Dordogne
The Dordogne is the perfect mix of natural beauty, picturesque villages, astounding historic sites, prehistoric caves, and, not unimportantly, marvelous food!  Taken individually, each would warrant a visit to the area, but together they make the Dordogne one of my very favorite regions in France.

Touring the Dordogne, the rolling hills with the meandering lazy rivers and Cinderella castles beg for pictures at every turn.  The deep greens of the hillsides soothe your senses, and the towns and villages with their fairytale houses complete the pastoral scene.  Life seems to be on ‘relax’ setting here, mirroring the gentle pace of the Dordogne River itself.  

Interestingly, this gentle backdrop is in sharp contrast to the aggressive nature of the Dordogne’s history.  Huge medieval castles impossibly perched on sheer rock cliffs attest to the centuries of fierce battles fought between the English and French, as neighboring castles changed hands frequently.  The castles adapted their defenses to the changing technology of warfare and later evolved into pleasure castles.  There is a reason why a popular restaurant here is named the “Relais de Cinq Chateaux” – 5 impressive castles are readily visible from the restaurant and magically lit up in the evenings.  

But, the appeal of the Dordogne doesn’t stop at ground level! – the area is riddled with subterranean caves/’grottes’ of two main varieties – those with geological formations and those which sheltered prehistoric humans.  Each is captivating in its own way.  The millions of years required to form the geological caves astounds the mind – the mathematics of the elapsed time required to form a 2-foot long stalactite (one centimeter a century) ensure that you will appreciate the magnificence of what you’re seeing.  

The ‘human shelter’ caves have their own story – or actually, more intriguingly, have no known story.  The caves did not provide living habitats, and the rituals resulting in the cave drawings have never been truly understood.  Standing in a dimly lit cave 1 foot from astoundingly accurate animal drawings created 25,000 years earlier elicits an awe that is hard to describe.  

The geological caves, the shelter caves and the castles each with their long histories (from millions -  to tens of thousands -  to thousands of years)  force you to reconsider the concept of ‘time’ in all that you see and do in the area.

Talking about ‘food’ seems almost inconsequential after such weighty subjects as architecturally impossible medieval chateaux and cave art galleries created mysteriously by humans in millenniums past.  But, in my opinion, the Dordogne is ‘food heaven’ characterized by robust/flavorful food choices enhanced by sophisticated and complex preparations and presentation……duck, foie gras, chestnuts, truffles, wild mushrooms.

The Dordogne is truly a treat to the senses: visually, intellectually and gastronomically!

How many nights to stay in the Dordogne
The "Central" Dordogne" around Sarlat deserves at least 4 full days and 5 nights to just scratch the surface.   Caves, museums, and castles have closing days & times - plus "lunch closings" that make it difficult to cram as much into a day as you might think.  We've learned this from experience.  It's not like going to Disneyland which is open from early morning until midnight, and does not close for a 2 1/2 hr lunch.   My wife & I have vacationed for 17 weeks within 1 3/4 hrs of Sarlat - and on our most recent trip in 2016 the proprietor of the gite where we were staying, took us on a "Mad Hatter" driving tour around the immediate area for 4 1/2 hrs in his convertible VW Bug - with Italian opera music playing loudly from the radio.  We discovered remote villages for the first time, scenic roads we've never taken, a medieval communal bread oven we didn't know about, an isolated church, and many many things we had never visited before in the area.  My point here is that there is so much interesting "stuff" to see & do in the Dordogne, that even after 17 weeks exploring this region - we're still discovering new things.

And then there is the region "East of the A20" that has just as many "cute little villages" as the "Central Dordogne" around Sarlat.  Our favorite cave with pre-historic paintings and stalactites & mites is east of the A20, and also one of our "top 5" small cities in France.  This region deserves at least 2-3 full days to explore.

So if you really want to get the most out of our favorite region in France (tied with Provence), I would spend 5-6 nights near Sarlat and 2-3 nights east of the A20 near St Cere or Carennac.  If you don't have 7-8 nights in your plans, visit one or two of the sites east of the A20 if you are driving through this area to get to/from the "Central Dordogne".  Then spend "however" many nights you have remaining in "Central Dordogne" near Sarlat.  
How to get to the "Central" Dordogne around Sarlat la Caneda
People often combine the Dordogne with an itinerary that includes some other regions - Provence, the Loire, Languedoc, etc.  I'll suggest several options for getting to or from the Dordogne from or to these other regions.

1. If you are visiting the Dordogne first

You can either fly into Bordeaux (or take the TGV to Bordeaux from CDG airport), or fly into Toulouse, or take the train from central Paris to Brive la Gaillarde.  Toulouse would be the best airport to fly into because the airport is on the Dordogne (north) side of Toulouse and you would not have to drive "around" Toulouse.   The Bordeaux airport is on the "other" side of Bordeaux from the Dordogne, and you would need to drive around Bordeaux (we found ourselves in a traffic jam once).  Of course, a visit to either Bordeaux*** or Toulouse*** (our second favorite city in France) would be a good way to start your visit and to recover from jet lag.

If you are driving to the Dordogne from Toulouse, I suggest that you visit some of the popular sites east of the A20 before you visit the sites around Sarlat.  In fact, If you plan to stay more than 6 nights in the Dordogne area, I suggest that you stay 2-3 nights in this region "east of the A20" (as I mentioned above).  If you are starting in Toulouse, a good plan would be to visit the Pech Merle Cave*** (reserve ahead), and then visit one of the most appealing "Plus Beaux Villages" in France - St Cirq Lapopie**.  Then drive north via the D653, to the D32, to the D677, to the D32 (again) to Rocamadour***.  The last few kilometers on the D32 before you arrive in Rocamadour will reward you with magnificent views of this village clinging to a cliff.  Many people stepped out of their cars and were taking pictures when we drove this route (including us).  Stay 2-3 nights at Domaine de la Rhue near Rocamadour.  http://www.domainedelarhue.com/gb/accueil.htm .  In this area east of the A20, visit the sites I suggest in the section below titled "Sites to visit east of the A20".
If you are driving to the Dordogne from Bordeaux, perhaps stay the night in St Emilion**.  It’s quite touristy, but charming also.  We stayed at the Au Logis des Remparts http://logisdesremparts.com/  and dined at Le Tertre.  After visiting St Emilion the next morning, drive east on the Dordogne to Ste Foy and spend some time at the excellent Saturday morning market (if it's Saturday) – one of the best we've seen.  Then take some back roads into the Sarlat region.  We visited the small village of Ste Alvere – just west of Le Bugue – which we found to be very charming and very much off the tourist itinerary.

If you are driving to the Dordogne from Brive la Gaillarde (worth a visit itself - see below), visit another fantastic "Plus Beaux Villages" Collonges la Rouge** and perhaps Turenne* if time allows (see below).

2.  If you are visiting the Dordogne after Provence. 
It is a long drive from Provence (St Remy, for example) to Sarlat la Caneda (6 to 6 1/2 hrs).  I recommend stopping half way in Carcassonne*** for a 2 1/2 hr visit to break up this long drive.  Then I would continue on for 2 3/4 hrs. to St Cirque Lapopie and spend two nights there at the simple le Sombral hotel/restaurant    http://www.lesombral.com/sombral_gb.html .  Of course,  visit St Cirq & nearby Pech Merle cave and the other sites "East of the A20".     
Where to stay in the "Central" Dordogne.
If you draw a circle of 25K radius around Sarlat, about 70% of the things you will want to see are within this circle, so it makes sense to lodge in this circle too.  I would choose to stay in either Domme, Beynac, or Roque-Gageac or in that general area (near Sarlat) if you plan to stay in only one place & to do day trips from there.  Brantome and Rocamadour are popular spots, but they are not centrally located to the other top attractions and you will most likely start & end each day with a 1 ½ hr drive to/from your hotel.  The area around Brantome (especially near Perigueux) is not as scenic as the Sarlat region, so your first & last sightseeing of the day will not be memorable.  Sarlat itself is centrally located, but traffic can get a little hectic at times with all the 1 way streets and slowdowns for the twice-a-week market.  L’Esplanade in Domme is a very popular place to stay.  http://esplanade-perigord.com/ .  It has fantastic views of the Dordogne river, and an excellent restaurant.  The Belle Etoile in Roque Gageac is quite popular with the budget traveler and has a very good restaurants.  http://www.belleetoile.fr/ .   I would recommend that you not stay in the town of Les Eyzies.  It’s popular and has a lot of hotels & restaurants, but it’s too touristy for my taste & not nearly as pretty & serene as the other towns.  I enjoy staying as close to Beynac or Roque Gageac as possible.  Heading out from there in the morning for touring, & seeing the fantastic site of the Beynac castle perched on a cliff high above the village & river, is something that always takes my breath away.

