was in English!” I said, confused. “So, what do you think that meant?” I asked Winston but was shushed. As it turns out, the history of Fréjus began long before the Romans, and the creation of the port and harbor were something ready for the taking by the Romans when they showed up two thousand years later. I was so impressed! I looked around for signs of the Phocaeans, as the Romans had clearly left their imprint all over the place—in amphitheaters, aqueducts, theatres, along with their city walls, city gates, lighthouses, and no less than five public baths. So much to see and find, as many of these were crumbling buildings left standing by themselves in the middle of open fields. But then, they had lasted another two thousand years.


So, when we saw a place, like a Roman arena or a monument we wanted to check out, we popped off Le Petit Train to make our way to these ancient stones to physically check them out for ourselves—up close and personal. To touch the past, so to speak, while walking along the paths created over three thousand years before seemed like a dream.


Once we reached the amphitheater, we plunked down on the steps where I began to read aloud from the Fréjus guidebook we had picked up before we took the train:




One of the most notable of the Roman remains is the amphitheater of Fréjus which was possibly built in the first century in the city of Forum Julii, which today is known as Fréjus. The Forum’s dimensions were 113 meters long (339 feet) and 85 meters wide (255 feet); it could accommodate 10,000 to 12,000 spectators.





Our heads pivoted about, checking the steps and the columns as we tried to imagine these seats filled with so many people clad in togas and sandals.


Under the steps of the entrances were the “carceres” which gave way to the French name “incarceration” and served as cells for the gladiators. It appears the arena held shows that consisted of gladiator fights (munera) or hunts for beasts (venationes), even fights between gladiators and animals or between animals only (bestiari), which gave way to the French name “bestiary,” as well as naval battles (naumachiae).


“Naval battles? Here?” my husband asked as everything on the sea held a great interest for him. It was hard to imagine, but we knew that this type of event had taken place in the Roman Coliseum so, perhaps, battles were held here also, as the sea was just a short distance away.


Within these ruins celebrated by Victor Hugo during his visit to Fréjus in 1839 he wrote about the amphitheater: “I was in the very square where lions, gladiators and tigers writhed 2000 years ago. Tall grass now grows there, peacefully grazed around me by a herd of skinny horses . .


Yes, our heads were bobbing and nodding as each of us imagined the pageantry and the gore having occurred where we were sitting. The tall grasses, though, continued to grow, albeit not with a herd of horses.


Gathering ourselves together, we walked back through the fields to the road, and continued south to check out the port, Fréjus. Le Petit Train had long gone without us. As it turned out, our trip with them was over. The marina was filled with bobbing sailboats and fishing boats with modern condos and townhouses surrounding the port. As we all looked across the water, the cloud-filled sky reflected a marine layer of diffused light. Winston, a sailor at heart, looked out at the sea longingly. Little did he realize we would sail into that very marina a few years later.


As we trudged back into town, we discovered remnants of a Roman lighthouse much farther inland than we expected. But then we were just discovering this strange anomaly throughout our travels (in Rye, England; Pompeii, Italy; and even in Ephesus, Turkey).


“Six thousand years ago, the seas were much higher at the time, so ports are now up to five miles inland from the sea. Times change,” Winston stated.


We wandered past Cathédrale Saint-Léonce de Fréjus, a noted and famous cathedral, just as they were about to close their doors for lunch. We were told to return later in the afternoon to check out the complex of medieval religious buildings dating back to the fifth through the thirteenth centuries, as Fréjus had been an important religious center of Provence. “The baptistery within the cathedral,” we were told, “was a fine example of early Christian or Merovingian architecture. It was built in the fifth century and is considered the oldest Christian structure in Provence and one of the oldest in France. In fact, they were repurposed Roman temples. You’ll have to check it out.” We promised to return.


Yes, it was after 1 p.m. and we, too, needed lunch. It turned out, this was a good decision on our part, since all other businesses and museums close at 1 p.m. Plus, we needed a bathroom. We spied one sitting prominently and proudly at the edge of a park. Quite modern in construction, there it stood; a sleek plastic booth which could accommodate our needs. Once again, it became apparent that our French was lacking. The translations we were making up didn’t seem to match the instructions on this contraption. Yes, it did take francs. The illustrations indicated that once one entered, you would be locked in there during the entire process. As we stood there contemplating our options, we heard all kinds of washing and thrashing about going on inside and didn’t know if this washing process included the individual ensconced. We started to back away. But, no, the person did not appear. What had happened? Eventually, Winston committed to being the guinea pig as nature had called long ago. He was able to deposit his francs, the door swooshed open, he entered, and once he safely exited, the washing and thrashing could be heard once again. Totally sanitized for the next willing . . . guest? Oh, to misunderstand the order of such things could be disastrous!


Now, to find a restaurant or bistro! As it turned out, the restaurants were all open for our benefit at that hour. But this was our first encounter with the pace and rhythm of French restaurants at lunch time, and we came to conclude they were not in a hurry. No other businesses reopen for three hours, so why rush? With the six in our cohort taking time to share a bottle or two of Provençal rosé, we made the best of a long wait for our food. No, they were not being rude; just following the natural order of things! The valuable lesson we learned was to relax, enjoy ourselves, and most especially shift gears to live life at the pace around us. We were on European time!


So, what can one expect for a simple lunch in France? Well, as it turns out, since it lasts up to three hours, each course being served takes about an hour. So, again, relax. The French love to eat, chat, and do not believe in digesting on the run. No, no, no! And the food was worth the wait.
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