Languedoc/Roussillon

Like most vacationers to France, our first dozen or so visits consisted of 5 days on the Cote d’Azur, 5 days in Provence, 5 days in Brittany & Normandy, 5 days in the Dordogne, 3 days in the Loire etc, etc, etc.  Several times we hurried through the Languedoc region going from Provence to the Dordogne, and my wife & I said that perhaps on one visit we should explore this area more thoroughly.  Well – now that we’re retired and have the time to spend 2 months in France each year, we’ve done just that.  The more time I spend in this area, the more I want to return for another visit.  We’ve seen hundreds & hundreds of souvenir shops & ultra-touristy places in our first 30 years of travel in Europe, so that does not appeal to us as much as it did many years ago.  As we get farther away from the crowded areas we frequented on our first visits, we see more un-spoiled villages, normal French residents going about their daily lives, drives in the countryside where we see few cars, and mom & pop hotel/restaurants that have been in their families for generations.

Languedoc/Roussillon seems like what Provence must have been 30 years ago - before Peter Mayle, before the Parisians discovered it, and before there was the large influx of American tourists.  I actually enjoy Toulouse more than Aix, Avignon, or Nimes.  Montpellier is just as nice as these Provence cities too, and Perpignan is not far behind.  Albi is one of my favorite medium-sized towns in all of France.  Pezenas is a combination of St Remy & l’Isle sur la Sorgue – cute village, an excellent outdoor market, and lots of antique and artisan shops.  The Languedoc region doesn’t have the lavender & sunflower fields that Provence has, but there is beautiful pastoral countryside and perhaps the largest vineyard areas you will ever see.  It is more rugged than Provence.  There are gorges in the Languedoc I like more than the Gorge du Verdon in Provence, plus there are dozens of fabulous stalactite & stalagmite caves not found in Provence.  Carcassonne is unique in Europe, as are the many Cathars castles you can visit near the Roussillon area.  There are plenty of cute small villages (Cordes, Conques, Minerve, Pezenas, Morepoix, La Couvertoirade, St Guilhem le Desert, Estaing, Villefranche de Conflent).  I have not visited the coast of Languedoc, except for the area around Collioure & south of there to the Spanish border.  Everyone has different tastes in food, but I have had many more satisfying dinners in the Languedoc area than I have had in the 40 weeks I’ve vacationed in the Cote d’Azur & Provence areas – and at about two-thirds the cost.  The outdoor markets in the Languedoc are much more geared the local residents - and not the tourists.  Except for the Saturday market in Pezenas, I think tourists (like us) will enjoy the markets in Provence more.

The major drawback to visiting the Languedoc/Roussillon area is its size – perhaps 5 times the size of Provence (not including the Cote).  It’s possible to stay in one location in Provence & take day trips to everywhere else, but you can’t do that in Languedoc/Roussillon.  Like I said, the area is more rugged, so the roads are slower – but not difficult.  There are some freeways in this region, but driving them is not the way to really enjoy the scenery, and many of the freeways do not traverse through interesting areas in the Languedoc.  Other than these freeways, the roads through the Cevannes Mountains, along the gorges, along rivers, through the Pyrenees Mountains, are all very slow roads (though well-maintained and "easy" to drive) – as they should be for you to really enjoy the scenery.

How we travel in France (and can afford to do so 2 months each year).

We stay in Gites almost exclusively – usually 2 weeks at a time.  A Gite is a self-catering house.  Our Gite on the Lot River near Espalion was a large stone house in a small hamlet with about 5 other similar houses.  It’s in a farming community.  It was renovated and “modernized” in ’01, and it has 4 bedrooms, 2 ½ baths with “American” showers, a living room with a fireplace, a family room/dining room with a fireplace, and a large kitchen with lots of cookware & a dishwasher.  There are two outside garden areas where you could eat or relax.  Every Gite we’ve stayed in (over 55 different ones & many of them several times) had a washing machine & a few had dryers.  These Gites rent on a weekly basis (Sat to Sat) and frequently the weekly cost is the same as 2-3 days in a single "standard" hotel room.      
My wife & I do most of our sightseeing early in the day.  We usually start to get tired around 3 or 4 in the afternoon – especially the first week while we are still recovering from jet lag.  Breakfast for us usually consists of a croissant we eat at the Gite or pick up at a boulangerie along the way.  Lunch often consists of a bag of nuts or cheese we get at the grocery or at an outdoor market (and eaten in the car or at a scenic road stop), or a quiche or pizza purchased at an outdoor market or patisserie (again eaten in the car or at a road stop).     

What’s covered in this itinerary

For the purposes of this itinerary, I will define the Languedoc/Roussillon area the same way the Michelin Green Guide defines it.  Therefore, it does not include Uzes or Nimes and the area around these two towns. Both are in the Department of the Gard, which is in the Languedoc region but not in the Languedoc Green Guide.  The one exception is a drive along the Lot River near Cahors, and Quercy Blanc which are described in the Dordogne Green Guide.

For the remainder of this itinerary, I will call this area just Languedoc – omitting the Roussillon designation.  Roussillon is the region around Perpignan. 
Since we retired in ’99, we have vacationed for about 17 weeks in the Languedoc.  We've spent 2 weeks just north of Uzes (with day trips into the Languedoc), 1 week near Ganges, 2 weeks on the Lot River near Espalion, 1 week in the Orb River area near Lamalou-les-Bains, 2 weeks in the Quercy area near Caussade, 2 weeks in the Roussillon area near Ceret (near Perpignan), 2 weeks in Puy l'Eveque on the Lot River, 2 weeks in the Gorges du Tarn area in 2 different gites, and 2 weeks in Trebes near Carcassonne.   Plus a number of days in Toulouse, and Montpellier.  Most of our trips have started or ended in Toulouse or Montpellier.  These visits have allowed us to see most of the Languedoc/Roussillon region, except for the coast north of Perpignan to Montpellier.

Standard warnings

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.  Many stores in Montpellier are closed Monday morning, and the shops that are closed are usually the ones my wife wants to go into (Genevieve Lethu, for example). Very “touristy” towns like Collioure are always open. 

Most shops & sites close for lunch – usually from 12:30 to 2:00, or 3:00, or 3:30, or 4:00.  If you really want to “shop” a town, do so in the morning as soon as the stores open (usually by 9:30 or 10:00).  If you roll in at 2:30, the shops might be closed for another hour or so.  I’ve had numerous people tell me how disappointed they were when they drove to a town to shop, only to find almost all the shops were closed – something that doesn’t happen in the US.

When stores are closed on a Sunday/Monday or for lunch, they will often pull down ugly aluminum louvered shutters over their beautiful storefronts – so you can’t even window shop.  In some towns, these louvered shutters might be covered with graffiti (Montpellier takes the cake), and the town will look like a war zone.  Also, as you drive through a town around lunchtime, it might seem deserted, unfriendly, & very uninviting.  They’re actually closed for lunch and all the pretty storefronts will seem like abandoned buildings.  These closings make it much harder to pack as much into a day as you might expect.  Stores stay open late (around 8:00 or so), but most vacationers usually stop their sightseeing by then and are settling into their hotels.

Maps & books needed:

Michelin Map #339 Gard, Herault   scale 1/150,000

Michelin Map #330 Cantel, Lozere   scale 1/150,000

Michelin Map # 337 Lot, Tarn-et-Garrone  scale 1/150,000 

Michelin Map # 344 Aude, Pyrenees-Orientals  scale 1/150,000  if you plan on visiting the Roussillon area
Michelin Map # 343 Ariege, Haute-Garonne  scale 1/150,000  if you plan on visiting the Roussillon area
Green Michelin Guide for Languedoc, Roussillon, Tarn Gorges. 

Green Michelin Guide for Dordogne, Berry, & Limousin

The green guides (GG) are a must.  I have hundreds of guidebooks on France, but I use the green guides almost exclusively while touring.  However, Michelin puts out new guides every 2-3 years, and "things change" quite a bit.  So if I indicate on this itinerary that there is a picture in the guide - that may not be the case in the guide that you have.  Also, I've witnessed the guide's organization and editing deteriorate in recent editions.   The Cadogan Guide is my second favorite.

Use the Michelin green guide to check opening days & times for sites.  Call to confirm if you are driving a long way.
Michelin Red Guide Hotels & Restaurants

Use this to find places to stay, eat, and to navigate through the larger cities (it has maps with 1-way streets marked and major routes in/out of town are highlighted).

Here is a very useful web site about the Languedoc   http://www.the-languedoc-page.com/
Itinerary

Overview

This itinerary starts in Montpellier & ends in Toulouse – both very convenient cities to get to/from.  Air France flies to Montpellier from Paris, plus you can take the TGV from either Paris or CDG airport.  Several airlines will get you to/from Toulouse and Montpellier from many European cities.  I’ll describe a plan that takes about 3 weeks.  You can do this in less time, but you’ll have to spend your vacation just driving by some of the many sights – and you won’t have time to soak in the towns & sights, sit on a bench to look out over the gorges, observe life in a typical French village while sitting for an hour at a cafe, hike up to a distant monastery, visit the remote Cathars castles, and enjoy many other things done at a slower pace.  I have not included Roussillon in this 3 week itinerary – I would much rather have you spend three “quality” weeks visiting the northern arch between Montpellier & Toulouse than spend a hectic three weeks trying to add in Roussillon also.  If you have more than 3 weeks available, include the Roussillon itinerary.

I'll start in Montpellier & head west because I think most people start their touring in the AM about 8:30 or so and then finish about 4 or 5 in the afternoon.  By traveling west, you’ll have the sun at your back in the early am.  When we were there in Sept, the sun set in this area about 45 mins later than it does in San Francisco where I live.  

I suggest that you arrive in Montpellier on a Friday, as early in the day as possible.  If you do, you’ll be able to spend most of the first day touring this city, and then visit the excellent Saturday outdoor market in Pezenas the next day.   I like to leave France on a Sunday when there is lighter traffic & there’s usually not a problem getting to the airport.

You will see stars (***) by many sites, towns, and views in the following text.  This is the rating given to the site/town in the Michelin Green Guide.  If, in my opinion, the attraction rates higher or lower, I will add either a + or -.
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If you cannot arrive in Montpellier on a Friday, arrive on a Saturday and either skip Montpellier or skip Pezenas and head to the Ganges area for the night.

Friday

Montpellier**+

Montpellier gets my award for probably the most under-rated large city in France.  It has lots of history, many winding streets to wander, and since it’s a University town - it’s “alive” most of the time.  There are many quiet areas (near Place de la Canourgue) where you can get away from the crowds if you like.   It also takes the prize for the most graffiti (the students).  I think there are more outdoor cafés in Montpellier than any place I’ve visited (second to Aix, perhaps).  The best way to visit this city is to just wander around on the pedestrian streets.  Almost all the streets in the "interesting" sections of Montpellier are pedestrian-only streets.  There is a very nice walking tour (in English) conducted by the tourist office.  See the Michelin Green Guide for days given & times.  The last part of the tourist office’s tour may include a visit to one of the Mansions in town.  I love going into old houses, but I found the mansion part of the tour to be very tedious – I would not recommend a visit to the mansion.

In '04 we stayed at the Palais hotel, which is inexpensive and in a very nice area of town and close to the Place de la Canourgue.   http://www.hoteldupalais-montpellier.fr/   If you arrive by air or train, you will have to take a taxi there.  It’s too far from the train station to walk and cars are not allowed on the street where the hotel is located.  Taxis know how to get you close to the hotel.  The Guilhem hotel is close by, but a little more expensive.  The location of these two hotels is perfect.  In '15 we stayed at the more expensive Pullman Centre hotel.  http://www.pullmanhotels.com/gb/hotel-1294-pullman-montpellier-centre/index.shtml.  You can actually walk to the Pullman Centre hotel from the train station, which is why we chose it, because we were returning a rental car there.  In '04 we dined outside in a lovely garden at the Petit Jardin, which is next to the Guilhem.  In '15 we had a fabulous meal at the La Diligence restaurant - highly recommended.
Arrival day or next day:
If you are staying at the Guilhem or Palais hotel, have your hotel call for a taxi to take you to the train station to pick up a car.  Make sure you ask the hotel where to meet the taxi, since they can’t drive right up to the door of the hotel.

Picking up a car at the train station or airport.  We have rented cars since about 1985 through AutoEurope (www.autoeurope.com) or their "sister" company Kemwel (www.kemwel.com).  Kemwel usually has the lowest rates for France.  They are really the same company and are brokers located in Portland Maine who have contracts with car rental companies in Europe.  They guarantee the best rates.  If you have any problem with the rental, it is much easier to deal through AutoEurope when you return to the US, than to have to talk to a French Hertz/Avis company.  We even had to make a "pickup" change to our reservation while we were in Europe, and we called AutoEurope and they worked things out for us perfectly.  AutoEurope/Kemwel seems to really try hard to resolve things in your favor – I know this from personal experience.