Where to stay east of the A20

We stayed in a gite directly on the Dorodnge river in Carennac for 2 weeks in 2016.  In Carennac, we dined twice (we really enjoyed it!) at Hostellerie Fenelon - which is also a hotel http://www.hotel-fenelon.com/ .  The Hostellerie certainly won't break the bank.  Carennac is perfectly located and is one of our favorite village in the region (more on Carennac later).  
Also in the Carennac area just a few kilometers west of St Cere near Chateau Montal, is Les Trois Soleils de Montal.  It is also a Michelin 1 star restaurant.  On our 2016 trip, it was our favorite restaurant in the Dordogne area.  We dined there in 2000 also.  http://www.3soleils.fr/hotel-restaurant-lot-46/?lang= en/ .

If you have always wanted to stay in a castle (and splurge for the privilege) try Chateau de la Treyne in Lacave http://www.chateaudelatreyne.com/en/ .  We had our anniversary dinner there in 2016 and it is also a Michelin 1 star restaurant.   However, although the immediate area around Lacave is extremly scenic, it is not as centrally located in the east of the A20 area as Carennac/St Cere.   

The Domaine de la Rhue in Rocamadour (mentioned earlier) would be a good choice also.
What time of year to visit

We’ve vacationed in the Dordogne for a total of 13 weeks since ’97 – consisting of three 1-week trips, three 2-week trips, and a 4-week stay.  Plus several 2-4 day “pass-thrus” during earlier trips to France.  We’ve stayed 3 weeks in June, 1 week during the last week of August, and the remainder in Sept – perhaps a week into Oct also.  I’ve been told by many people who have homes or B&Bs in the Dordogne that mid-July & August  are  horribly crowded – an hour to get through Beynac or Roque Gageac, and long lines for sites.  We’ve never encountered large crowds during the times we’ve been there – including the last week of August.  However, we’re “experienced” enough so that we don’t try to visit Sarlat, Domme, or other top sites at 3pm when everyone else is there.  We like to get an early start and visit the crowded places early in the morning or very late in the afternoon.  

On our first week-long trip to the Dordogne during the last week of June, it rained daily and was extremely cold (heater on in the Gite & we wore sweatshirts during the day).  We had better luck with the weather in September.  On a recent trip for 2 weeks in late June, we had hot but drizzly weather for a few days, then cooler but somewhat overcast for a few days (couldn’t dine outside), then glorious weather for about 8 days.  However, we really enjoyed the late daylight hours in June.  In 2016, it was extremly hot & dry in early Sept, but it cooled down quite a bit with successive days of rain in later Sept.  Note that we’re from California and we're spoiled and expect perfect summer weather all the time.  

In October, many sites change & shorten the hours they are open for visits.   For example, Chateau Hautefort is open June, July, & Aug 9:30-7.  In April & May 10-12:30 and 2-6:30.  In October, only 2-6.  Ch Puymartin has similar opening hours in Oct, and so does Jardins d’Eyrignac.  I don’t think I would recommend an October visit.  Perhaps the best periods are June and September.  Garden sites are often less impressive late in the season also.
Odds & Ends

In many towns & villages, shops are closed on Sunday & Monday.  Some shops open on Monday afternoon.  We never plan to visit a town (for shopping) on a Sunday or Monday unless we know in advance that the stores will be open.  In addition, many stores pull down very ugly louvered aluminum shutters over their storefronts, making the stores look gruesome from the street and impossible for even window shopping.   Most stores in Sarlat are open Monday.  Very “touristy” towns like Rocamadour are open every day.

Many shops & sites close for lunch around 12:30 and don’t open up again until 2:00, or 2:30, or 3:00, or 3:30 …….  You can’t pack as many activities into a day as you can in the USA because of these lunch closings.  For example, Castelnau-Bretenoux chateau is open from 10 to 12:30 in the AM, & 2 to 5:30 in the PM in September.  However, the last time you can buy tickets in the AM is 11:30, & 4:30 in the PM.  The tour takes an hour & starts 30 mins after the chateau opens.  This means that if you arrive at 10:00, buy a ticket, tour the outside (unguided) till 10:30 and then take the guided tour (mandatory), you will be finished at 11:30 & back in your car at noon - which will be too late to see any other sites in the area that have lunch closings.

The sites you may be visiting are in three different “departments” –  Dordogne, Lot, and Correze.  Departments are like counties in the USA.  Each department has some responsibilities for road maintenance – evidenced by sudden changes in the quality of the road as you pass from one department to another on the same road.  Much more confusing for the tourist is the renumbering of a road as you change departments.  I sometimes get fooled by my map telling me I’m on the D123 when the road markers say it’s the D345.  The Dordogne River has a short stretch that crosses 3 department boundaries.  The road on the north side of the river is the D803 while it’s in the Lot department, and it suddenly becomes the D703 when it crosses into the Dordogne department.  My Michelin map says this entire stretch is the D703 in both the Lot & Dordogne departments.  This is very confusing when you are kinda lost & trying to find the correct road to travel on.  I usually blame my wife for making the wrong turn when this happens & I don’t realize that we just went from one department to another on the same road (so, of course, I had to apologize to her).  

Maps & books needed:

Michelin Map #329 Correze, Dordogne

Michelin Map #337 Lot, Tarn-et-Garrone
Michelin Map #336 Gers, Lot et Garonne if you want to do the Bastide drive

Michelin Green Guide – Dordogne Berry Limousin

The green guide is a must.  I have hundreds of guide books on France, but I use the green guides almost exclusively while touring.  You can shove it into your back pocket while walking around towns.  The Cadogan Guide to the Dordogne is also good if you want to read it before you go.  I like Cadogan because they are somewhat opinionated and will let you know if they feel something is overrated.  

Karen Brown’s France - Inns & Itineraries   We stay in Gites while in France, but before we discovered Gites we always used her guides to select accommodations. 

Michelin Red Guide  Restaurants, Hotels & city maps with parking & one-way streets indicated.
Use the Michelin green guide to check opening days & times for sites. 

The stars *** in my text, indicate the Michelin rating for the various sites.  Michelin ratings are either no stars, or 1 to 3 stars.  If I think the site is better than the Michelin rating, I will add a +.  If I think it is not as good, I will add a Remember that Michelin values a town's historic significance, not just "appearance".  This could affect your "rating".
Outdoor markets we have visited.  All markets are in the AM

Sarlat – Saturday, & smaller market Wed.  We’ve only been to the Wed market, which was very touristy.  I understand the Sat market is better but very crowded.

St Cyprien – Sunday.  Excellent market.
Le Bugue – Tuesday & Saturday.  Good market
Cenac – Tuesday – small, but very authentic.  It has the largest mobile seafood “wagon” I’ve ever seen

Domme  - Thursday

Cahors – Saturday & Wednesday.  Excellent

Terrasson la Villedieu.  Thursday

Soulliac.  Friday – not that great

Perigueux – Wed, Sat – Excellent

Cazals - Sunday

Not visited

Montignac.  Wednesday

Gourdon.  Saturday

Brantome  Friday

When to get to the markets:

In June ‘09, we planned to go to the Sunday morning market in St Cyprien to get  food for dinner.  We had friends who were visiting & staying in a B&B in Cenac.  They wanted to visit the market also, but because of their breakfast schedule, we arrived at the market around 10:15 – about 1 ¼ hrs later than we usually get to markets (we’ve visited well over 75 different French markets).  This was their first French market, so we moved slowly through the hundreds of market vendors.  By 11am we were taking 4 inch steps as we crept through the shoulder-to-shoulder crowds.  At around 11:15 – by unanimous decision, we left the market – only visiting half of the vendors.  Note – get to any large, crowded market in France no later than 9am – which is when most markets open.
It's also interesting to watch markets shut down at the end of market day ("around" 1pm).  Merchants pack up their wares and then exit the market square in their trucks/vans in a well-synchronized dance that has been perfected over hundreds of years.  Then the municipal workers arrive, clear out the remaining debris, hose down the square and - voila - it is as if the market never existed.  Fascinating in an odd way!      

Things to do in the Central Dordogne

This list is endless.  The best thing to do is to consult the Michelin Green Guide & do all the 1, 2, & 3 star attractions that are of interest to you.  I won’t describe the easy-to-find ones (Beynac**, Ch Castelnaud**, Vezere Valley**, Gouffre de Padirac**, Domme**).
Many caves & castles close for lunch (except for last 2 weeks of July & in Aug).  Consult the Michelin Green guide for times, and be there as soon as they open in the AM, or as soon as they open again after lunch to optimize your schedule.  We found the Michelin guide to be incorrect for a couple of places (it said they were open for lunch, when they were actually closed).

To get “wowed” by the Dordogne, my wife & I agree that perhaps the first thing a visitor should do is to take a Gabares (boat) trip along the Dordogne river.  We’ve taken this trip from Roque Gageac to Ch. Castelnaud and back, and another trip from Beynac to Ch. Fayrac & back.  Both trips are excellent ways to experience the beauty of this stretch along the Dordogne River.  You’ll be rewarded with views of Beynac, Roque Gageac, and several Chateaux that you won’t see by just driving along the roads.   
We avoided visiting Lascaux II** on 2 earlier trips to the Dordogne because it was not “the original”.  We went to Lascaux II in ’97 & again on our trip in ’00.  The replicated cave is fantastic.  Make sure you do it last in your tour of all the pre-historic caves with paintings.  Everything else will pale by comparison.  There is an English tour daily (verify the time when you’re planning your schedule).  Lascaux 4 recently opened.  We have not visited there, but I understand that the visitor center has enhanced displays & explanatory information.
All the caves are very impressive, even if they don’t rate that highly in the Michelin star rating system.  Make sure you go to Pech Merle*** (call ahead to reserve), Proumeyssac**, Rouffignac*, Font-de-Gaume* (reserve  ahead – there is a limit on the number of guests each day), Domme (yes, there’s a good cave there), Cougnac* (near Gourdon), Maxange* (newly discovered cave), Lacave**-, Presque*+ (which we enjoyed more than Lacave) & Villars*.  Pech Merle*** is the only cave you can visit that has both authentic pre-historic cave drawings (plus footprints & hand prints) and stalagmites & stalactites.

There are many merchants in Sarlat*** who set up umbrellas that block the view of the wonderful architecture – especially on market day (Wed & Sat).  In ’00 we went into Sarlat on Sunday evening in the hope that most tourists would be gone, along with the outdoor merchandise racks.  It was fantastic.  We parked at the south end of town & spent about an hour photographing the architecture and the empty alleyways.  We had dinner at the Hotel Madeleine (north end of the “Vieux Ville”).  After dinner we walked through a deserted village with their famous gas lights illuminating the buildings – it was a dream.  In ’03 we went there on a Monday, when some shops are closed and there were fewer tourists – which we found to be very enjoyable.  In 2016, we arrived in Sarlat at 9am and walked through a mostly deserted town with only a few vendors beginning to open up their shops.  We visited the very interesting Manoire de Gisson+   http://www.manoirdegisson.com/ at 10am when it opened.  We departed Sarlat at 11:30 when the streets became mobbed.  

For a “postcard” view of Roque Gageac**, drive to St Julien (across the river from Roque Gageac) & drive along the main road through town until you get to a large open area in the shape of a triangle, with buildings on 2 sides closest to you and a field on the far side.  To the left there is a road to the chapel with a “chapelle” sign followed by a dead-end sign.  To the right is a road with a dead-end sign.  Take this road to the right.  Soon it will become a dirt road.  Continue until you physically can’t drive any farther & park the car.  Walk over a dirt hump and follow the footpath past some field crops (corn) next to the Dordogne River.  Then a walnut grove will appear & walk next to the walnut trees on your right and the Dordogne on your left.  Just after the walnut trees end, there is a “well worn” path down to the Dordogne River where there is a sandy beach and a rocky beach.  You can walk quite far along the Dordogne as long as the river is not too high.  It was walk-able in late June ’09.  At the “far end” of this beach that extends most of the length of Roque Gageac, there is a large path back to the walnut groves & low crops.  Follow the path back to your car.  This sounds complicated, but it is definitely worth it! 
Check the times for the birds of prey show at Les Milandes*+ (Josephine Baker’s chateau) and see the show before or after touring the chateau.  The Chateau itself is quite picturesque  - particularly on the outside.   You probably will take lots of photos of the exterior from the parking lot. 

Don’t miss Hautfort*** castle – very nice sculptured gardens.  The tour is self-guided, so it is easier to work a visit into a busy schedule.  
We also enjoyed the small "obscure" Chateau  Lacypierre+, which we visited on Patrimoine weekend in 2016.   http://www.chateau-lacypierre-perigord.fr/ .  The chateau was restored by the family that lives there now, and either the mother or daughter might be your tour guide.  The room where you pay for the tour has many pictures of them doing the restoration.  The village where you'll probably park the car is worth a few photos. 
In ’97 we toured the beautiful Italian sculptured gardens at Jardins d’Eyrignac***.  It was cold & drizzly, making the gardens difficult to appreciate.  We returned in ’05 on a beautiful, cloudless, sunny day and thoroughly enjoyed the place.  The gardens are some of the most impressive formal gardens we have ever visited.  These are not gardens with colorful flowers, but with hedges shaped in different patterns, water gardens, and alleyways with cypress trees.  They recently planted a large rose garden with water fountains, which was just coming into maturity when we were there.  An ideal plan for visiting Eyrignac would be to arrive around noon.  Find out when the next guided tour departs, and then have lunch on the beautiful restaurant terrace overlooking the gardens, either before or after the 45 minute tour.
We are not big fans of Cahors**.  It has a very good Saturday & Wednesday market (we purchased some Cepe mushrooms there), but the town does not impress us.  There are not enough “old” buildings – although the bridge and the view of the town from the east side of the river is quite dramatic.  We have visited Cahors five times.  The last time, we visited it before visiting Figeac (see following) which we enjoyed much more 

Bergerac* isn’t that great.  We followed the walking itinerary in the Michelin Guide, but we found many other similar sized towns to be more interesting.
We visited Souillac* for the first time in ‘03.  It’s not particularly charming, especially compared to Sarlat and other villages in the area.  There is some ugly sprawl around it.  We visited it again on Patrimoine weekend in 2016, and still felt the same about it.
Limeuil* is a very interesting town – especially on a Sunday when many shops in other towns are closed.  You can sit in various parks (in front of the Mairie), or along the Dordogne, and watch the Sunday picnickers, and other activities on the river.  The town has many artisans that you can observe blowing glass objects, or hammering out iron sculptures.  There is a park “above” town that’s also an interesting area to explore & get a bird’s eye view of the Vezere River flowing into the Dordogne River.  After a lazy Sunday in Lemeuil, visit the very intriguing church just northwest of Limeuil in the small village of Paunat.  I’ve seen perhaps 500 churches in Europe, so I’m kinda “church-ed out”, but this one was quite interesting to me.  Finish off the day with a drive to Tremolat and along the Cingle de Tremolat. 

We liked Biron Chateau*, Bannes Chateau (very lovely setting – only open Sat & Sun 3:30-6:30 in Sept when we were there), Chateau Monbazillac* (outside great, inside just OK – skip the wine tasting), Ch. Lanquais* (see the medieval and Renaissance kitchens), Ch Puyguilhem*, & Ch. Fenelon*.  I mention these because they are not rated highly in the Michelin guide but we liked them very much.

Belves** is an interesting town.  Get the walking itinerary (in English) from the tourist office.  

The “Vieille Ville” in Perigueux** is fantastic – although the outskirts are horrible & it’s a little difficult to drive into the center of the city.  The Tourist Office will give you an excellent walking itinerary (in English) to follow through town.  Follow the entire walking route – don’t skip any sections.  We were really impressed with Perigueux.  The Rue Limogeanne, which becomes the Rue Saliners is one of the nicest shopping streets we’ve seen in a town this size.  All the storefronts are very attractive, and several lured my wife inside.  There is an excellent florist & housewares shop on the corner of Rue St Silain and Place de l’Hotel de Ville.  Directly across the Place, there is a Genevive Lethu store. Most shops are closed on Monday morning.

We spent about a half-day in Angouleme**, and did not find it interesting at all.  It seemed to be a little run-down, and the shops did not “grab” my wife at all.  There is some OK architecture, and the Promenade des Remparts is OK, but Angouleme is a little far away from the Dordogne, and perhaps not worth a visit, unless you are in the area for another reason (there is a TGV stop nearby).  