Eastern area near Ganges

Saturday 

Use map # 339

Head out of town (use the red guide) and get on the A9 Autoroute/freeway southwest towards Beziers.  Take exit 34 off the A9, and drive to Pezenas**.  Saturday is market day in Pezenas.  This is a really interesting town and worth visiting even if you don’t hit it on market day.  Park in the large lot at the Place du 14 Juillet.  The market in town is one of the nicest in the Languedoc (I’ve seen over 50 in France) .  Pezenas’ market is primarily in a large “place” (Place de la Republique).  We visited Pezenas twice prior to our trip in 2015 - both times on a Saturday - their market day.  In '15 we were there on a Thursday.  Wow!!!  We were really impressed with this medieval town.  We didn't recall visiting it before - I guess we just "hung out" around the market & visited a few antique shops on our prior two trips.  We must have missed most of the medieval portion of this village.  There is a lot "going on" in Pezenas.  I've never seen so many artisan shops & cafes in a village of this size.  And they are not tacky shops with trinkets like you find in Carcassonne and Rocamadour.  These shops in Pezenas are true artisan studios/shops, and the town prides itself on this.  Pick up a walking itinerary at the Tourist office just north of Place du 14 Juillet.  There is a Medieval section of the city to explore, and a 17th & 18th century section.  It took us 1 hr to visit the Medieval section (no shopping), and we "pooped out" after 40 mins in the 17th/18th C section (it was an extremly hot day).  The medieval section was the most interesting.  There are many, many cafes where you can have lunch.  
After visiting Pezenas, take the A75 north towards Clermont-l’Herault.  Then take the A750 east towards Gignac, where you will take the road north to Aniane and then the D27 towards St Guilhem le Desert & Grotte de Clamouse.

St Guilhem le Desert** and Grotte de Clamouse** +
If you are going to arrive in this area around the lunch closings (12:30 to 2:00 or so) and you want to do a little browsing in the shops in St Guilhem, then visit Clamouse first (Clamouse is open during lunch) and return to St Guilhem when the shops open.  St Guilhem is a fabulous place for lunch, however.  
Take the guided tour of the Grotte de Clamouse**+ (under “Clamouse” in green guide) http://www.clamouse.com/en/

The village of St Guilhem**is one of the “Most Beautiful Villages of France” (a book – I will abbreviate this classification as TMBVoF from here on).  It is also a UNESCO World Heritage site.  The village stretches west of the D27 main road.  When you approach the village on the D27 (the village will be on your left), turn left on a smaller road – you will see a parking lot sign.  The best way to access the town is from the very large parking lot at the west end of the village, at the end of this road.  There are WC facilities there too.  You will get a great view of the village as you drive along this road to the parking lot.  Pick up a ticket from the automatic gate entrance to the lot & park the car, taking the ticket with you so you can pay at the machine next to the WCs when you leave.  Cars are not allowed on any roads in the “old” section of town (there is no “new” section).  Walk into town and you will be in a large square with a church, a large fountain, plane trees, cafes, and some arcades.  If you arrive in St Guilhem on a Saturday, the square under the trees where all the cafes are located will be packed.  There are some shops in this square, but they amount to about 60% of the shops in St Guilhem.  This “place” is a nice spot to relax on a bench, have a drink at a café, or even lunch.  To explore the town, take a street to the left of the arcaded area & just follow your nose & proceed west (left – towards the mountains).  You will eventually find yourself running out of town.  Retrace your steps and walk east, taking a different street if you can.  Keep going east & you will eventually find the only road in village that runs east.  This is the main cobbled road through town & will eventually end at the larger D27 road.  Take lots of pictures along this road & explore some of the side streets - especially by the abbey church.  Walk over the stream on a stone pathway, and then return.  Keep going east until you hit the D27.  Don’t return to your car by walking back along the same cobbled street.  Instead, walk along the road you drove on to get to the parking lot and take some pictures along the way.

Leave St Guilhem or Clamouse (whichever you visited last) north on the D4 to Ganges.
We rented a Gite in this area for a week in ’02.  Continue through Ganges and then take the D999 to Le Rey.  This is a pretty drive.  Le Rey is not really a town – it’s a castle that you can stay in.  We dined at the castle & it seemed like it would be a good place to stay for a few days.  It has towers, turrets, and a pool.  They have nice outside dining.

http://www.chateaudurey.fr/ 
Domaine de la Carriere might be a little more "upscale" than Le Rey - but we've never visited it.  It is very close to the gite we stayed in.

http://www.booking.com/hotel/fr/domaine-de-la-carriere.html
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/Hotel_Review-g1514144-d3340550-Reviews-Domaine_de_la_Carriere-Le_Vigan_Gard_Languedoc_Roussillon.html

In addition to dining at Le Rey,  we dined at Maurice in Pont d’Herault – just next to Le Rey.  It’s not much on atmosphere, but we had a much better meal than we expected.  Check out the menu on one of your passes through this town. http://www.hotel-restaurant-maurice.fr/
There are also Michelin-recommended restaurants in St Martin de Londres (south of Ganges on the D987), and also in Brissac.  It is an easy drive from Le Rey.
Sunday
Ah – Sundays in France.  Sundays have become our favorite days.  We don’t do much on Sundays – it’s fun to just kinda do the French thing of maybe a drive in the countryside, relax at the Gite or hotel, perhaps a snooze by the pool etc.  However, most people on a 2 to 3 week vacation usually want to tour on Sundays – too bad.  Maybe that’s why we like staying 2 weeks in one place, which gives us time to do nothing for an entire day.
Anyway, visit the Grotte des Demoiselles***.  This is one of the best caves in France.  Read about it in the Michelin guide.  It’s quite spectacular.  We’ve visited it twice.  The concretions on the tour start modestly, but then get much more impressive as the tour progresses.  My Green Guide says its opens at 9:00, so get there at that time.  It has a lunch closing, and the last tour departs 45 mins before this closing.

After visiting Demoiselles, take a drive down the beautiful Gorges de la Vis**.  Take the D25 southwest of Ganges.  Try to do this in the AM so the sun won’t be in your face.  Just past Madiers, take a right turn on the D130 and visit the Cirque de Navacelles***- .

After the Cirque, continue north on the D713 (only road through the Cirque) to Blandas.  Take the D158 north to connect with the D999.  Head west on the D999 until you intersect the D55, and then head south on the D55 to La Couvertoirade.

Visit La Couvertoirade**.  This is a “curious fortified town” (from Green Guide), and classified as one of TMBVoF.  There are a few artisan shops in town (my wife bought something there).  This walled medieval village is quite remarkable.  You must pay to park the car and also to walk along the ramparts and visit the museum & see the film (opens at 10).  La Couvertrade is quite popular - so get there early in the day or late in the day so you can avoid the crowds (and tour buses).  Pay the ramparts fee, get the laminated walking itinerary they loan you, and then immediately go up to the ramparts & walk around them to admire the village from above.  Then explore the village.  After you have visited the village, return to the place where you purchased your tickets, and watch the film upstairs.  It will explain (English subtitles) how this village gets water (it's the only medieval village in the area not built with a natural water source), the "whys" of the Knights Templar, and other interesting information about the configuration of the village.  A visit to La Couvertrade is about 1 hr with some shopping, and 1 1/2 hrs with the film (highly recommended).  
After visiting La Couvertoirade, return on the D7/D999 to le Rey.
Monday
Another recommendation.  The Michelin Green Guide gives a ** rating to the col de l’Asclier.  The Gite we stayed in was directly on the road that goes over this col (mountain pass).  We headed out to drive this route one day, but the road got too scary for us & we turned around & didn’t go over the col.

This might be a day for a little R&R by the pool, or just some local stuff.

However, if you want to take a scenic 4 1/2 hour drive (from Ganges), do this drive in the morning - so the sun will be behind you for the most scenic sections.  Add some time of you want to visit Anduze - but visit Anduze last, in case you need to stretch your legs or you run out of time (in which case you would skip Anduze).  

Take the D999 from Ganges to St Hippolyte.  At St Hippolyte, take the D39/D57 north till it hits the D907.  Then take the  D907 northwest to St Jean du Gard.
St Jean is a strange/weird town. If you enter the town from the northwest end for a visit to the Centre Ville, you may find yourself driving along a river bank to get from where the road sign takes you from a large parking lot near a bridge, to Centre Ville.  We thought this was a mistake, until we saw other cars doing it.  I might suggest, however, that you skip visiting St Jean on foot.  It has some interesting architecture, however. 

Drive northwest on the D9 on the scenic Corniche des Cevennes*+ (was *** in prior guides).  See the GG under “Cevennes”.  This is quite a pretty drive.  There are vast panoramic views.  Do not drive this route if it is a hazy day.  It took us 50 mins to drive from St Jean to Florac.  When you get to Florac (don't visit), take the N106 southeast towards Ales.  This is also a very scenic drive.  As you approach Ales, grab the Red Guide to navigate through Ales.  You want to enter at #3 and exit at #2.  Just follow the signs towards Nimes initially, then follow the road to St Christol or Sommieres.  Get on the D6110 south.  When it hits the D910a at St Christol, take that road to Anduze.  Visit & shop Anduze+.  The town of Anduze (another TMBVoF) is cute & has a some interesting shops.  Then continue back to Le Rey on the same route you took in the morning.  
Gorges du Tarn***
Tuesday
Head west on the D999 (you've been on this road before).  If you did not visit La Couvertoirade yesterday - visit it now.

Just after the D999 crosses into the Aveyron department, it will turn right/north towards St Jean du Bruel.  Then take the D999 west to Nant, then the small and scenic D991 to Cantobre*.  This village sits entirely atop an interesting rock formation.  My wife took many pictures from the roads leading to the village.  Explore Cantobre on foot. It's a short visit.  If you are short on time, the "interior" of the village (walk thru) could be skipped.  It's actually more remarkable to see from a distance.

Then drive northwest along the Canyon de la Dourbrie**.  Next, visit Chaos de Montpellier le Vieux***-.  We spent several hours there in 2003.  See the GG under Montpellier le Vieux.  If you have trouble walking, perhaps this is not for you.  The most spectacular places to view the rock formations require some walking over rocks, boulders, stairs, etc.  My wife “opted out” (bad feet) for the walk to the best viewpoint.  There is a “petite train” that will take you to a good viewpoint, so it’s possible for some in your party to see the best sites while others take the less strenuous option.  Here is my recommendation for exploring this area.   When you enter the Chaos, you will pay a fee & get a map at the entrance.  Proceed & park your car in the big lot.  There are lunch facilities there and also a good WC.  Both the Green Guide and the map you get describe the various walks you can take (strangely, the map you receive at the entrance gate has north at the bottom in '03).  All the various walks are very well marked.  The Petite Train has a lunch break.  Inquire about the next departure time for the train.  If it departs soon, hop on it (don’t know the fee – we didn’t take it) and explore the area reached by the train (I’ll explain later).  After returning from the train trip, or if the train does not depart for an hour or so, take the red “main route” to the Douminal.  The view from the Douminal is by far the best, although it’s the difficult one to get to that I described earlier – especially the last one-quarter of the walk.  After viewing the panorama from the Douminal, return to the parking lot and either take the train or leave the Chaos.  For the train ride, it is kinda bland.  They stop at the Belvedere, let you get out, view the panorama, and then return to the train.  The train continues and then stops at a roundabout (see the map).  I recommend getting out here and walking the “yellow” walk until you tire or things become a little repetitious.  Find out the time of the return train, plan your walk accordingly, & take the train back to the parking lot.  Here is what we actually did.  We walked to the Belvedere.  It is not a difficult walk, but it’s not that scenic either.  We took in the view at the Belvedere, & then proceeded along the red “main route”.  It immediately became difficult.  Instead of following the red “main route”, we walked down to the paved train road, saw the signs that said “no pedestrians”, and proceeded along this route to the roundabout.  It was the lunch break & we knew there would be no trains.  We did the yellow walk & returned to the train road & proceeded back to the car park.  The lunch break was over while we were on the road, so we hid in some bushes when we heard the train coming.
After the Chaos de Montpellier le Vieux,  take the small D29 north to le Rozier.
Here are three options for staying in the Gorges du Tarn area - depending on your budget.  Stay for 4 nights to explore this fascinating region.

1. In la Rozier, at the Hotel de la Muse et du Rozier. http://www.hotel-delamuse.fr/  This hotel/restaurant is the most "centrally located" of the three options.  We had a very nice dinner here in 2015.  I don't think it has Air Conditioning (in '15), however.  We dined here during the record heatwave in July, and we did not need AC in the interior dining room.

2. Just northeast of La Malene is the gorgeous Chateau de la Caze.  It is actually a 1 star chateau in the green guide.  I’ve never stayed there, but we have walked the grounds & toured the castle – it’s quite remarkable.  It has a pool, nice grounds, but as you might expect, it costs more.   We had a fabulous dinner there in '15. http://www.chateaudelacaze.com/
3. In the middle of the Tarn Gorge in Ste Enimie, at Auberge du Moulin.  http://www.aubergedumoulin48.com/
We stayed in this hotel on our very first visit to the Gorges du Tarn area in the mid 1990s.  We were planning on dining here in '15, but when we "checked out" the posted menu - it was very bland (we're foodies) so we dined elsewhere.