A canoe trip down the Dordogne from Cenac to just past Beynac is fantastic.  The views of Roque Gageac & Beynac from the river are beyond words.  Take the trip in the morning so the sun will be at your back.  If you are riding two to a canoe & are both “novice” canoers, I suggest that the more experienced rower sit in the back and use a double-paddle oar while the other person sits in the front & does nothing but “Ohh & Aww” and points out rocks & tree branches sticking up from the river.  This will make your trip much more enjoyable (especially for the free-loader in front who is taking the pictures).  If you want to make this an all day event, stop in front of the bridge at Castelnaud (between Roque Gageac & Beynac) on the left bank of the river (opposite Beynac) and have a picnic lunch on one of the sandy spots.  Several times I did a 360 degree turn in the canoe so that my wife could see Beynac & Roque Gageac from a different angle (I told her to sit straight & not to move while in the canoe).  There are dozens of canoe rental spots along the most beautiful stretch – from Cenac to Beynac.

The Jardins de Marqueyssac** are a great place to enjoy a leisurely and extremely scenic lunch, and then wander around the gardens to enjoy perhaps the best views in the Dordogne.  http://www.marqueyssac.com/index1.html .  The chateau on the grounds isn’t anything special.  The gardens are up on top of a very high plateau above the Dordogne River.  There is an excellent view of Beynac across the valley from one end of the gardens, and a fantastic view of Roque Gageac from the other end.  I rarely eat a “sit down” lunch – but this is one place where I do.  From June through Sept, get to the gardens by 11:30.  At the ticket office, they will give you a map.  Immediately head for the restaurant and secure a table in the shade.  You won’t want to leave – the views of Beynac are breathtaking if the weather is clear.  This view is not so great in the afternoon, because the sun will be in your face and will actually be behind Beynac.  They have great salads at the restaurant.  After lunch, follow the map and the signs to the “Belvedere” – taking the winding southern most path that’s directly above the Dordogne river.  You will enjoy a very nice view of the small village of St Julien about mid-way through the hike.  When you reach the Belvedere, you will be rewarded with a excellent view of Roque Gageac from very high above the Dordogne River.  After you spend some time at the Jardins (don’t forget to wander through the knot garden) and descend down below & drive along the Dordogne River, look up and try to find the Belvedere (and other lookouts) along the Jardins de Marqueyssac.

We took a boat trip from Roque Gageac to the bridge at Chateau Castelnaud.  We checked out all the possible boats we could take, and selected the Gabares Norbert.  This is an excellent way to get the best views from the river, if you can’t take a canoe trip.  Unfortunately, no boat goes from Roque Gageac all the way to Beynac – they either launch from Roque Gageac and go to Castelnaud, or launch from Beynac and go to Chateau Fayrac.  As we passed the bluffs at Marqueyssac (see above) the guide pointed out the belvedere & indicated that the views are great from there (we already knew that).

Perhaps the most photographed castle on the Dordogne is Montfort*, which is east of Roque Gageac.  In the morning, photograph it from the east side (keep going east until you reach the place where everyone else is taking pictures), and in the afternoon from the west side.  My wife says we have "too many" photographs of this castle.

If you visit Brantome** and plan to also visit Bourdeillas*, there is a very scenic drive to get there.  Head southwest from Brantome along the Drone river, on the north side of the river on the D78.  The D78 and the signs directing you to Bourdeilles will have you crossing the Dronne prior to getting to Bourdeilles – do not cross the river yet.  Instead, continue on the north side of the river on the smaller D106E2.  You will eventually pass Bourdeilles and reach a bridge over the river.  You can not drive a car on this bridge, however.  Park the car & walk over the bridge, past some interesting houses, and then on to the Chateau & village.  After visiting the Chateau (we were underwhelmed by the interior) continue west on the small road (thru Creyssac) along the Drone.  When it hits the D2, turn right (away from the river) and then immediately left on C1 (not marked on my Michelin map) and continue along the Drone.  There are some very interesting troglodyte caves along this section.  Continue on the north side of the river, turning south at Montagrier to cross the river at Tocane.

In the morning, Castelnaud Chateau** is very impressive with the sun hitting it on it’s most attractive side.  The sun exposure is less favorable later in the day.  To get the best view of the castle, leave Beynac and cross the Dordogne River on the D57.  You will be tempted to stop & take a picture from the bridge, but wait till later when you will get a better view.  Pass the chateau to your right and also the road that accesses the chateau to the right.  Keep your eye peeled for the first small road on your left that has some signs advertising a campground – the road will go downhill and then immediately cross over a creek on a small bridge.  The road will pass by a “luxury” campground – with swimming pool, cafes, etc.  Just past the campground complex, begin to look back behind you and you’ll see the chateau with an excellent sun exposure.  Stop the car & take a picture.  Continue on this road and just before a set of very tall trees, there is another excellent view of Castelnaud.  Keep going on this small road to where it intersects another road.  Take a right turn, go over another small bridge, and then turn right in the village of Pont de Cause to get back on the D57 and head north for a visit to Castelnaud.  Inside & outside of the chateau there is a very interesting “Musee de la Guerre au Moyen Age" with films, demonstrations, etc.  Naturally, from high up in the Chateau, there are excellent views looking down on the Dordogne River.  The town of Castelnaud is also interesting to walk through.

On many prior visits, we “poo-pooed” visiting all the Troglodyte caves because we thought they would be a little “hoaky” – more for children that adults.  In ’05, we visited the Roque St Christophe* and the Grottes de Roc de Cazelle and we enjoyed them immensely.  Sure – there was some stuff mainly for the kids, and it was hoaky at times, but we found it very interesting to learn how medieval people lived in these places (as recently as 1966 too!!).  The views from Roque St Christophe were good also.
Maison Forte de Reignac+ is a newly opened attraction that we enjoyed.  It’s an old chateau that’s built into the side of a cliff.  The Forte/Chateau is a fascinating place to explore.
In 2016, we spent a very enjoyable couple of hours visiting the Chateau and Gardens  of Losse*+.  This is a private chateau, and you may get to meet the owner (who speaks English).  We talked to her at length about the disease that is infecting her boxwood hedges.  After a visit, drive to Thonac, cross the Vezere River, head north on the D65 and view Losse from across the Vezere & up on a bluff.  If it is late Sept, you may encounter some chestnuts which have fallen on the ground on the D65.  This was our 3rd trip to Losse.

The following are some “non-rated” villages that we enjoyed:

Daglan, Plazac, Condat sur Vezere, and Villefranche du Perigord.

When we were in the Dordogne in ’05, there was an antique market which was worthy of a visit on the first Sunday of September in both Roque Gageac, and in Sarlat.     
Wine anyone ?????

I always try to drink the local wines, and until our ’05 trip I had not found any that I liked – except for several Cahors wines (Cahors is not actually in the dept of the Dordogne).  Somehow I selected a Chateau Jaubertie “Mirabelle” white from a restaurant’s carte, and we loved it – had it several times at restaurants.  There is also a Chateau Jaubertie that is not a Mirabelle designation - it is not as good as the Mirabelle.  I tried to find Mirabelle at some of the “touristy” wine shops in Sarlat & could not locate it.  I finally found a clerk who told me “on the sly” to go to Julien de Savignac in Le Bugue – and they would have it.  I went there, and not only did they have it, they also had one of the best selections of French wines I’ve seen.  Later we found a Ch Tiregand red that we enjoyed.

Bastide Towns
My wife & I have always enjoyed visiting Bastide towns.  In June '13 we stayed for 2 weeks in Puy l'Eveque near Cahors on the Lot River, and visited 17 different Bastide towns from there.  A Bastide town is a purpose-built town with a square grid layout modeled on ancient Roman towns.  They are quite different from other medieval towns which have winding streets that grew willy-nilly over decades.  In Bastide towns, there is almost always an arched arcaded market square at the center of the village.  About 350 Bastide towns were built in southwest France between 1229 and 1372, in a medieval burst of urbanization.  They were built on land owned by feudal Lords (English King, French King, local feudal lords, abbots, bishops) in the hope of creating commerce, which the lord could then tax.   Bastides were built so rapidly that it was almost like an "arms race" with one lord building 2 towns, and then the other lord "calling" his 2 towns and raising him 1 -  building  3 towns.  