There are many, many "tourist" restaurants in this area.  However, when we stayed here for 2 weeks we had excellent meals at Capion in Millau, Chateau de Creissels in Creissels just west of Millau, Chateau de la Caze, Hotel de la Muse et du Rozier, and La Lozerette just outside of Florac in Cocures at the east end of the Gorges du Tarn (also a hotel). 

Wednesday through Friday night.
Touring the Gorges de la Jonte** and the Gorges du Tarn***.  

Please don’t try to see these gorges in 1 or 2 days.  They are remarkable, and the gorge walls appear different at various times of the day with sunlight patterns shining on the ochre colored faces of the cliffs.  The roads through these gorges are at the bottom of the gorge.  When driving from east to west, you will see different things than what you saw driving west to east.  There are many lookouts you can drive or walk to, that give you panoramic views of the Causes (Causse in French) (see description below), and the canyons – don’t miss these lookouts.  There are also many medieval villages & castle ruins scattered here & there.  You will take a lot of pictures.  The roads are excellent, and often include spots to pull off to the side of the road so you can slowly enjoy the scenery.
Here are some geography terms.

1. Gorges/Canyons.  These are obviously the gorges & canyons "cut out" by rivers.  Unlike many gorges in other areas in France (Verdon/Ardeche), in the Gorges du Tarn region you can actually drive a car along the base of the gorge rock walls next to the river, and encounter medieval villages, castles, views across the river, restaurants/hotels - in addition to the panoramic views from above the gorge.  I think views of gorges are much more interesting from the base of the gorge, than from above the gorge.

2. Causses.  This is the (usually) flat plateau above and between the gorges.  For example, the Causse Mejean is between the Gorges du Tarn & the Gorges de la Jonte.  The Causse Noire is between the Jonte & Canyon de la Dourbie.  These causses are quite arid and sparsely populated.  They remind me of the Central California valleys - lots of "dried grass" in the summer/fall months.  We didn't find them to be very interesting - but driving across them will consume less travel time then driving through the gorges.

3.  Cevannas.  This is the mountain range and national park that surrounds the Gorges du Tarn area - mainly the eastern section of the Gorges du Tarn.  We took several drives into the Cevannes mountains.  The Corniche de Cevannes* and the D907/D996 between Florac and Meyrueis are both quite scenic.

4.  Aven/Grotte.  These are the caves with stalactites & stalagmites.  The four "biggies" in this area are Aven Armand***, Grotte de Dargilan**+, Grotte de Clamouse***, and Grotte de Demoiselles***.  An Aven is a sink hole - usually one large cavern.  A Grotte is normally a series of caves carved out by rivers.  On our 2015 trip, we visited Clamouse on Saturday, Aven Armand on Monday, and Dargilan on Tuesday.  Each cave had some elements that were unique to only that cave.  We especially liked the 107 meter "petrified waterfall" in Dargilan - the largest "wall" of "waterfall/curtains" in Europe.  Both this wall and the magnificent "clocher" are on the "lower" level of Dargilan in the latter part of the tour.  Also, Dargilan has astonishing views of the Gorges de la Jonte from the Belvedere near the ticket office.  This recent trip was our second visit to Aven Armand, Clamouse, and Dargilan - prior visits were in the late 1990s.  We've visited Demoiselles twice - once in the 90s & again in about 2002.  

Visiting the scenery and sites in the Gorges du Tarn*** area

My wife & I spent 2 weeks in this region in early July 2015.  We spent one week at the east end of the Gorges du Tarn in Quezac, and one week near the west end - almost directly under the Millau Bridge.  The section of the Gorges du Tarn you'll want to explore the most thoroughly, is between Ispagnac and Le Rozier.  Other sections along the Tarn river are not nearly as dramatic as the Ispagnac/Le Rozier section.   Our gite was directly on the Tarn River when we stayed in Quezac, so we would often just "head out" and drive along the Gorge at different times of the day so that we could experience different sun exposures on the breathtaking multi-colored cliffs, castles, and medieval villages.  The Gorges du Tarn pretty much runs east to west from Ispagnac to St Hilaire (St Hilaire is between La Malenee & Les Vignes).  Then it runs north to south from St Hilaire to Le Rozier.   I think the most scenic section with the most dramatic rock formations is at the west end of the gorge between La Rozier and La Malene.  This La Rozier/La Malene section mostly runs north & south, and because the road is on the west side of the Tarn river, the best time to visit this section of the Gorge is in the mid to late afternoon when the sun is fully illuminating the cliffs.  In the morning, this section is mostly hidden by shadows and is not nearly as dramatic as it is in the mid/late afternoon.  The best time of day to visit the section of the Gorge that runs east to west (between St Hilaire & Ispagnac) is in the morning when driving west, and in the afternoon when driving east - because the sun will be behind you and shining on the cliffs.  There is a very dramatic view of the small village of Castelbouc from the "lookout" (well marked).  Don't miss the ruin of the chateau looming over the village, if you are fascinated with ruins, as my wife is.  However, the village has the sun shining on it only in the morning - so that's the best time of day to visit the area between Ste Enimie and Ispagnac to appreciate this view of the village.  My wife took lots of pictures of this scene.  When we drove by this "lookout" in the afternoon and witnessed many tourists stopping to view this scene, we often felt like shouting out "the views are better in the morning".

The Gorges de la Jonte** also runs east/west - so a morning drive heading west and an afternoon drive heading east is best.  There is a dramatic view of this gorge from the ticket office at the Grotte de Dargilan.  This view is best in the morning.

The Canyon de la Dourbie** is best mid-day or in the afternoon when the sun is shining on the remarkable village of Cantobre*  My wife took lots of pictures from the access road.
Here are some sites not to miss on the Tarn Gorge:

1. Ispagnac+  Northeast end of the Tarn.  Very appealing "practical" town with a smallish town square.  There is a large Romanesque church, which is worth a visit.  To the right as you enter, you can punch a button to get an “audio” guide from speakers in the church.  Also, lights focus on the various things described in the audio.

2. Quezac.  Stop & explore if you are planning on visiting the gorges area for more than 2 full days.  Drive over the Tarn River on the 1-lane narrow 14th Century bridge.  Don't park the car when you get near town - instead turn right when the road sign instructs you to do so, & then follow the signs to a B&B by turning left at the fence, then left again to the side of a church.  Park the car near the church, visit the church, then walk through town.  When you have finished with your visit, drive around the church, take the acute left turn, then follow the signs out of town.

3. Castelbouc*  Old castle ruins with a small village at it’s base.  Park the car along the road & try to limit your pictures to only 10.  This is best viewed in the morning

4. Chateau de Prades.  Lovely chateau in an attractive setting.  Not open for visits
5. Ste Enimie*  This is probably the only village worth spending some time in, and it’s classified as one of TMBVoF.  It’s a great village to explore the nook & crannies.  There are several places where you can get a bite to eat or pick up a sandwich to eat on the run.  However, on our '15 visit, it seemed that Ste Enimie was more "touristy" with more "trinket" shops than we remembered from past visits.  Restaurants didn't look too interesting either.

6. Cross the river at Ste Enimie & take the D986 south.  Drive for a while & you will be rewarded with a fantastic view of the Gorges du Tarn, looking down on the village of St Chely du Tarn and the Cirque de St Chely*.  Retrace the route back to Ste Enimie.

7. St Chely du Tarn+.  Drive into the village, admire the waterfall on the way in, and walk around the village.  There are a couple of cafes for lunch or a coffee/coke break.  In '15 we actually enjoyed St Chely more than Ste Enimie - less touristy and a beautiful setting.
8. Chateau de la Caze*  If you are not staying here, at least explore the chateau as much as they will let you.  We had a fabulous dinner there in '15.

9. Haute Rive - village & chateau view
10. Les Detroits**
11. Point Sublime***

12. North/south run of the Gorge***

13. Le Rozier - it seemed a little touristy - so we've never visited this village on foot.   

Here are three "outings" you can follow to explore "the best" of the Gorges du Tarn region. 

1.  Around 3:30 PM, get to Le Rozier .  Drive along this lovely section of the Gorges du Tarn*** to St Hilaire.  Do a U-turn at St Hilaire and drive back to Les Vignes.  Look for the signs to Pt Sublime at Les Vignes, and  take the switchback roads west, then the D46 north to admire the views of the Gorges du Tarn from Point Sublime***.  Return to Les Vignes and back to le Rozier along the Gorges du Tarn. This outing should take about 2 hrs from Le Rozier.

2.  Around noon, get to Le Rozier and then drive along the Gorges de la Jonte** until you get to Meyrueis.  Then follow the signs to Grotte de Dargilan**+ for a visit.  Admire the views of the Gorges de la Jonte from the ticket office.  The Dargilan tour is about 1 1/2 hrs.  Return to the hotel in Ste Enimie/Ch Caze by driving on the D986 over the Causse Mejean,  or to Le Rozier along the Gorges de la Jonte.

3.  In the morning (for views with the sun in the best position) drive to Les Vignes and take the D16 east of Les Vignes up to the Causse Mejean.  There are fantastic views from the D16 up to the Causse.  Drive to Roc de Hortous** for even more views of the Gorges du Tarn.  Then take the D16 east to the D986 & head north on the D986 towards Ste Enimie - but only go as far as the "view" icon (on the Michelin map) - slightly southeast of Cirque du St Chely* & the town of St Chely du Tarn+.  Admire these fantastic views++.  Do not descend to Ste Enimie or to the Tarn River road.   Instead, do a U-turn at the viewing point on the D986 (fast road) and go to Aven Armand*** for a visit.  It closes for lunch (except July & Aug), and tours are on the 3/4 hour.  The tour is about 1 hr.  Return to the hotel using the same route you used in #2 above.  You'll see the views from D16 again - but with a different sun perspective.  

The Roc de Serre**- is close to the Roc de Hortous, but it requires some walking and navigating to get there.  The sign at the place where you park your car says it is a 10 min walk to the Roc.  The Michelin guide says it is a 15 min walk there.  I walk fast & it took me 15 mins to walk to the Roc.  It took my wife 20 mins.  There is initially a paved road to walk on, then dirt, then a few rocks at the end.  Veer to the right at the two "Ys" you'll encounter along the way.  If you are "short on time" - skip this walk/view.
Additional destinations

Severac le Chateau*.  This is a very interesting medieval village.  Mass tourism has not discovered it yet.  Park "below" the medieval village and get a walking itinerary from the tourist office there.  The castle ruins (some "restoration" in progress in '15) looms over the town.  Only my wife went there (loves ruins) and felt it was worth seeing - plus views across the countryside
Millau*

We actually enjoyed Millau more than we thought we would.  It is the most interesting "city" in the Gorges du Tarn region, IMO.  Follow the walking itinerary in the Michelin Green guide - except just stay in the "old town" section and don't walk along Quai de la Tanneire or go to Ganterie Causse (except if this place interests you).  Make sure you also see the fountain and the shops in the Pl du Mandarous area.  The Les Halles market is open Thurs to Sat. until around 1 pm.  

Millau Viaduct ***

My wife was fascinated with this bridge.  I was slightly less fascinated.  There is a free visitor information center off the D992 roundabout directly under the viaduct, which provides some "down under" views of the viaduct.  If you continue north on the access road to the visitor information center, and drive over the Tarn River and then go west, you will drive to the picturesque perched village of Peyre*.  Parking is difficult, so we didn't visit it on foot.  There is also an autoroute "aire" (rest stop) which offers walking access to a lookout and provides yet other views.  This "aire" in only accessible when you drive north to south on the A75 over the Millau Viaduct.
Ste Eulalie de Cernon+.  Get a walking itinerary from the tourist office.  Visit this interesting medieval village.  It's about a 30 min visit.  The D999 between St Rome de Cernon and the road that branches off the D999 for the #46 exit off the A75, is quite picturesque. 

Do Not Include:

Visit to a Roquefort cheese cave.

We've done the Societe tour twice - and found it "hokey" and tedious.  Unless you are huge fans of Roquefort cheese - skip it.  My wife, however, enjoyed driving past all the cheese shops.  The town of Roquefort itself is kinda plain.
Lot/Estaing**+
Saturday
Leave the Tarn & proceed to the next area –the lovely Lot River region.  Switch to the Michelin 338 map
If you are staying in Le Rozier, drive to les Vignes on the Tarn and head west on the D995 switchbacks like you are going to Pt Sublime.   Continue on the D995 to Severac le Chateau for a visit (see above).  Then on the A75 to La Canourgue.

If you are staying at Chateau de la Caze or in Ste Enimie, take the D998 west from St Enimie to La Canourgue.  This is actually a very scenic drive.

La Canourgue+ gets our award as the cutest village never to be mentioned in most guidebooks.  It is a meticulously restored medieval village.  It even has several artisan shops that lured my wife.  As you drive into town, you will pass a large parking lot on the right in the middle of town.  The old town is on the right & the not-so-pretty newer section is on the left of the road approaching the lot.  Park the car in the lot & explore this town.  Spend at least 45 mins in the village – if you spend any less time, then you have missed a section of town.  The interesting part of the village is along traffic-free cobbled roads.  You will encounter a river rushing through town that is sometimes underground, and sometimes above ground.  Keep exploring every section of town that has cobbled streets – you may have to cross a paved section that intersects the lot where you parked the car.  Be brave – try to explore all the streets you can possibly access.   Along the way, you may see some beautiful gardens behind a gate.  I believe this is an assisted care facility & you probably can’t go in there.

After visiting La Canourgue, head west towards the A75 freeway & look for the signs to St Geniez d’Olt.  Proceed along the D988, and then take the D45 and then the D202 west (do not continue on the D988 to St Geniez – although the Michelin map shows this as a green scenic road, it mostly goes through forests & all you see are tree trunks – another complaint I have with Michelin).  Follow the signs to St Geniez, and at St Martin, turn right onto the D95 (well-marked) and proceed into St Geniez.

It’s market day in St Geniez, if you are here on a Saturday.  If you are, and you're a market junkie, perhaps skip La Canourgue and visit the market (closes at 1PM).  Part of the market is in a parking lot, part under the arcades at the Mairie & Hotel de Ville, and part runs through the streets.  Wander around a bit and have a Café au Lait at one of the cafés.  Remember that these markets don’t have the Provence fabric, crafts, soap, & other stuff that might be more appealing to the tourists.  These markets are probably patronized by 90% residents, whereas the Provence markets are probably 35% residents & 65% tourists (just guessing at these numbers).

You are now in the Vallee du Lot**+.  See “Lot” in the Green Guide.  We stayed in this area for 2 weeks in Sept ’04, and it’s one of our  favorite spots in the Languedoc. 
Hotels
We stayed in a gite in the area - so I really don't have any hotel recommendations.  St Fleuret is in the Red Guide (see below), but that's the only hotel we stepped foot in.  There is also a Michelin-recommended hotel in Entraygues - La Riviere http://www.hotellariviere.com/uk/index.php  Entraygues is not my favorite village in the area, but as you will note below, most of my recommended sightseeing drives go through Entraygues.  Consult the Red Guide or search with Google for other hotel options.
Restaurants.
The last time we visited this area was in 2004, and several of the restaurants we loved then, are now (2015) either closed or no longer recommended in the Michelin Red Guide.  Here are four favorites that are still in the Red Guide.
Goutes et Couleurs* in Rodez.   This was our favorite.  It is a bit of a drive & Rodez is a somewhat large city.  We got lost trying to return home after dinner. 
St Fleuret in Estaing.  The hotel is still listed in the Red Guide - but the restaurant is not (but they still offer dinners).  In '04, this was our second favorite restaurant.
Mejane in Espalion

Domerie in Aubrac

A specialty in this region is Aligot – read about it in the Green Guide.  Domerie  serves aligote.
Touring the Vallee du Lot**+

I’m going to describe some villages to visit along the Lot, and then some drives to take to explore the area.  The villages can be visited on any day that is convenient, although I would recommend Espalion*- on a Friday when they have a farmers market, and St Geniez+ on Saturday for the market or Sunday to watch the town people gathering after church.

Villages – going east to west

St Geniez+   St Geniez is one of my favorite towns on the Lot.  It’s not a tourist town, although a tourist can find much to like about it.  There are many cafés, boulangeries, and interesting shops in town.  There is a very pleasing farmers market on Saturday in a parking lot and in a very scenic arcade at the town hall (Hotel de Ville).  On Sunday, there is a lot of activity in town.  The church is just across the river from the main square in town, and when the church lets out, the people walk into town, shop (many stores are open – a rarity in France), buy bread & meat from the boucherie for dinner, chat with the other residents, have a coffee at a café, etc.  It’s quite a sight to watch.  The town center of St Geniez is next to the bridge over the Lot River (that leads to the Church).  There is a fountain in this square and several cafes.  

Ste Eulalie+   A real gem. It’s classified as one of “TMBVoF”.  Here is a “must do”.  As you drive along the main road north of the Lot River, there is a turnoff for Ste Eulalie.  Turn on this road, and immediately on your right there is a parking lot.  Park there and walk a few paces across the road to some benches on a bluff over the river & below some shade trees.  Try to take fewer than 5 pictures of Ste Eulalie from this spot.  Even better, pick up a croissant or a sandwich and have breakfast or lunch here – you won’t want to leave.  After dragging yourself away, head into town.  As soon as you cross the bridge, turn right & proceed into town.  Find the Tourist Office (there are a few nice artisan stores in the office complex), and grab a map of town.  There are 6 historical buildings on this map.  Walk through town & find these buildings and “soak in” the ambience of this village while you do.  There is a boulangerie where you can pick up something.  Warning - there is a simple hotel in town with the cutest restaurant associated with it.  We dined there & it was the only disappointing meal of our visit to the Lot.

Mandailles   Another gem of a hamlet.  Park the car next to the church along the main road on the Lot.  Take the road that goes down to the river (don’t attempt to drive there, like we did).  Walk along this road slowly & look at all the very old lovely houses that have been turned into what I suspect are elegant residences with remarkable views.  Further down this road you will encounter a furniture maker’s shop (in '04) and then you will end the short walk at the ruins of a chateau.  This is another good spot to squander away some time.  Notice how another structure has been integrated into the ruined chateau.  Walk back to the car.

St Come*-  As you approach this village, do you notice anything strange????  That’s right, the church steeple is twisted & leaning.  We got a chuckle every time we passed by.  This is another town to explore on foot, and it’s another TMBVoF.  Driving east to west, pass by most of the village and then turn left into a large square with a café outside.  Park the car & explore this village.  Lots of nooks & crannies.  There are several boulangeries/patisseries where you can pick up a quiche for lunch. 

Espalion*-  This is the busiest village in this section of the Lot.  There’s perhaps too much ugly commerce along the perimeter of town, but there are also some lovely sections.  The most famous views is that of the houses directly on the Lot River between the new bridge and the old bridge.  There is a picture of this in the Michelin Green Guide.  This town has several shops that might attract the tourist.  Walk east along the Lot on the north side of the river (there’s a walkway) and admire the pretty chateau next to a park.

Estaing*+ .  This is the cutest/most scenic town in this section of the Lot River.  There is a picture of it in the Michelin Green Guide.  It is one of TMBVoF.  It’s almost perfect.  I dare anyone to take less than 10 pictures of the castle perched at the entrance to this town as you approach it from the east, and it’s hard to take less than 5 pictures of the streets in town.  At least 3 pictures are “de rigeur” from both the west end of town, and from across the bridge and on the road heading out of town to the east.  One weekend when we were there, they were having a medieval festival, and they had straw covering the streets, lots of people dressed up in medieval clothes, jugglers, musician, artisans, and a giant spit where pigs were roasting.  The Chateau is open for visits.  
Entraygues* Another scenic village, although I think this village looks better from the outside than from the inside.  There is a walking itinerary in the Green Guide.  There are picturesque views of the village from across the Lot River on the D904 south of town, where there is another great bench to sit & admire the views.  There’s yet another scenic view from the D904 as you drive north of town.  However, to get there you need to proceed north on the D34, which is the main traffic road through town.  When you get to the barrage (dam), cross the barrage and take the D920 back towards town.  There are good views from several spots along this drive.  To get back to Entraygues, cross the “old bridge”, which is a one way road back towards town.

It’s still Saturday
L’Aubrac*  See the Michelin Green Guide under “Aubrac” and take the Western Aubrac route.  This is a very scenic drive and takes you through some countryside that is quite different from the terrain you’ll see along the Lot River.  It is much higher in altitude than the Lot (4,225 Ft vs. 3,152 Ft) and there are actually ski resorts for cross-country skiing. This route will take you through Laguiole, which is the home of the famous Laguiole knives.  There are dozens of shops in town where you can buy them or even watch them being made.  The countryside is very pastoral, with lots of cows grazing.  The proprietors of our Gite have 50 head of Aubrac cows in this range.  I think that almost all the cows you will see are this Aubrac breed.  They are tan with black eyes.  I rarely eat beef while in France;  I have almost always been disappointed when I have.  Paul Bocuse (the dean of French chefs) has said that our beef in America is much better.  However, I had some of this Aubrac beef on several occasions and WOW – it’s as good as anything I have had in the US.  The only difficulty is if you like your beef cooked more than rare (“saignant” in French).  Luckily, I like mine rare or medium rare.  We watched a server at one restaurant refuse to take the order because the guest wanted it to be cooked more.  Both times that I ordered it at a restaurant, the waiter told me that it would be cooked rare.  I bought some at the boucherie in St Geniez and cooked it rare at our Gite.  If you want a hearty meal of Aubrac beef, dine at the Domerie restaurant in the town of Aubrac.  Chateau de la Caze in the Gorges du Tarn also had Aubrac beef - which I thoroughly enjoyed. 
If you have some time left in the day, visit some of the above villages on the Lot River.  Or visit one or two of them as you pass by on the following day trips.

Sunday
Here is another enjoyable drive you can take for a half-day trip (3-4 hrs).  Head towards Entraygues again and go over the dam on the river.  This time, turn right once you cross the river.  This driving itinerary is detailed in the Green Guide under “Truyere*”.  Follow the D904 towards the village of Rouens, and then turn right to Rouens – tho there isn’t much of a village there.  When you get to the lookout, park the car & spend 30 mins or so looking out over the valley at the very picturesque ruins of Chateau Vallon.  We probably spent 45 mins just sitting on the bench & admiring the view – it’s a very restful spot.  My wife wanted to return here several days later just to relax, write in her diary, and soak in this view (we didn’t make it).  After you drag yourself away, continue north on the D904 and at Lacroix Barrez, take the D97 south to Vallon.  This route will take you around the Chateau.  At the southern end of the Chateau, you will find another lookout.  The view from there is the one pictured in my version of the Green Guide – it looks out over a pretty bend in the river & there is a farm sitting on a peninsula.  Continue over the river & head north on the D621 and follow the GG itinerary to the Sarrans dam** (barrage in French).  Either the French have a fascination with dams, or the Michelin people do, but they are nothing special to me.  Anyway, continue on to Mur de Barrez+.  This is a cute town worth exploring.  As you approach the large central square, park the car.  We visited this town on a Thursday, and their farmer’s market was just finishing up.  Explore the town and try to find the “Rue du Chateau”.  Follow the Rue up to the chateau ruins.  You will have a hard time recognizing that a chateau was once there, but the views from this plateau are quite nice.  There is an orientation table and some comfortable benches where we rested for 30 mins or so (this was a big bench day for us).  From this spot, we could see a couple taking their lunch (bread, salad, wine, cheese) on a small deck of an old building – all set up with their little table & shaded by an umbrella – what a life.  Go back to where you parked the car & continue on the drive.

From Mur de Barrez,  head back to Lacroix Barrez (see the GG itinerary) and then back to your hotel on the Lot River. 
Monday
Drive to Entraygues along the main road.  At Entraygues, take the route I described to get across the barrage (dam) and back toward Entraygues.  However, pay attention when you get to the one way “old bridge” that goes back to Entraygues.  Take the lower D107 road to Conques (leftmost road), not the larger D920 to Aurillac (we missed it the first pass).  Continue along the D107 west and then the D901 south towards Conques***.  The route to Conques is well marked.

Conques*** is by far the biggest tourist attraction in this neck of the woods.  Read about it in the Green Guide.  It’s one of TMBVoF.  As you approach the village & park the car, there will be a “village fee”.  You will get a decal, which you can attach to the car that will allow you free access to the village for the rest of the year.  I hope the people who got our rental car after us appreciate this “gift” to them.  Conques is really quite an attractive village – explore it as much as you can.  Don’t just go to the church and the area around the church.  Remember the lunch closings – all the tacky souvenir stands will be open and the more unique artisan places will be closed.  There is another “bench” way above the town where you can get fantastic views out over the village and also the surrounding hills, which are quite photogenic.  The bench is a little hard to find.  I remembered kinda where it was from a prior trip to Conques.  It is close to a school.  I think that you need to walk to the school, and then go higher up behind the school and find a large paved road (most of the other roads are cobbled).  You will know when you find this spot.  It’s another of those places where it’s hard to leave.  It would be a fantastic place for a picnic.  We went through about 20 photos, which we will compare with the 20 photos we took the last time we were there.  As luck would have it, when we departed town in the car going south, we passed right by this “view” bench – darn, and I huffed & puffed to walk to this spot.