A Bastide was a "planned" community where goods were traded in the town square and the farther you got away from the town square, the closer you got to the raw product.  The town was laid out to optimize the movement of goods from the "fields" into the town square.  For example, grains were grown outside of town, and then moved to the outskirts of the Bastide town where it was then ground into flour.  Then it was moved closer to the square where there were people who could package it before it finally arrived in the square for trade.  The streets were laid out so some could accommodate two carts at a time (1 coming & 1 going), 1 cart going in one direction, a pedestrian-only street, and another half-meter wide street that carried rain water and waste.  All of this is explained & demonstrated quite well in the Bastide museum in Monflanquin - which should be your starting point for visiting Bastide towns.  The "bastide" is a fascinating concept.  You can't help but recognize bastide towns once you have visited a few. 
Here is an itinerary for a "perfect" day of visiting our 2 favorite Bastide towns in France and a fascinating medieval village nearby (plus a castle).  

Leave early in the morning and head south on the D710  past Belves.  Then before Fumel, take the D162 west then the D150 to Monflanquin*+.  From Sarlat this is a 1 1/2 hr trip - so if you leave Sarlat at 8:30 you should arrive in Monflanquin around 10:00 - just when the tourist office opens - which is where the Bastide museum is located (don't know if it closes for lunch - probably does).  The Tourist Office is located on the north end of the town square.  There is parking at the south end of Monflanquin - you'll see it.  As you walk towards the central town square after parking (along Rue St Pierre), note the large late 1800s photographs displayed in windows along the street, which depict what the buildings on the street looked like in the late 1800s.   Go to the Bastide museum as soon as you arrive at the Tourist Office.  It took us about 30 mins to visit the museum.  Then pick up the walking itinerary (in English) and visit the Bastide town.  Our visit to the museum and town consumed 1 1/2 hours - so if you arrive at 10 you should be finished at 11:30.

Next, take the D272 north (changes to the D2E when you leave the Lot-et-Garonne dept & enter the Dordogne dept) and then the D2 to Monpazier*.  If you leave Monflanquin at 11:30 you should get to Monpazier at 12:00.  Park in the large visitor's lot and quickly walk to the town square where the Tourist Office is located.  I don't know what time it closes - hopefully not before 12:30.  Pick up a walking itinerary at the Tourist Office and proceed on the walk.  There are plaques posted along the walk (in English) that describe the various points of interest.  Monpazier is perhaps the most "famous" Bastide town in the region - so it will be more touristy.  There are some souvenir shops in town - but there were much fewer "tacky" ones than I anticipated.  The main square in Monpazier is fantastic.  As you will see, it is a great place to have lunch.  Do that.  It should take you around 2 hrs to visit the town and also have lunch.  If you arrive in Monpazier at 12:00, you should be "finished" at 2:00.  In 2016, there was a "new" Bastide museum in Monpazier - which we visited.  It was interesting, but not nearly as informative as the Bastide museum in Monflanquin.
Next, head southwest on the D2, and then the D53 south to Chateau Biron.  If you leave Monpazier at 2:00 you should arrive at Biron at 2:15 - just as it opens after the noon to 2:00 lunch closing (that's why I suggested doing Monpazier before Biron - and backtracking a bit).  Explore Biron*.  Work was being performed on the Great Hall in June '13 - so hopefully it will have been completed.  Biron will be about a 45 min visit, so you should leave around 3:00.

Leave Biron heading north on the D53 and then west on the D2 west (which changes to the D104 when you re-enter the Tarn-et-Garonne dept) past Villereal (another interesting Bastide town with a unique two-story covered market) and then the D207 northwest (which changes to the D14 when you enter the Dordogne Dept - jeeze you'd think that this renumbering the same road could be solved) and head to the third Bastide town - Issignac*.  If you leave Biron at 3:00 you should arrive in Issigeac at 3:30.

Issigeac+ is a charming medieval village that doesn't appear in many guide books.  It is a little different from the two Bastides that you have already visited, in that it does not have a town square, and the roads are not laid out in a grid pattern.  Pick up a walking plan (in English) at the tourist office at the north end of town.  Issigeac has a wealth of pretty half-timbered buildings.  The Grand Rue runs through the middle of town and I think the section of Issigeac east of the Grand Rue is more interesting than the section to the west of Grande Rue.  Some tourists may prefer Issigeac over both Monpazier and Monflanquin.  Issigeac is about a 45 min visit.

It is about 1 1/2 hrs back to Sarlat  on the D25, passing through another Bastide town - Beaumont du Perigord, which has an appealing central square that you can see from the D25.  You should get back to Sarlat by 6:00.             
End of Bastide day
Visiting the sites east of the A20
My wife & I stayed in this region and rented a gite in Carennac for 2 weeks in early Sept 2016.  As I mentioned earlier, if you are planning on visiting the Dordogne for 6 nights or more, spend some time in this area by either staying for 2-3 nights, or visiting it on the way from or to the Languedoc or Provence regions east of the Dordogne. 

Someone recently asked me to name our favorite "cute little villages" in this "east of the A20" region.  They are:

St Cirq Lapopie**

Carennac*+
Martel*

Collonges la Rouge**

Rocamadour does not fit my definition of a "cute little village"

As noted below, Figeac is one of our "top 5" small cities in France

To describe the sites to visit, I'll suggest two "day trips" from the Central/Sarlat Dordogne area, plus comments on "what's left?"  
If you only have time for one day-trip in this area

I would recommend heading out early and drive to the St Cirq Lapopie and the Pech Merle Cave area.  Pech Merle is a 1 1/2 hr scenic drive from Sarlat via Gourdon.  Reserve ahead for Pech Merle***  http://en.pechmerle.com/    and try to get an early morning tour.  The cave opens at either 9:15 or 9:30 in the tourist season.  There is also a museum associated with the cave.  Pech Merle is the only cave you can visit that has both stalactites & mites and pre-historic cave paintings.  It's our favorite in the region.   After visiting Pech Merle (or before, if you reserved later in the morning) visit St Cirq Lapopie**  -  one of the best "Plus Beaux Villages" in France https://www.francetoday.com/travel/travel-features/saint-cirq-lapopie-one-beautiful-villages-france/ .  St Cirq would be a good choice for lunch.  After Pech Merle/St Cirq, drive along the beautiful Cele River* (D41) to one of our "top 5" small cities in France - Figeac**.   While driving along the Cele River to Figeac,  admire the medieval houses built into the sides of the stone cliffs.  Espagnac Ste Eulalie is an good village for a walk-around and St Sulpice has some interesting troglodyte buildings.  Marcilhac sur Cele is only OK - walk by the Cele river next to the Abbey. 

They have done a very good job of making Figeac** a tourist friendly town.  There’s a walking itinerary in the Michelin Green Guide, and you can also obtain an excellent walking itinerary (in English) at the tourist office.  The Tourist Office itinerary is much better than the Michelin one.  The various sites are marked with placards along the way.  Note the top floor “porches” around town which were used for drying laundry, storing wood, growing plants, etc. in medieval times.  This is a beautiful town – we spent 1 ½ hrs walking around, following the itinerary we obtained from the tourist office.  Almost every store in town was closed for lunch (not that great of a shopping town anyway), and most stores were closed on Monday (Sunday also).  By contrast, we spent less than 30 minutes touring Cahors.

In '05, we drove from Cahors to Figeac following the Cele River, and back to Cahors following the Lot River.  We thought that the Cele River was the more scenic of the two, although both are quite picturesque.  

After visiting Figeac, head back to the Sarlat area.  It should take you 2 hrs via the D802, and 2 1/4 hrs via the D80 which passes close to Rocamadour*** (no time for a visit at this point) and through Martel* (visit if you have the time - see below).
Another day trip from Sarlat

Get an early start from Sarlat and head to Collonges-la-Rouge**.  It  should take you 1 1/2 hrs to drive there from Sarlat.  This "red" village is ultra touristy – in fact, I don’t think anybody lives there – it’s just a mecca for tourists.  That's why you should visit it first on this day-trip - to avoid the hordes.    Nevertheless, it is very lovely if you can ignore the many trinket shops.  Get a walking itinerary from the tourist office and just wander around.  We spent a couple of hours visiting Collonges la Rouge in '16 (third visit).