Leave Conques on the D901 going south.  When you pass Nauviale, take the D22 east towards Estaing.  There are two chateaux along this road that are open for tours, but as quite often happens in remote areas of France, it’s almost impossible to visit them.  Your ability to latch on to a tour depends on what time of year you are traveling.  I threw away the flyers we got, but they were not accurate anyway.  The two Chateaux are Ch Pruines in the town of Pruines (the town is rather cute), and Ch Mouret.  Both are well marked from the D22.  As you leave Ch Pruines on the western most road leading to the D22 (there are 2 exit roads), there is a fantastic view of the other chateau.  Both Chateaux are open frequently in July & August, less frequently in early Sept & June, and not too often other times.  Ch Pruines had a large sign saying it was open when we were there, but we banged on the gate, pried the gate open, and pounded on the chateau door - to no avail.  Even if both chateaux are closed, this is a scenic drive back to Estaing.  Continue on the D22 to Estaing, and get the camera ready if you have not taken a picture of Estaing from the “other” side of the river.

You will probably have some more time left in the day, so visit some of the villages along the Lot that I mentioned.

Tuesday
Here is a pretty drive.  You can add in a visit to the city of Aurillac if you like, but remember that things will be "closed up" tight on Sunday & perhaps Monday morning.

Go to Entraygues .  See the description above about how to get to the dam in Entraygues.  Cross the dam, turn left on the other side, and take the D920 to Montsalvy.  Take the D19 west to Maurs.  I really liked this drive from Montsalvy to Maurs – I don’t know why, but the small farms, pastoral setting, and wondering what life is like in this section of France intrigued me.  Get out & explore Maurs a little.  After visiting Maurs, briefly take the N122 north towards Aurillac, but less than 1 K outside of Maurs, veer right on the D417, and then immediately right on the D617 towards Marcoles.   Follow the signs to Marcoles (it may say Boisset too for part of the way there).  Anyway, this is a pretty drive.  When you get to the D64 from the  D617, take it to Marcoles+  and then explore this village.  It has undergone much restoration and it was truly lovely – all the buildings were quite old, yet in pristine condition.  From Marcoles, take the D66 and then the D617 towards Aurillac.  Just before Aurillac, you will pass the Chateau Conros, which you can visit if you are there at the right time of year & time of day.  Visit Aurillac*+ (see below for description).  Return to the Lot River area on the D920 from Aurillac, which is a scenic road.

If you are very ambitious, you can add a visit to Salers** (see below) to this day’s drive.  However, there is a lot of sprawl around Aurillac, and it takes more time than you might think to get through or around Aurillac.  If you do this drive on a Sunday, there will be less traffic on the road and it will take you less time to drive through Aurillac.  Salers seems like one of those tourist towns where shops are open on a Sunday.  

Other things to see & places to visit 
1. Rodez*  This is a nice work-a-day town with a church that has an interesting bell tower.  Our best dinner was in this town.  You won’t find many American tourists visiting.  We found it easy to park near the “Tour Corbiers” on two occasions, and the flow of traffic seems to push you there.  As I said before, we had some difficulty finding our way out of Rodez.  Follow the walking itinerary in the Green Guide.  There is a good market on the Place du Bourg on Wed & Sat – we purchased some wonderful cepe mushrooms there & cooked them for dinner.  There are also some interesting shops in this area: a pretty drapery store on one corner of the place, and a Genevieve Lethu shop is next door.  My wife bought some place mats (easy to get home) at a store just off the square.  I wanted to visit the Musee Fenaille, but it was closed for lunch when it was most convenient time for us to visit 

2. Chateau de Calmount d’Olt.  This is described in the “Espalion” section of the Green Guide.  You will undoubtedly see it as you drive along the Lot River near Espalion – it sticks up high on a spur just west of Espalion.  It’s a castle ruin, but it’s nicely maintained for the tourists.  They have demonstrations on how the various siege instruments were used – I particularly liked the rock catapult demo.
3. Salers**  This is one of the TMBVoF, and it’s easy to see why.  It’s perfect, and out of the way enough so it does not get the mobs of tourists that seem to spoil a town, although it certainly caters to the tourist.  We visited the Maison des Templiers and found it interesting.  We hoped to visit the Ancien Baillage, but it was closed for repairs and it seemed that it had been closed for quite some time.  Follow the signs for the “panorama”, where there is a large park with benches and, of course, a panoramic view of the countryside surrounding Salers. 
4. Chateau de Conros.  This was not open in September when we were there.  It’s only open July & August from 2:00 to 6:00 (but remember, the last tour probably starts around 5:00).  www.chateau-conros.com

5. Aurillac*+.  I liked this town more than St Flour, which is “rated” higher in the Michelin guide.  It has some nice shops & old buildings to wander about.  Get out the Red Michelin Guide and look up Aurillac.  You will probably approach the town center (centre ville) from entrance #3 (from Rodez).  Just before you go under a large old bridge that carries the trains, veer right on the Rue Paul (see the map).  Most traffic will flow that way.  Continue on Rue Paul until you see a large parking lot (it’s marked on the map).  Turn right & then left to enter the lot.  Get a ticket and park the car – taking the ticket with you to pay at the machine (caisse) when you leave. The old section of this town is west of the parking lot, shaded in green on the Michelin Red Guide map.  There is a walking itinerary outlined in the Michelin Green Guide for the Auvergne & Rhone Valley.  To leave Aurillac, follow the sights to “Autres Directions” which will take you over the bridge, north on the Cours d’Angouleme, and it will eventually loop around heading south, past the large park where the tourist office is located and then south on the R. des Charmes & exits town on the #3 exit to Rodez (follow the signs to Rodez as soon as you spot them).  Aurillac is worth a visit, but be prepared for some heavy traffic & not-so-pretty sprawl. 

If you are a market junkie and it's Friday, visit the farmer’s market in Espalion.  If you only want to visit one market, I would recommend the Saturday market in St Geniez.  

Lot/Puy l'Eveque**

Wednesday
Head out towards Entraygues (again).  I know – every trip seems to start in Entraygues, and you may think that it would have been better to stay in Entraygues.  I like the area between Estaing & St Geniez because the best restaurants are there (we checked out the ones in Entraygues & didn’t find the menus as interesting).  From Entraygues, the next destination is Figeac.  You can take your choice of routes to get to Figeac.  

1. I have already described the route towards Conques on the D141 that follows the Lot River.  When you get to the turnoff south to Conques, keep going on the D141 past Decazeville & then on to Figeac (I have never driven this route)

2. You can take the route through Montsalvy and on to Maurs, that I described on Tuesday’s drive.  At Maurs, take the N122 to Figeac.

3. If you don’t want to retrace any previously-taken routes, cross the bridge just prior to Entraygues, and take the D904 road west (I described this section of the drive when I talked about the bench with the great view of Entraygues).  Take the group of roads shaded in green on the 330 map through Espeyrac (a guide book I have says it’s a cute village, but we didn’t visit it), and then on to Conques, and then north on the D901, joining the D42 to Figeac as I described on the #1 route option.

Switch to the Michelin Green Guide for the Dordogne, Berry, & Limousin.  Switch to Map #337.

Figeac**+ is one of my favorite towns in all of France.  They have done a very good job of making this 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.  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).  
Figeac's appeal lies in the sum of its parts rather than a few specific sights (though there are specific sites of note - and the walking itinerary from the TO will ensure you see those).  The beauty of Figeac is that it is a functioning town, while retaining its historic look and feel as a medieval town.  The architecture is fascinating - a mix of stone and half-timbered shuttered buildings with street-level arches/arcades which now serve as small retail shops or sometimes garages or storage.  If you look up toward the roofs, you'll often see an open-air wooden 'porch' which was used as a protected space - a carryover from when a town industry was tanning and these spaces were used for drying skins or, sometimes, other produce.  There is an extraordinary variety among all the buildings and that so many appear to be well-maintained adds to the sense that you are transported back to wandering through a medieval town, reinforced by the fact that many of the narrower streets are pedestrian-only. More prosperous buildings are mixed in among three and four story 'middle class'/merchant homes and corner towers often signal a more notable building.  If you walk up to the church above town, you are treated to the city views down below where you appreciate the tightly-wound street layouts.  

You have two options for very interesting ways for getting to your next destination - St Cirq Lapopie.
1. Follow the Lot River to St Cirq.  This route is described in the Dordogne GG under “Lot”.  Visit the Chateau de Ceneviers* along the way – see the Michelin GG.

2. Follow the Cele River.  This is described in the Dordogne GG under “Cele”.  We drove the Cele River route and the Lot River route on the same day, and much preferred the Cele route.  It passes some very interesting cliff houses actually built into the rock.   Wander in the picturesque villages of Espagnac Ste Eulalie, St Sulpice, and Marchilhac.

St Cirq Lapopie**.  It’s definitely a tourist town, and you will hear a lot of American English spoken.  It’s one of those towns that is so dependent on the tourist trade that most shops are probably open on Sunday & Monday. We’ve purchased a few items from the shops in town.  The setting of St Cirq is quite spectacular – it’s worth at least 20 photos. On our 2013 visit, the village seemed to be a little more "spruced up" than we remembered from prior trips.  The streets were cleaner, there were fewer postcard & trinket stands cluttering the street, and perhaps a few more "real" artisan shops in the village. 

Several weeks in advance,  make reservations for a tour of  the Pech Merle*** caves (just a few Ks north of St Cirq on the D41 close to the town of Cabrerets).  Based on your tour time, you can visit St Cirq first or Pech Merle first.  These are the best caves you will see that have the original pre-historic cave drawings and stalactites & stalagmites.  You must reserve ahead, however, since there are a limited number of people that they will admit daily.  Don’t miss these caves.  My Michelin Guide says they open at 9:30 with the first departure at 9:45 & last morning departure at noon.  They open again in the afternoon.  The tour lasts 1 hr.  Phone is 05 65 31 27 05.

Hotels and B&Bs in this area
In 2013, we stayed in a fabulous Gite in Puy l'Eveque called the Domaine du Cardou.  By the end of 2015, we will have stayed in 60 gites throughout France.  The gite at Domaine du Cardou is my wife's favorite one - and my top 2 or 3.  Friends stayed there in 2014 and loved it, and other friends stayed in 2015 and also loved it.  The gite is run by a mother & daughter (daughter is probably in her early 40s).  They are a hoot.  The daughter drives the tractor/lawnmower around, both pull weeds, plant herbs & berries, bake bread, and make jams for guests - and are perfect hosts.  Unfortunately, neither speaks English - but neither did our friends - who managed somehow.  There are three gites on the property, and several B&Bs.   We (and our friends) stayed at Gite Bellevue. The Gites rent for a week.  B&Bs by the day.  There is also a large pool and an exercise room with lots of equipment.  The property is just outside of Puy l'Eveque in a forest.  There is a farmer's market in Puy l'Eveque on Tuesday mornings.
http://www.domaineducardou.com/

In the past, the English version of this site did not work very well. 
If you want a hotel instead, I would try:

- Chateau de Mercues just west of Cahors.  This is an expensive option.  We dined here, and the dinner was fabulous - one of our best.  It sits on a bluff above the Lot River, and the views are spectacular.  It looks like a fairytale castle on the outside. 

- For a less expensive option, try Cote Lot et Bellevue in Puy l'Eveque.  http://www.hotelbellevue-puyleveque.com/  There are fabulous views of the Lot River from the restaurant and I presume the rooms also.  We dined here & the dinner was quite good.  I cannot comment on the rooms, as I did not see any of them. 
Restaurants

- The first clear day you have (restaurant closed Sun & Mon), dine at  Cote Lot et Bellevue in the middle of Puy l'Eveque.  Fabulous views.  http://www.hotelbellevue-puyleveque.com/

- The best restaurant in the area is Gindreau* in St Medard.  It is a Michelin 1 star. 

http://legindreau.com/le-gindreau-fl.html

- We had an excellent meal at Chateau de Mercues just west of Cahors.  Great views and a stunning chateau http://www.chateaudemercues.com/

- The "find" of our trip was La Garenne in tiny St Henri just north of Cahors off the N20; memorable dinner.
05 65 35 40 67

- We had a very nice meal at La Recreation in Les Arques.  This town & restaurant were the subject of an interesting book called "From here you can't see Paris"   http://www.restaurant-traiteur-lot.com/

Thursday
Bastide Towns   
Start with map #337 and then switch to #329 

My wife & I have always enjoyed visiting Bastide towns.  In June '13 we stayed for 2 weeks in Puy l'Eveque 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 nicely in the Bastide museum in Monflanquin - a "must visit" which should be your starting point for visiting Bastide towns.  Going here first will greatly enhance your appreciation for the urban planning which is the basis of the Bastide towns.
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 Puy l'Eveque early in the morning just after 9am and head west on the D811 towards Fumel.  Sweep south of Fumel towards the D911, and just past Fumel take the D124 to Monflanquin*.  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 (surprisingly similar to today!).   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 D676 north toward Villereal.  Switch to map #329.  Bypass Villereal and take the D207 northwest (which changes to the D14 when you cross department boundaries) to Issigeac.  
Issigeac+ is a charming medieval village that doesn't appear in many guide books.  It is a little different from the other Bastides that you will visit, 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 lots & lots 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.
Next, get back on the D14 heading southeast (which changes to the D207) to Villereal.   Villereal is another interesting Bastide town with a two-story covered market in the center of the town square - visit if you are ahead of schedule.  Then take the D104 east which changes to the D2 (jeeze) and on to Monpazier.
Park in the large visitor's lot in Monpazier* and quickly walk to the town square where the Tourist Office is located.  I don't know what time it closes.  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.  At one time there was a Bastide museum in town and it still might be mentioned in a few guidebooks.  We asked the Tourist Office where it was located, and they did not know.  Another merchant said it might have been "just around the corner" - but there is definitely not a museum open now - it may be under renovation & could re-open in the future.  The main square in Monpazier is fantastic & is a pristine example of the central point (square) of the Bastide town plan.  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.  

Switch back to map #337  

Next, head southwest on the D2, and then the D53 south to Chateau Biron*.  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.

Leave Biron heading south on the D53 which changes to the D150 (jeez again).  This is a very scenic drive.  Connect with the D162 and then the D811 back to Puy l'Eveque.
Friday

Visit Bonaguil Castle***.  From Puy l'Eveque, take the D811 east and in about 6K take the D58 north (right) for a short distance, then the smaller road to St Martin le Redon.  Then drive through St Martin and get on the un-numbered road heading northwest out of St Martin towards Bonaguil.  It's best if you look at the 337 map to find this road.  There are several views of the castle from a distance, but the best views are up close.  The Chateau opens at 10:00, so leave Puy l'Eveque around 9 so you have time to stop & take pictures.   The Castle is mostly a ruin - but quite interesting.  We took a guided tour of the Chateau about 15 years ago - and it was very tedious.  Do a "self guided" tour.
Quercy Blanc  

This is a nice drive in the country, with a few more Bastide towns.

Take the D811/D911 west to Fumel and then the D102 south to Tournon d'Agenais, and then the D18 to Montaigu and the D2 to Lauzerte.  Lauzerte+ is one of our favorite Bastide towns & another fine example of the Bastide town plan/layout.  Explore the town on foot a bit.  After visiting Lauzeret, take the  D2 south from the D953.  Just before the D58 west, take the un-numbered road (on the Michelin map) east . This un-numbered road may be the D58 also.  This road will later connect with the D81.  Go towards the village of Le Charton-Ceramique and look for the Dovecote+ raised on stilts.  There is a picture of it in the Dordogne Green Guide.  Then head back west to the D953, turn north/right and take the D34/D31/D29 east to Molieres.  Then head northeast on the D20 to Montpezat*- (OK to visit), then the D38 northwest to  Castelnau-Montratier, the D57 then the D28 to Lolmie, and then follow the D28 through Montcuq and back towards Puy l'Eveque.  This is the same D28 that goes past the  Domaine du Cardou .  When you get near the Lot River, take the D8/D44 loop to the west.  When you see the fabulous view of Puy l'Eveque and the Lot River from the bridge, get out of the car & take pictures.  Cross over the bridge to Puy l'Eveque+.  Fetch the walking map of Puy l'Eveque at the TI near the main town square on the D811.  Follow it.  There really aren't any worthwhile shops in Puy l'Eveque - but it's an interesting village to wander in.
Saturday

Market day in Cahors**-.   I’m not a big fan of Cahors.  There are not enough old houses, and sections near the train station are a little scruffy.  We’ve visited Cahors several times.  The Saturday market is quite nice, however.  Cahors looks better from the outside than it does from the inside.  The best view of town is from the D911 on the east & the south side of Cahors as the river swings clockwise around the southern edge of Cahors.  Getting into Cahors from the northern end is a little difficult, so I suggest that you access it from the D820 that swings east of Cahors and heads south.  When it connects to the D911, go north towards Cahors and view it from the D911.  Cross the Pont (bridge) Louis Philippe (see Red or GG) and go into Cahors.  Parking is somewhat difficult on market day, but there are large parking lots around the Miarie, which is just to the east of the main road through Cahors.  Visit the market (closes at 1) and take the walking itinerary that's in the Michelin Green Guide.

After visiting Cahors, head north on the main road through town and get on the D811 heading east towards Puy l'Eveque, Fumel and Villeneuve sur Lot (not an interesting visit, IMO).  Leaving Cahors is actually easier than driving into Cahors.

Off the D811 driving east, take the D45 north/right to Les Junies.  This route is described in the Dordogne Green Guide under "Gourdon" and it is the "La Boursiane" drive.  One of our "most photographed" villages is Lherm+.  My wife was fascinated with this village.  We actually visited it several times so that she could take more pictures with different sunlight exposures.  Then comes Les Arques* where restaurant La Recreation (see above) is located.  Les Arques and the restaurant were the subject of the book "From Here You Can't See Paris".  Cazals+ is an interesting Bastide town, and also has a very nice Sunday morning market.  We've shopped in this market three times for dinner goods.

Gorges de l'Aveyron
Sunday
You are back in the area covered by the Green Guide to the Languedoc.  Switch to map # 338. 
Get an early start, and proceed to St Antonin Noble Val* via the A20 or D820 south to Caussade, D926 east, and the D5 southeast. 
Hotels

- Hostellerie du Vieux Cordes in the town of Cordes sur Ceil  There is a little more overhead getting in & out of Cordes, since it is a restricted traffic town.  There will be more American tourists in Cordes than elsewhere. www.hotelcordes.com

- La Residence B&Bs in St Antonin Noble Val  http://www.laresidence-france.com/en/

-The town of Najac has two hotels and both have restaurants that had (in '03) been awarded the “Red Man” by the Michelin guide in the past.  We’ve checked out both places, and they did not appeal to us, and it’s also a little difficult to get in/out of Najac.

Restaurants

- Les Gorges de l'Aveyron in Montricoux was our best meal when we were in this region in 2004.

www.gorges-aveyron.com
- In Monteils (northeast of Caussade), at the Le Clos Monteils.  The restaurant is in a house, and you have to knock on the door to get in. 05 63 93 03 51

- There is a restaurant called Le Carre des Gourmets in St Antonin that's listed in the Michelin Red Guide - but it was not there when we were last in this region www.carredesgourmets.fr 

- In Cordes, the Vieux Cordes has a restaurant, but it was also not there when we were in this region.  

There are fabulous views of St Antonin* from the D5.  Sunday is market day in St Antonin - and like Cazals, we've shopped for dinner food from the market on several occasions.  But before you get to the center of town, look for a turn to the right, which will take you counter-clockwise around town.  At the bridge, turn right & go over the Aveyron River.  If you want to get an even better view of St Antonin, as soon as you hit the D115 off the bridge, turn right & go 20 yards or so until you see a large park (not for cars) downhill on your right.  There are several benches in this park.  We’ve spent many hours sitting on these benches, admiring the view, devouring a pizza we bought at the fabulous Sunday morning market, and writing in my wife’s diary.  Then go over the bridge into St Antonin and explore the market and town.  

After St Antonin, follow the driving itinerary in the Green Guide for the Gorges de l’Aveyron*+.  Take the route exactly as described in the Guide – from St Antonin, through Penne, and then Bruniquel – in the clockwise direction.  This direction will give you the best views.  Make sure that you cross the Aveyron River where they tell you to – you’ll have to pay attention.  There is a fantastic view of Penne+ as you approach this village with large chateau ruins sticking up in the sky.  You can get a great view from the road next to the tourist office and across from a restaurant with outside tables (lunch?).  This restaurant was very crowded when we were there on a Sunday mid-day (when the French take their main meal of the day).  Penne is another of TMBVoF.  Read about it in the GG under “Penne” and explore the town.  Continue on the drive and shortly you will come to Bruniquel*, another TMBVoF.  Explore this town quite thoroughly.  See “Bruniquel” in the GG & visit the chateau.  This is a real pleasant town.  Next is Montricoux, home of our favorite restaurant in this area – Les Gorges de l’Aveyron.  When you follow the GG itinerary and get to Montricoux, turn left and cross the Aveyron River on the bridge.  The restaurant is on the right after crossing the bridge – it’s well-marked.  Check out the posted menu.  Don’t miss dining here.  
Tuesday
Visit Cordes sur Ciel*** in the morning.  This is another TMBVoF.  Parking is difficult.  Park as high up into the village as you can, and then explore the village.  I don't think Cordes is as interesting as Conques, however.  
After Cordes, take the D922 south to the D988 and visit the Bastide town of Lisle Sur Tarn (the Tarn river again).  Visit Lisle, then take the D988 back to the D999 and the D18 northeast, to the D964 north, to Castlenau de Montmiral+.  Castlenau is one of our favorite small Bastide towns.  Explore on foot - it's a short visit.  Then continue northwest up the very scenic D964 to Bruniquel*.  You may not have had time to visit Bruniquel on Sunday.  If not - do it now.  Then follow the Tarn River back to St Antonin.
Wednesday
Villefranche de Rouergue*  is a very pretty fortified bastide town.  It has a Thursday morning market that's one of the most picturesque we’ve seen (we’ve visited over 50), with all the umbrellas opened up in the large town square.  There is a picture of this market in an old Green Guide, but it is actually prettier than the picture depicts (we’ve been there twice).  Villefranche has one of my wife’s very favorite home decorating stores.  Its called Acuarela at 21 rue de la Republic.  This street starts at the southeast corner of the town square, and the store is in the first block of this street on your left as you walk away from the square.  The store covers two floors, and it’s fun to just wander through even if you don’t like to shop.

After visiting Villefranche, head back south on the D992, and then west on the D39 to Najac.  Look up Najac* in the Green guide.  It’s another TMBVoF.  If you didn’t have lunch in Villefranche, there are some nice outdoor cafés in this town.  Explore the town and especially visit the Fortress*.  There is a good view of the town from this fortress.  Leave town by going west.  Notice on your map that there are many green shaded (scenic) roads to the west of Najac.  I have no idea which one we took, but there are views of Najac from the westernmost green shaded road (I think it’s the D47 – look for the view icon on the map).  

Work your way north to the D926, and take it southwest to Caylus – look it up in the green guide.  This town actually looks better from the distance on the D926 than it does from within.  My wife has bought some pottery (on several occasions) at a store on the D926 on the south side of the road.  Head into Caylus – it’s a little dreary during lunch closing, but worth a visit – if only a short one.  

After Caylus, take the D19 south back to St Antonin and then to your hotel.

Some thoughts about additional things in the Gorges de l’Aveyron area

Montauban*-.  The picture of the arcades in the Green Guide makes this town look quite appealing, and it actually has some good “bones”.  However, it’s in a little “disrepair” and we did not enjoy our visit there that much in '03.

Caussade.  The Monday morning market here knocked my socks off.  The food section of the market is fabulous.  It winds through town and in late Sept, there were about 10 vendors selling 8 different “pedigrees” of Cepe mushrooms.  I think this market draws a huge number of people from the surrounding areas.  It is not a tourist market.  It’s one of the best we’ve seen.  We enjoyed sitting & watching the locals shop.  There is also a section of the market selling household goods, fabric, lace, cars, and garden materials.  There is a good garden store near the large parking lot at the north end of town.

Albi***
Thursday
Head out early to visit the beautiful city of Albi***.  This is one of our favorite small cities in France.  Get out the Red Guide to find your way into central Albi.  You will enter at #6 and follow the road south across the bridge.  From this bridge, there is a fabulous view of Albi.  Just after crossing the bridge, you are in the old section of town.  Look for the underground parking lot (it’s huge), and park there.  Emerge from the lot, and retrace your route to take some pictures of Albi from the bridge.  Albi closes up tight at lunchtime - except (June through Sept) for the fabulous Cathedral Ste Cecile***.   My Green Guide says that the Toulouse Lautrec Museum** is closed for lunch (except July & Aug), but I’m not sure that’s the case.  Perhaps call ahead (number is in the GG) to confirm opening times.  Toulouse Lautrec is one of the few artists that I like (particularly the "poster art" for which he is probably best known), and I really enjoyed this museum.  It’s located in the Palais de la Berbie*+.  Don’t miss the formal gardens outside the palais.  Albi is an interesting town to just wander in.  There are informational plaques (also in English) affixed to the outsides of buildings. They describe the architecture & related historically significant events.  Many of the old buildings had fallen into disrepair and had been slated for demolition in the 1970s.  Instead, the City had refurbished them & they now provide “social” (low- income?) housing.  In addition to viewing Albi from the Pont du 22 Aout 1944 (the bridge by which you drove into Albi), view it from the old Pont Vieux.  To get the absolute best view of Albi from a distance (and from where the picture in the Green Guide was probably taken), go all the way across the Pont Vieux bridge, and then start taking all the streets to the left that you possibly can.  You won't be walking on any major roads - just streets that access houses.  Keep walking farther than you think you should, until you hit a large wall at a dead-end.  You'll see this view when you get there.  
We've visited Albi three times - in '03, '04, and in '15.