After Collonges la Rouge, drive the short distance to Turenne*.  Park the car in the large lot at the entrance to the village and take a few pictures from the parking lot.  Pick up a walking map at the Tourist Office and walk to the square in town, through the narrow streets, and up to the chateau.  This town is on the cover of my “the Most Beautiful Villages of France” book.
From Turenne, take the scenic D8 north, then the D158 west to Noaillas.  There is an interesting chateau in Noaillas that caught my wife's attention.  Then take the D920 north into Brive La Gaillarde.  When you drive under a train overcrossing, take a left on the first busy road, and then another left (maybe first left) onto Ave Jean Jaures and park the car on the street or the lot near the train station. 

Next, visit the "big surprise" of our 2016 trip - Brive la Gaillarde++.  This small city was not awarded any stars by the Michelin folks.  We mentioned this "no stars" to the proprietor of our gite in Carennac & she said "don't tell anyone about Brive - we want to keep if for ourselves".  See the map of Brive in the Green Guide and head into the old section of town by following Ave Jean Jauras.  When you see some marvelous Belle Epoque buildings on the busy ring road around Brive, cross the ring road onto R. de l'Hotel de Ville and to the central square in town next to the St Martin Church.  Then follow the walking itinerary in the Green Guide.  Be sure to walk up & back on the pedestrian streets of both R. de la Republic and R. du Lt-Col Faro (which you might use to get back to your car).  We visited Brive on a Saturday - which I think would be the best day to visit it (definitely not on a Sunday or Monday).  Brive would be a good place for lunch.  We had an ice cream sundae there.

If there is time left on the day, head west on the D1089 to Terrasson Lavilledieu*.  This town is on the Vezere River and their weekly farmer's market actually extends out on a bridge over the river.  Wander around the village a bit.  
What's left to see east of the A20

The following can't be visited on a day-trip from Sarlat.  There is just too much to do & see.   Perhaps visit these sites in the order listed, and stop when you get tired or run out of time.
Rocamadour*** - how to avoid the kitsch
On a sunny Friday on Sept 9 in 2016, we headed out from our gite in Carennac and arrived in l'Hospitalet around 9:15 AM to take pictures of Rocamadour in the distance (views are only good in the morning sun).  There is a huge dirt lot where you can park & walk through to get different view perspectives.  Then we arrived in Rocamadour at 9:45 and got "lucky" & parked our car in the small lot directly in front of the Porte du Figuier (which is the easternmost entrance to the main medieval street in Rocamadour).  We walked along the main medieval street, and there were virtually no tourists then.  We had arrived before the shops opened and before they had the opportunity to pull the postcard stands, racks with toothbrushes (with every possible child's names on them), and other junk out onto the street.  We walked down the medieval street and back, taking pictures without any people or postcard stands in them.  We then took the elevator up to the cluster of churches and wandered around until around 11am when the bells started tolling to call people to mass.  My wife & I are big architecture fans.  My wife leads two "Victorian House" themed tours in San Francisco sponsored by the public library.  If we find ourselves in a village with tacky/kitsch on the streets, we remind each other to "look at the upper floors of the building & don't look at the shops on the street level".  That's why I advise  people to visit Rocamadour very early in the morning or late in the afternoon - to avoid the kitsch.   We departed around 11:30 - and Rocamadour was getting very crowded.  We've visited Rocamadour three times, and this was our best trip (we did not visit the upper Chateau on this '16 trip).  After visiting Rocamadour, we headed on the D32 south of Rocamadour to take pictures of this fantastic village clinging to a cliff from a distance (others were doing the same).      
Next, drive the short distance to Gouffre de Padirac**.  This is a large "wet" (still living) cavern/cave with an underground river, and stalactites & mites.  You can take the elevator down the cavern (or walk on stairs), then walk a bit on a path, and get on a boat.  When 10 or so people fill up the boat, it takes off along the underground river.  The boat stops and you meet a guide for the stalactites & mites tour.  Then back on the boat & up the escalator (avoiding the photograph pickup line).  We've  visited The Gouffre de Padirac three times - and find it to be fascinating.  Many of the caves in the region were carved out by underground rivers which dried up thousands of years ago.  The Gouffre de Padiriac still has the river flowing through it.
 

Small villages of Autoire* and Loubressac*

Driving to & from these villages is very picturesque.  Follow the roads shaded in green on the 329 Michelin map to get to these villages.  Autoire is the more interesting of these two.  Much of Loubressac around the castle is "not accessible".  In Autoire, park in the big lot just outside & below the town (pay the parking fee - which you may not notice), walk into town past the mushroom vender on the left, to the center of town with the fountain, cafe on the left, & wine merchant opposite the cafe.  Then further along to the house with turrets.  Then retrace your steps back past the cafe, uphill to the right - then just follow your nose back to the parking lot.  Perhaps a 45 min visit.  We had a very enjoyable Sunday lunch at the one cafe in Autoire - the Auberge de la Fountaine (also a hotel).  Reserve ahead, or get there early (especially on Sunday).

Head towards St Cere, but first take the D940 south to Grotte de Presque*+.  The is a interesting cave with stalactites & mites & well worth a visit.  Pick up tickets at the small concession stand then follow the tour guide to the entrance of the grotte.  This is a privately-owned grotte, and the owner (woman) may be the person who sold you the tickets. 
Nearby Montal** is a lovely chateau with some interesting features, but the (only in French) tour can get a bit tedious.  We've visited it twice.

Head into St Cere*.  We stayed overnight in St Cere once, visited it three times, and had dinner at the very pleasant Hotel de la France.  It is a tad difficult to drive into & out of this village - most of the streets are one-way.  From Montal, just keep driving until you pass most of the town and arrive at a large intersection with lots of parking.  If it is market day (Sat + 1st & 3rd Wed) this square will be filled with vendors.  Park where you can (we parked near the Hotel de la France), and follow the walking itinerary in the Michelin Green Guide.  The "biggie" here is the Place du Mercadial - there is a photo of one of the shops on the Place in the Green Guide.
As you drive into St Cere, you will probably notice the tall towers on a huge hill above St Cere.  When you leave  St Cere, circle clockwise around this hill until you find the entrance to chateau area.  This chateau is where the artist Jean Lurcat lived & worked.  It is now a museum about him.  We were not interested in his work, but we walked around the chateau quite a bit - enjoying the views, and admiring the grounds. 
From St Cere, drive north on the D940 (with a bit of commerce - we had our car repaired at a garage on this road) to the scenic D43 to Chateau Castlenau-Bretenoux**.   You have likely viewed this chateau already - it can be seen from many, many different spots in the region.  We've visited it three time (we're "chateau nuts").  The views are good, and the chateau is interesting.  A few people have found it to be a bit boring, though we didn't.

Get back on the D940 heading north through some ugly commerce & grocery stores, to Beaulieu**--.  We've visited this town twice - and we can't figure out why it gets two stars from Michelin.  One of my "pet peeves" about the Michelin rating system is that they give stars to a site if there is a historic or nice church in the town.  I didn't think the church was that great, nor the town very interesting.  I suggest that you bypass Beaulieu and instead:

Take the very scenic D12 to Argentat*.  It's best to visit Argentat in the morning - just before lunchtime.  Look up Argentat in the Green Guide and notice the picture of the buildings along the Dordogne River.  To get into Argentat, do not follow the D12 into town.  Instead, when the D12 intersects the D1120, take the D1120 south  & over the Dordogne River, then take an off-ramp from the D1120 north back towards Argentat.  I think this route is well marked - because it is the "scenic" route into town.  As soon as you spot "the bridge" over the Dordogne into Argentat - park the car.  Grab the camera, walk towards this bridge into Argentat and take about 10-20 photos of the picturesque riverside promenade from the bridge that crosses over the Dordogne (beautiful).  We walked around Argentat quite a bit (only a C+), and also visited the mildly interesting Maison du Patrimoine (skip it).  The "thing" you do in Argentat is to have lunch at one of the cafes on the riverside promenade.  We had a very enjoyable Sunday lunch at Auberge de Garabiers.  As lunchtime approached 2:30 pm, the sun lit up the beautiful buildings on the "other" side of the Dordogne River - where you parked the car.
Get back on the scenic D12, to the un-scenic D940 heading south.  Cross the Cere river into Brentenoux (an interesting "drive through").  Take the D14 heading west, the D43, and then follow the scenic D30 west into Carennac.  Do not take the faster but non-scenic D803 on the north side of the Dordogne.
Carennac*+.  This is a gem of a town.  The best time to visit is in the afternoon when the sun lights up the view.   Park anywhere you can (it's a small town).  I think there is a parking lot outside of town a bit.  Wander through town - the main street, castle area, and also the other streets away from the river.  Pick up a village map at the tourist office inside a courtyard that also provides access to the church & chateau.  Look up Carennac in the Green Guide and notice the picture.  This  view is at the west end of town on main street and across a bridge.  Walk across the bridge to a small private parking pad on your right.  Look back over the bridge for the view and take 5-10 pictures.   Just past this "pad" take the paved road to the right - down towards the river.  Just on your left across the street  from the upper "pad" is a wood gate with a medieval house inside the gate.  This is where we stayed for 2 weeks in 2016.  Walk past our gite, and to a dirt path going down to the river.  Continue on this path past an abandoned square tower, a vegetable garden to the left, to the path along the river.  Look back at our house & see the balcony & tower of our gite (more photos?).  Then walk along the river until you encounter a road that will get you back to the village.
Next, here is a very scenic drive to Martel*+.  Depart Carennac heading west from the view on the D43 along the Dordogne river.  Pass through Mezels and soon you will encounter a 1-car-wide bridge over the Dordogne River.  Turn right & cross the Dordogne on this bridge, and proceed straight on the D80 (lots of orchards along the way) until you see a tunnel under a train crossing.  Turn left before the tunnel and proceed west until this road hits the D32.  At the D32 turn left (southwest) and follow this very scenic stretch of road along the Dordogne.  The D32 will hit the D840 where you will head north to Martel.  Do not stop at the Belvedere de Copeyre*--.  Martel*+ is a very attractive Bastide town.  It has some interesting shops to browse through and would be a good place for lunch around the central square with the 18C Covered Market.  Follow the walking itinerary in the Green Guide.  We've visited Martel 3-4 times.  

Now - another scenic drive to Grottes Lacave**-.  Retrace your route on the D840 heading south to the D23/D43 at Gluges.  Turn right (west) on the D32 and proceed to Creysse.  We wandered around in Creysse and really enjoyed this very small village.  There was a charming outdoor cafe that we though might be a good place for lunch on an upcoming day - but we did not return.  The church was undergoing roof repairs.  We went inside the church and noticed the "Monument to the Morts" that exists in every hamlet, village, town, & city in France.  We noticed one family named Lafon that lost three "sons" in WWI.  We then walked outside the church to find that  "Lafon & Co. Construction" was painted on the side of the truck belonging to the roof construction crew.  Follow the D114 from Creysse counterclockwise around the Dordogne to St Sozy.  We took some pictures from the road of the towers in tiny St Sozy.  Then continue on the D15 to Meyronne.  Then take the D23 past the beautiful Rochers de Monges (steep limestone cliffs) to Grottes Lacave**- (well marked).  As I indicated earlier, this is not one of our favorite caves, but the drive there is worth it.   When we went on the tour just after the lunch opening, it was quite crowded.  We were the only people on the tour of Grotte de Presque.  This was our 2nd visit to Lacave.

Proceed from Grotte Lacave on the D23 south, and take an abrupt right on the D43 to Chateau La Treyne (mentioned earlier in the "places to stay" section), and where we had our anniversary dinner.  Drive past La Treyne & over the bridge, and then back over the bridge again to La Treyne to view the fantastic site of this Chateau high above the Dordogne River.  Park the car at La Treyne, browse through the gardens, and then poke your nose into the chateau & wander around a bit.     
Well - that's the end of the "east of the A20" suggestions.  I did not fit Curemonte* into any driving itineraries.  But you can visit it from the Collonges la Rouge itinerary or the Rocamadour one.  Curemonte is a very small village with a picturesque chateau, a cafe, a covered wooden market, and one vendor selling dried onions and shallots out of his garage.  There are not many tourists in Curemonte.  We walked the streets thoroughly in '16.  
Restaurants

Fine dinners are very important to us.  When I consider an area to visit in France, one of the first things I do is to get out the Red Michelin guide and make sure there are plenty of restaurants in the area.  Upon arrival at a Gite, the first day is usually spent scurrying about and checking out the menus at the various restaurants that are close by.  We usually eliminate about 50% of the restaurants that are on my list because the menu isn’t interesting enough.  I like to eat at places where I will be served something new, creative, or places with a multi course fixed price selection.  Six to eight courses (small courses) are what I look for.  My wife can’t go for more than about four courses max.  We dine at about 30 to 40 restaurants in France each year.  We can’t afford to do that if we eat at expensive places.  If there is one thing that I’ve discovered in my 25 years of traveling in France, it’s that you don’t have to pay big bucks to get good meals.

In the Dordogne, most restaurants have Magret du Canard (duck breast) on the menu.  This is something I prepare at home quite often.  I always cook it several times at the Gite when we vacation in France.  Therefore I never order it at restaurants, and I bypass restaurants where it’s about the only thing on the menu – which is often the case in the Dordogne. 

Sept ’09 trip note:

What a difference 4 years makes!  After our ’05 vacation, I developed this itinerary and selected 6 restaurants that I thought were excellent and superior to the others.  Since then, Jardin d’Epicure in St Cyprien closed (in ‘07 or ‘08).  When we arrived in the Dordogne in June of ’09, two others were closed.   In addition, several restaurants reduced the number of selections on their menus, took some of my favorite dishes off the menu (perhaps “dumbed down” the menu a bit), but also offered lower priced “fixed price” selections.  This is good for budget travelers, but I was disappointed.  We also noticed that cheese courses were disappearing or becoming optional (with a "supplement"/ additional cost).
In 2016, even more restaurants had vanished - including one of our "standards" - the Plume d'Oie in Roque Gageac, which changed owners. 
The following is from my wife’s diary, covering our 2 week trip to the Dordogne in Sept ’00, with updates from our one week Sept ’03,  four week ’05, and 2 week ‘09 trips.

The Top Four
L’Esplanade in Domme 05 53 28 31 41

http://esplanade-perigord.com/ 

This is a Michelin 1 star restaurant. (lost star in ’02)

We had a great table by a window overlooking the Dordogne.  Though a 1 star restaurant, the service was most pleasant   We had a great dinner, Daddy & I each had the “turban of eggplant caviar”.  The turban was a slice of marinated eggplant wrapped around caviar.  This was followed by lotte (monkfish) en casserole.  Daddy started with lobster bisque, then followed with filleted sole with cepes.  Stu had the menu a 380FF.  He started with a pan seared foie gras, then lobster ragout with a potato millefeuille.  Then, he had lamb with truffle slices with a vegetable flan and a “package” of other vegetables.  We had a cheese course & selections from the dessert chariot.  The dessert chariot was the restaurant serving piece equivalent of an architecture “folly”.  The chariot incorporated all sorts of swiveling trays, shelves, and lids – accommodating all the gateaux (with a heavy leaning toward chocolate), the bowls of fruit based sweets, and a number of sauce boats with the “de rigeur” selection of sauces appropriate to each dessert selection.  Chocolate mint cake landed on Stu’s & my plate, & daddy went for the Black Forest cake.

Sept ‘05

We had an attractive plate of Amuse Bouche items – a small cup of vichyssoise, saumon marine on toast, prosciutto wrapped around melon, a slice of pate en croute.  Stu had the menu a 50E.  Cepes presse (terrine) in pastry topped with several large meaty sautéed fresh cepes with a light veal stock sauce.  Then he had a demi-pigeon roti (a point) served with an exquisite deep, dark colored game sauce.  It was accompanied by strips of roasted carrots & parsnips & a cube of crisp polenta speared with a cherry tomato.  I had the menu a 42E.  Thin “sheets”/slices of Sandre marine, served with marinated vegetables layered with crispy light pastry.  Then I had Pintade stuffed with herbs under the skin – cooked to perfection – velvety, buttery texture with a light butter game sauce.  We both had dessert selections from the dessert chariot - and what an awesome set of choices!!  Pineapple tart/orange tart, cups of berries, fruit napoleons – but Stu had the chocolate/caramel “dome” with crème anglaise, and I had the chocolate ganache (maximum, strength chocolate) with red berry coulis.

June ‘09

Dinner was excellent – just as we remembered from past visits.  However, the cheese selection was not as large, and the dessert ‘chariot” disappeared – replaced by a choice of about 3 options.