Hotel  
We stayed at the Hostellerie St Antoine in 2015 (prior trips were day-trips from the Gorges de l'Aveyron area).  This is a very comfortable hotel, and perfectly located.  They have a garage - but we're glad we parked in the large underground city lot nearby in Albi instead.  Cost was the same for the lot and St Antione parking.
Restaurant

It seems to me that there are no "fine dining/white tablecloth" restaurants in the old section of Albi.  About 6 weeks before we arrived in Albi, I made reservations at a Michelin one star restaurant next to the Palais.  When we arrived at our hotel, signs at the reception desk and in the elevator informed us that the restaurant had closed and the chef  "had moved on".  We ran around to several other "recommended" restaurants, but found nothing at all that appealed to us.  We brooded for awhile, and then went to the Brasserie Le Pointie, which was in the large Place du Vigan at the main entrance to old town & just steps from our hotel.  We had an enjoyable evening outside with casual dining, and "people watching".
Toulouse***

Friday and Saturday
Toulouse*** is  tied (with Dijon) as our second favorite big city in France.  You can find out all you need to know about it in the Green Guide.  Take the three walking itineraries in the Guide.  You can easily do them all in a day if you don’t spend a lot of time in the museums or at the Les Halles market, and can stay on your feet that long.  I think you'll find plenty of stuff to do and see with two nights in Toulouse.  We visited Toulouse once on a drizzly, cold, late-September Saturday evening and there was one of the largest gatherings of people I’ve ever seen.  It seemed like the entire town was out wandering the streets – it was quite festive.  Most of the crowds, however, were on the main shopping streets.  
Hotels

We've stayed overnight in Toulouse on five different occasions.

Twice at the Mermoz

Once at Le President

One at a very expensive hotel on the main square

Once at an airport hotel (very early morning flight - I recommend against an airport hotel).

Both the Mermoz and President were close to the train station, so we could drop off a car or pick one up easily.

Restaurants
- We dined outside at Emile once, and twice we dined inside (rainy day).  They are famous for their Cassoulet. Both times the restaurant was very crowded.

- We dined at Christian Constant's (of Paris fame - but he was born close to Toulouse) Le Bibant.  The restaurant's decor is remarkable, and it is directly on the main square in town.  Food was excellent.

- When we stayed at an airport hotel we dined at the Michelin one star L'Amphitryon**, which was awarded a second star the year after we dined there.  This dinner was one of the best I've had in France.
- We’ve also dined at a Michelin 1 star restaurant associated with the expensive hotel 
Sunday

Homeward bound. 
Roussillon

Got an additional week to visit the Languedoc/Roussillon region???

Here is an itinerary for a drive through part of the Pyrenees, a stay in the Roussillon area (with some beach time), and a visit to the largest fortified town in Europe.

If you are adding this following itinerary to the prior "Montpellier to Toulouse" itinerary, it would be best to skip Toulouse on the prior itinerary, and go from Albi to Foix instead.  Then end the following itinerary in Toulouse so you can fly home from Toulouse.

Sun
Foix area

Mon
Foix area

Tues
Oust in the Pyrenees
Wed
Llo in the Cerdagne

Thurs
Ceret/Collioure

Fri
Ceret/Collioure

Sat
Ceret/Collioure

Sun
Homeward bound

Sunday

Switch to Map 344

Leave Toulouse on exit 5 towards Carcassonne & Montpellier.  Since this is Sunday, there will be much less city traffic (almost none, if you leave by 8:00), and trucks won’t be on the roads.  Continue on the A61 and visit Carcassonne***, which is the largest medieval fortress in Europe.  After you pass exit # 23, look for the signs for the "Aire" exit, and get off the A61 and drive to the Aire for great views of La Cite (the "walled" part of Carcassonne) from the distance.  Many tour buses usually stop at this "aire" vista.  Then get back on the A61 and take the #24 exit and follow the signs to “La Cite”.  Drive all the way to La Cite until you see the entrance gates to the fortress.  There is plenty of parking to your right if you arrive before 9:30.  We were last there in mid June ’15 for 2 weeks, and we feared that it would be crowded like Mt St Michel - but it wasn’t.  But you need to get there early, because it can get mobbed in the afternoon.  Perhaps arrive at 9:00, and walk the perimeter of the village between the two walls first.  Then walk into the village and wander the streets until 10:00 when you can get into the castle for a visit.  Rent a headset and take a self-guided audio tour in English.  The tour will take about 1 hour.  Since almost all of the commerce in la Cite is tourist-oriented, I imagine that all stores will be open on Sunday.  La Cite is a good choice for lunch.  Later in our '15 two-week stay in Trebes (near Carcassonne), we met two friends for lunch at Comte Roger restaurant in La Cite and enjoyed it.
Unless you have lunch in La Cite, it is only a 2 1/2 hour visit.  

Perhaps the best views of La Cite are from the Pont Neuf  bridge between La Cite and the Bastide city (which is not part of the "walled" section) of Carcassonne.  We did not walk over the older Pont Vieux - but the views from Pont Neuf of La Cite and Pont Vieux were spectacular.  My wife took many of photographs of this view, and the best one ended up on the cover of her Shutterfly book that she made for our 2015 trip to the Languedoc.  We also enjoyed walking through the Bastide city of Carcassonne.  Lots of  shops (including an excellent wine store) & outside cafes.  Quite "active" also.   I would not recommend it, however, if you are just visiting La Cite as a stopover between two other places.

If you are staying near Carcassonne for multiple nights, here are some recommendations:

Restaurants

- Our best meal (by far) in the region was at the Michelin 2 star Le Parc Franck Putelet** www.franck-putelat.com  This hotel/restaurant is just outside the walls of Carcassonne.

- We had an excellent dinner at the Michelin 1 star Le Puits du Tresor* in Lastours.  The Lastours Cathars castles are on a hill top above the village of Lastours, and you can see some of them lit up at night from the village.  Driving to/from the village was not difficult.

- Also an excellent meal at Chateau Saint Martin in Montredon, just outside of Carcassonne  www.chateausaintmartin.net

- We dined at the La Barbacane* in La Cite.  The ambience is lovely as you would expect, but it was a little too pretentious for us, and the food was not as good as St Martin and most of the other Michelin starred restaurants we dined at in the region.

- We also dined at the Domaine d'Auriac*, which is also a hotel.  We sat outside (a rarity for us) and perhaps the smokers, and other hotel guests "running around" the place distracted us too much to fully enjoy our dinner there.
- L'Ambrosia* in Pezens was a little disappointing for a Michelin 1 star restaurant.

- Our dinner at La Bergerie* was very pleasing.  This is also a small hotel, but it seems to get less of a "star-power" type guest than the Domaine d'Auriac gets.  The views of the village of Aragon were interesting.  We wanted to explore Aragon more during the daytime, but we ran out of time. http://www.labergeriearagon.com/
Scenic drives

The countryside is prettier the farther north & south that you get from the A61 and Carcassonne.  The following are scenic roads north of the A61.  I will describe the scenic drives south of the A61 later in this itinerary.
1.  Find Trebes on the map (just east of Carcassonne), and drive there on the A61 or D6113.  Drive through Trebes (no reason for a visit) and cross over both the Aude River and the Canal du Midi.  Then follow the signs (very carefully) to Laure-Minervois.  Soon after you leave Trebes, this road will become scenic. You will be on the D135 leaving Trebes, and then in Laure, angle left to the D111.  When the D111 hits the D620, turn north/right.  Continue on the D620 through Caunes-Minervois and keep driving north on the D620 to Lespinassiere, where you will branch left to Castans, and then either the D9 or the D89/D211 and the D211 through the Gorges de la Clamoux.  Once you get to Villeuvois, the countryside is not as scenic as what you just experienced.

2.  Find Centeilles on the map and drive there.  There are many, many small short roads in this area, so I'll just describe the ones we found to be the most scenic.  This route is in the Michelin Green Guide.  From Centrelles, take the D56 north to Fornes, then the D181 east to D10E1 to Minerve* – another TMBVoF, and the site of a Cathars stronghold (only 1 tall tower remains).  Park in the large parking lot, take pictures from the lot, and then walk downhill into Minerve.  The setting is lovely – it’s in a ravine at the confluence of two rivers, surrounded by deep gorges and situated at the end of a limestone plateau.  It was an old Cathars bastion destroyed by Simone de Montfort in 1210 as part of the Albigensian Crusade.  There is a picture in the Green Guide – but that’s not what it looks like.  We almost didn’t visit Minerve in '04 because the picture didn’t look that interesting.  We actually visited it twice in '15 - once the day after we had just arrived from San Francisco and were still in a jet-lag "fog", and again a week later when the weather was better & no fog.  Wander in Minerve - it is really quite small.  Make sure you walk over the bridge at the south end of town, and then walk left/east for some great views of Minerve.   Or course, the quality of the views will depend on the position of the sun - perhaps best in the AM from this venue, and better in the afternoon from the parking lot.  There are some places to grab a bite to eat in town.  There is also a small Cathars museum, where various scenes are presented with miniatures.  It's a little hokey, but we enjoyed it.  Minerve is about a 1 to 1 1/2  hr visit.

3.  There are very interesting and thought-provoking views of a cluster of several Cathars castles near the town of Lastours.  It is an easy/short drive from Carcassonne through Conques-sur-Orbiel to the village of Lastours.  Then take the D701 west/left to the lookout across a valley to the castles.  You'll park the car, pay an admission, and walk to a viewing area.  

After visiting Carcassonne, get back on the A61 freeway (see if the good view looks the same later in the day), and drive towards Toulouse.  Take exit #22 off the A61, and head southwest on the D4, and then the D119 to Mirepoix.

Mirepoix++ is the one of our three favorite bastide towns.  There’s a picture of it in the Green Guide.  There are some very pretty outdoor cafes in the center square, and it would be a great spot for a slow Sunday lunch.  This town is worth at least 10 photos.  There are some nice shops in town too.  It’s Sunday, but Mirepoix may be one of those towns that’s a very popular destination for the French tourists who like to stroll in a town on Sundays - so the shops may be open.

Switch to Map 343

After visiting Mirepoix, get on the D119 going west, and then the N20 south to Foix.

Foix* is a very "practical" non-touristy town and worth a visit.   If it is Sunday, however, visit one of the other "attractions" below.   If you want to stay the night in Foix, we stayed at the simple Lons hotel, which is very centrally located & easy to get to.  http://www.hotel-lons-foix.com/hotel-in-foix.htm .  It’s directly on the river, so there is a nice view out the window.  We dined at the Phoebus (closed Sun & Mon), which was excellent.  Phoebus also has a nice view from the dining room.  We didn’t have breakfast in the hotel, because the many cafes in town lured us – we ate at one across from a church.  The fort is not interesting to visit.  We stayed in a gite near Foix for 1 week in 2012 and watched a Tour de France stage pass our little village.
Another place to stay near Foix, is in Tarascon-sur-Ariege in a restored mansion - Le Manoir d'Agnes.  http://www.manoiragnes.com/manor-hotel-south-of-france/index.php?language=gb  .  We had a very nice dinner at their restaurant, and because we love restored Victorian houses - we really enjoyed our chat with the owner who restored the mansion.  Look for old photos of the mansion - I think they are displayed on walls in the hotel.

Monday
Here are some very interesting things to do:
Most of the places below are described on this web site

http://www.grands-sites-ariege.fr/en/

Visit the Parc de la Prehistoric **  Open 10-8.  When you get to the ticket booth, reserve the Grotte de Niaux for some later day or time.   Reserve an English tour.  There is a discount for both the Parc Prehistoric and the Grotte.  The Parc Prehistoric, especially the museum, is fantastic - we spent several hours visiting this new complex. don't miss.
Grotte de Niaux**  1 tour per day in English. don't miss
Underground river of Labouiche*  9:30-4:30  1 ¼ hr boat tour.  This was a lot more interesting than I thought it would be.
Les Forges de Pyrene* 10-7  This has medieval tools - quite interesting.  
Grotte de Mas d’Azil ** open 10-6  45 min guided tour.  

Tuesday

In the morning, visit any of the above sites that you did not visit on Monday

If you don't feel like traveling into the Pyrenees, continue to the next destination by following my itinerary from Note #1 below.
Switch to map 343
If you stayed in Foix, take the D17 west.  There is a map of Foix in the Red Guide, and the D17 is on the south side of the river near exit #3.  If you stayed in Tarascon, drive to Foix and get on the D117 heading west. This D17 is the very pretty Route Verte**.  It is described in the Green Guide.  My Guide says that the road is often covered with snow at the Col des Marrous & therefore not open until mid June.  We asked the person at the Foix tourist office about this, and she confirmed that it was not open yet in 2004.  However, we set out anyway, and the Route Verte was entirely open and there was not a trace of any snow that might have prevented it from being open.  There were signs posted just past Foix, which tell you if the cols are open or closed, & they said that the col was open.  This is a beautiful drive - going over the the Col des Marrous, Col de Peguere, Sommet de la Portel** (15 mins RT) walk, and the Route de la Crouzette**.
Continue on the Route Verte (D17) until it connects with the D618.  When the D618 hits the D3, take the D3 south a bit to the town of Oust.  Stay at the Hostellerie de la Poste.  http://www.hotel-poste-ariege.com/ .  The hotel is a family owned place that’s been in the same family for several generations.  They live behind the hotel.  The hotel has a pool, and the dining room is quite comfortable.  If you arrive with some time left in the day, you can either relax by the pool, or do a few “out-&-backs” to see the stunning Pyrenees.