Sept '16
We dined here again, and I was quite disappointed with a few of my dishes.  The gnocchi with truffles & cream was tasteless. 
Le Presidial in Sarlat      05 53 28 92 47

Sept ‘05

We had reserved for dinner at the Presidial in Sarlat, but went to town early for a beer/wine before dinner.  The evening was very warm and the townspeople/tourists who remained at 7PM were strolling without great purpose through the streets of town.  We stopped at a café on the main square.  Sarlat was simply magical at that time of evening.  As we looked around the square and down the adjacent streets, it was rather awesome to think that the town is essentially as it was hundreds of years ago: stone buildings, some with half-timbering, some times awkwardly placed, one adjacent to another; imposing “public type” buildings next to smaller ones with their inconsistent, wildly sloping rooflines often set off by slate tiles glimmering in the last day sun rays.  If straw were spread in the streets and the people changed into medieval garb, I hazard to say that you’d swear you had been catapulted several hundred years back in time.  

Our dinner spot was absolutely captivating!  I’m just speculating, but it seemed to have been a very upscale home at one time, made of golden stone with a black/charcoal slate roof with a small round corner tower and a dome/minaret shaped belvedere-type ornament perched in the middle of the roof.  Since the evening was very warm & still, the dining was set up in the beautiful garden/courtyard.  All this essentially in the middle of the center of Sarlat!  I can’t imagine a more enchanting setting – I was truly in heaven.  We had an amuse bouche plate of treats: smoked salmon slices with caviar on toast, puff npastry savories & cooked quail eggs with a creamy sauce.

Stu had the menu a 40E

-A coquille St Jacques salad – greens topped with several horizontally-sliced (but still joined) seared scallops, dressed with a lobster vinaigrette and topped with a small slice of foie gras poele, accompanied by tomato slices.

-Pigeoneau stuffed with cepes with a Perigord sauce, with pommes dauphinoise, & grilled eggplant.

-Cabecou on a bed of greens

-Tart tatin

I had the menu of 26E (still can’t believe the prices)

-Saumon marine: a boule of diced salmon “wrapped” in a thin salmon slice, served with a vinaigrette & herbs & capers

-Fillet of Daurade in a buttery fish stock sauce

-Cabecou

-Nougat Glacee, this time accompanied by a red berry sorbet.

June ’09:

The dinner was not as elegant as it was on our two previous visits.  However, the restaurant offered a very good 19E menu and another 25E menu.  I’ll leave it in the “Top 6” – mainly because walking through Sarlat in the evening is remarkable, and the ambience of the restaurant is quite nice. 

Sept '16  Another pleasing dinner outside - better than last time.

Le Grand Bleu in Sarlat  05 53 31 08 48

June ‘09

Michelin 1 star (Michelin 1 knife/fork – which is rare for a 1-star restaurant).
Although this was “only” a 1 knife/fork, my impression was that the restaurant was simple, but sophisticated and, minimally, the artwork displayed was truly memorable, but not in a classic ‘pleasing paintings on the wall’ sort of way.  All the artwork was obviously done by one person and consisted of pieces/portions of metal signage arranged as a collage-type ‘painting’.  Some of the pieces were multi-colored, as different signs tend to be, while one that I found to be particularly appealing and memorable was composed entirely of signs in red (for example the classic ‘do not enter’, sign and others that are harder to recall).  The metal sign-based art drew my eye all evening and I truly believe I would have considered purchasing an all-red one if the opportunity had presented itself.  I have never seen anything this unique and found it to be a refreshing contrast to the stylish somewhat classic French interior.
We started out with 3 amuse-bouche items: Smoked duck on a crisp, a St Pierre (fish) beignet, and ravioli  stuffed with ricotta, olive, and walnut. 
Stu had the menu a 60E:

· Langoustines on apple salad with Szechwan pepper and crustacean ice cream

· St. Pierre accompanied with a vegetable confit gateau (cake) served with a warm vinaigrette

· Ris de veau on a potato mousseline with shallot butter and port syrup

· Peach soufflé with peach confit, vanilla ice cream and warm chocolate sauce

Ellen had the menu a 33E

· Salmon sushi with mango basmati ice cream and combawa oil

· Cabillaud served on a nettle coulis with sweet garlic and argan oil

· (Same peach soufflé as Stu)

Sept '16 - Excellent dinner.  Tied with Belle Etoile as our best meal in the central Dordogne area.

Belle Etoile, in Roque Gageac  05 53 29 51 44

We ate in their upstairs dining room looking out over the Dordogne.  We had an amuse bouche of melon sorbet with Monbazillac (sweet) wine.  Daddy & I each had the menu a 150FF.  I had (my favorite) Rougets followed by a salad with goat cheese (cabecou) and, for dessert, a pastry “packet” with apples & walnuts with caramel sauce.  Daddy had a fillet of beef, also with salad/chevre and a “chaud/froid” strawberry dessert with vanilla ice cream and Monbazillac sabayone.  Stu had the menu a 195FF.  He started with scallops sautéed on a bed of celery root puree with a “band” of carrots surrounding the scallops.  He then had riz de veau (sweetbreads) & chevre salad.

Sept ’05 - We dined in a different dining room on this visit.  This one was east of the entrance, and a little more elegant than the other room.

Toasts with spiced avacado puree were on the table, and our Amuse Bouche was a pumpkin/chestnut veloute with whipped cream froth served in a tiny white soup tureen.

Stu had the menu a 37E:

-Fillet de Rouget in a bread crumb crust with a shellfish vinaigrette and tiny shellfish.

-Fillet of Boeuf with a Pecharmant (local red wine) sauce, a tart de pommes de terre and onion confit

-Warm cabecous salad

-Tart Tatin (like a miniature pie with a crinkled crust) with grand Marnier/Vanilla ice cream with a pool of crème anglaise on the side, drizzled with chocolate.

I had the menu a 23E

-Saumon marine – interesting presentation with the stripes of salmon wrapped around a bread stick (looking line a wand) accompanied by a herbed fromage blanc.

-Surpreme de Cannette with a green cabbage compote and potato gallette

Glazed strawberries with rosemary ice cream

Stu’s note – I almost never order beef in Europe because when I have, I’ve almost always been disappointed.  The beef I ordered here was cooked perfectly, but the taste was not there.  Prime beef in the US is much tastier.

Sept '16

Excellent meal - much better than I remember from our last visit.  Tied with Grande Bleu as best meal.
Restaurants east of the A20

Listed in order of preference.  We dined at these in 2016.

Les Trois Soleils de Montal.  Near Chateau Montal outside of Ct Cere

http://www.3soleils.fr/hotel-restaurant-lot-46/?lang
This was our best meal in this region.  It's a Michelin 1 star restaurant.  We dined outside, and there was a limited but very well planned multi-course menu that was fantastic.  We also dined here several years ago. 
Pont de l'Ouysse in Lacave 
http://www.lepontdelouysse.com/en 
It was a cold & rainy evening when we had dinner - so we dined inside.  Another Michelin 1 star restaurant.  Also a hotel.  
Chateau de la Treyne in Lacave

http://www.chateaudelatreyne.com/en/
Michelin 1 star.  A very lovely Chateau, and we were looking forward to dining in their Louis XIII salon.  However, they were not serving inside that evening because it was sunny & very hot - so they only served dinner on the outside terrace overlooking the Dordogne River.     

Relais de Castelnau near Loubressac

https://www.relaisdecastelnau.com/ 
This restaurant has a fantastic dining terrace overlooking the valley below.  Castlenau-Bretenoux was clearly visible.  Also a hotel   

Restaurant de la France in St Cere

http://www.hotel-de-france-saint-cere.fr/
Very nice meal in this hotel/restaurant.

Auberge de Fenelon in Carennac

http://www.hotel-fenelon.com/ 
Good "budget" choice.  On the main street in Carennac.  When we dined here our first night, the weather was sunny & hot so we dined outside.  Two weeks later it was raining & cold so we dined inside.  The meals were enjoyable both times.
Relais Ste Anne in Martel 

http://www.relais-sainte-anne.com/ 
We arrived at the restaurant 1 hr before our reservations, and walked through the village of Martel before dinner - taking pictures with the sun in a different perspective than it had been when were there a week earlier in the morning.  At the restaurant (also a hotel), the outside dining area was very charming, the grounds were superb, there was an interesting former girl's religous boarding school and Chapel on the site, the hotel itself was interesting to wander through - but we thought that the food was quite "blah".

Stu Dudley

San Mateo, Ca

11/05

7/09
7/13 after a 2 week trip to the Lot River.

3/16 after 2 weeks in Carennac and 1 in Cenac
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