Out & Back Drives

From Oust, go to Seix, and take the D17 west.  This is the pretty Vallee de Bethmale*.  There are several cute villages in this valley.  When you get to Castillon, you can either retrace the same route back to Oust or you can take the D4, & then the D618 to St Girons (we didn’t find this drive to be very scenic – too much commerce as you approach St Girons), and then take the D3 back to Oust.  

Another "out-&-back" is to take the D3 south of Seix (we had fun with the name of this town) and toward the Col de Pause**.  Although the vistas were exceptional, we got cold feet when we were almost there and the 1 lane paved hairpin-lined road turned into a gravel road & then became a rutted gravel passage resembling a wide “trail”; we then turned back.

Perhaps the best round trip from Oust is south from Seix (I know, more Seix) on the D3 and then east on the D8 along the Vallee d’Ustou+, over the col de Latrape and to Aulus les Bains.  Aulus les Bains is an old spa town and it has it’s requisite of old “Grand Hotels” most of which looked pretty much down on their luck now.  For some strange reason, my wife really loves seeing these old “Bains” and “Therme” towns – they conjure up a time of elegance & demeanor while "taking the waters", that is long gone.  At Aulus, head back to Oust on the D32 along the Vallee du Garbet*.
Dinner at the hotel

Wednesday
You may not have completed all the out-&-back drives yesterday, so take the remaining ones today.  Remember the "sun in your face" concern, so perhaps the Bethmale is the best one to save until today.

Head out from Oust to the next destination by taking the D618 east to Massat, and then over the col du Porte (with beautiful mountain scenery along the way) towards Tarascon-sur-Ariege.  
Note #1 - if you didn't feel like heading into the Pyrenees, you could skip Oust and continue to the next destination from the Foix area here.
Just before Tarascon, take the faster N20 south to Ax les Thermes – this is a very pretty drive.  From Ax les Thermes (old spa/thermes architecture has given way to modern French architecture – ugh!), continue on the N20 along the river & snow-capped mountains (spring & early summer I suspect – we were there in late May) to the Col de Puymorens* .  Go over the col (often closed in the winter) and continue south on the N20 to the Cerdagne*.

Switch to Map 344  

Look up Cerdagne* in the Michelin Green guide.  It’s a plateau at 5,000 feet – replete with grassy fields & wildflowers (at least in late May) and rimmed by snowy mountains.  Follow the driving itineraries in the Guide.  We did not find the towns of Bourg Madam or Font Romeu to be that interesting as we drove by, so we didn’t stop to visit.  We did visit the Spanish towns of Llivia & Puigcerda, and we wished we hadn’t.  Mont Louis* is very interesting.  It’s a “Vauban town” – which is to say the entire town was/is within the walls of the Vauban Fort (Vauban was Louis XIV’s military architect – he built or revamped many forts throughout France).  What was significant about Mont Louis is that it was never under siege, so it remains intact.  Pass by & visit the small town of Eyne, and also drive up the Gorges du Segre.  Visit Llo*, which is also where we stayed, and I’d strongly recommend that you stay there too in one of their B&Bs (Chambres d'Hotes) at the Hotel l’Atalaya.  http://www.atalaya66.com/   It’s a very restful place, and the décor & setting is excellent.  This is an ideal place to stay in this region.  There’s a pool, and balconies in the rooms look out over the village (ours had a lovely view of a ruined chateau tower).  We spent a considerable amount of time relaxing on the balcony.  The l'Atalaya was formerly a regular hotel & restaurant (when we stayed there), but has recently been turned into B&Bs and gites.  You may have to go into Saillagouse to find a restaurant.
Thursday
Head east on the N116 down the Tet River to Villefranche de Conflent*.  Villefranche is another of TMBVoF.  It has some very interesting ramparts+ encircling the town – don’t miss exploring them.  There are some tacky tourist stores in a few places, but they don’t interfere with your enjoyment of the medieval architecture.  There is another Vauban fort* perched high above the town (we didn’t visit the fort).

After visiting Villefranche, head south on the scenic D116 to Vernet les Bains*.  Vernet is another Bains (bath) town, but a flood many years ago washed out many of the old grand hotels – what’s left is not that exciting.  However, there are some very interesting streets with colorful houses up the hill to where an old church stands.  We approached Vernet from the “other” side on the D27, which is where the Church is located, so we walked down and then up again along the various streets in this town.  If you approach town from the D116 you will walk up to the church and then back down.

Now, check your legs.  It’s close to the end of your trip, so they should be in good shape.  If they are not, or you don’t have about 3 hours to do this next site, then skip it.  Visit the Abbey St Martin du Canigou** (see GG).  There is a large 2 page picture of this abbey in the front of my Green Guide on the Introduction page.  There is a 45 min climb up to this abbey, and portions of the walk are very steep, but they are on switchbacks.  It’s a very scenic walk, however.  You can pay to be driven up to the abbey (see GG), but we watched them do this & it seemed a little scary to me.  There is a lunch closing for the abbey, so don’t do like we did and walk for 45 mins, only to get there just as they closed for lunch.  The wait, however, allowed us to catch our breath.  After we toured this abbey, we were glad that we walked up because it gave the abbey a greater sense of remoteness – something that adds to the enjoyment of the place.

After visiting (or “passing”) on the abbey, take the D27 from Vernet to Prades, passing the Abbey de St Michel de Cuxa* on the way.  We didn’t visit the Abbey, but we took a picture.  Head east on the N116, and look for the perched village of Eus on the way – it’s worth about 5 photos from the N116 road (we didn’t visit the town).  About 2 K before Ille-sur-Tet, take the D618 south.  This drive is described in the GG under Aspres*.  Visit the Prieure de Serrabone**, especially if you did not visit the Abbey St Martin.  We enjoyed the Prieure quite a bit & it’s easy to access.  Continue south on the D618 towards Amelie-les-Bains, visiting the small Trinite church in Prunet el Belpuig along the way (it won’t take you more than 5 mins).  At Amelie les Bains, head to your hotel.

We stayed in a Gite close to Ceret for 2 weeks in June ’04, so we don’t have any experiences with hotels, except that we know the area a little & can point you to towns/areas where you would enjoying staying.  I would recommend staying in one of two places – in Ceret if you want to be close to the mountains, or in Collioure if you want to be close to the beach & Mediterranean.  Both towns are very nice  – Collioure is the most popular, because beaches are usually a more popular destination.  In Ceret, I would not recommend the Terrasse au Soleil, unless you want to be a little remote.  The setting is pretty, and the views from many spots (not from the restaurant, however), are quite nice.  It has a pool.  http://www.terrasse-au-soleil.com/  It seems that presently (July 1, 2015) someone has hacked the English version of their web site.
Le Mas Trilles is recommended in the Michelin Red Guide  http://www.le-mas-trilles.com/en/

If you are staying in Collioure and the weather is nice, one of the outdoor restaurants would be a fun spot for a “tourist type” dinner where you can watch the crowds, the beach, and the Mediterranean.  We dined at the Neptune restaurant, which has nice views of the town.  Perhaps the most interesting place we dined was at the simple Hostalet de Vives in the town of Vives just north of Ceret.  There are signs on the D115 directing you to this restaurant which is on the second floor of an old stone building in the hamlet.  We dined twice at  the (now Michelin 1 star) Le Fanal* in Banyuls (reserve ahead).  Excellent seafood. 
Friday and Saturday
We stayed in this area for 2 weeks, and never ran out of things to do.  I’ll describe 3 separate driving & sightseeing itineraries, which you can follow or combine anyway you like.  Roussillon is a very scenic area – at the foot of the Pyrenees and next to the Mediterranean.  However, there are a few sections that are not as scenic as the remainder of this region.  Look at the #344 map.  The rectangle east of the A9, north of the D618, and south of the D627 from the A9 #40 exit to Leucate is an area that gets some sprawl from Perpignan, and along the coast there are a lot of mass vacation developments that are not even vaguely quaint or attractive (there’s even a nudist resort).  The beach is lovely white sand, but the hundreds of vacation homes, campgrounds, and high-rises, are not what I enjoy experiencing.  Perpignan is certainly worth visiting, however.  Also, Amelie les Bains on the Tech river is not worth a visit (I was pre-warned of this by my internet friend & confirmed by us when we drove through Amelie many times).

Mount Canigou*** can be seen from almost anywhere in this region – at least it seems that way.  You won’t have any trouble spotting it. 

Route #1 – the Tech river area.

Find le Perthus on the map – it’s on the France/Spain border.  In fact, one side of the street is in Spain & the other in France.  The Spain side has a lot of discount shops, but the “scene” is horrible – I would not waste any valuable vacation time trying to save a few Euros on cigarettes, wine, trinkets, etc.  Look up “Boulou” in the GG and take drive #2.  As you approach le Perthus, there is a parking lot on your left just before you hit the traffic & pedestrian snarled main section of the town.  Turn left just past the parking lot & take this drive #2 east as far as you can.  It’s marked as the D71.  We drove it twice – in the morning & again in the evening (the morning sights were better because of the position of the sun).  If it’s a clear day, there are spectacular views on this drive.  It is also a popular place for picnics.  Return to le Perthus, and then to Ceret on the N9 and D618.  Visit Ceret*.  There is a famous Musee d’Art modern**, but since we’re not modern art fans, we didn’t visit it.  The town, however, is worth a stroll around.  There are some plane trees in town, with some outdoor cafes.  Saturday is market day.  Ceret is the center of the cherry growing region, and you’ll see dozens of stands selling cherries in late May/early June.

Look up “Vallespir*” in the Green Guide, and take the D115 west along the Tech River.  Just past Arles, you’ll see signs for the Gorges de la Fou** (in the GG under “Arles sur Tech”).  Park the car in the lot & walk along a metal grate suspended above this gorge.  The gorge is only about 3 ft wide in spots – it’s an easy & interesting exploration.  Return to your car & head east on the D115 for about 1 K & then turn left (north) on the D43 at Arles.  This route is described in the GG.  The first part goes through some forests, but later there are pleasing views.  When the D43 hits Corsavy, take the D43 north (departing from the itinerary in the GG).  After about 8 K or so, turn the car around & retrace your route – there are some very good views from this road.  When you get back to Corsavy, turn right on the D44 and continue on the GG route to le Tech.  This will join the D115 west (very pretty in this section) to Prats de Mollo* (see GG).  Park the car & explore Prats – follow the walk described in the GG.

After visiting Prats, continue west on the D115 to the Col d’Ares.  At the Col, turn the car around & retrace your route east towards Arles – this is a pretty drive.  About 4 K before reaching Arles, take the D3 south towards Coustouges.  Continue past the town of Coustouges into Spain on the D3 which becomes the GI503 in Spain.  My internet friend who lives in Roussillon suggested this drive – good advice.  Continue on the GI503 until it hits the GI504 & take this north to the #2 entrance on the A7 freeway, where you will return to France.  Don’t take the N9 into France unless you like lots of stop & go traffic at Le Perthus.  

Route #2 – cute village, scenic gorges, wonderful countryside, and Cathars castles.

This is an ambitious itinerary, so get an early start.  We followed the D117/Peyrepertuse/Gorges de Galamus/Gorges St Georges portion of this "Route #2" in 2015 when we stayed near Carcassonne, in addition to when we stayed near Ceret in 2004.

If you’re staying in Collioure, drive toward Ceret on the D114, D618, and then D115.  Take the D615 north of Ceret towards Thuir.  Use the map & get on the D48 west to Castelneu+.  Explore Castelnou (GG under Perpignan).  One of my guidebooks described it as “St Paul de Vence without the tourists”.  It’s a cute town.  After a visit, take the D48 west and then the D2 to Ille-sur-Tet.  Continue past Ille-sur-Tet on the D2 and when it crosses over the N116, you will approach les Orgues+.  There is a picture of les Orgues in my Michelin Guide under Perpignan.  You may have to take the D21 a bit towards Belesta to get some good views.  Turn around on the D21 and then take the D2 back to Ille and get on the N116 heading west (you will have to go through Ille a little to do this – follow the signs to Prades).  Continue west to Prades, taking a picture of Eus if you have not done so yet.  Take the loop north around Prades and then take the D619 north.  Look up Fenouilledes** in the Green Guide.  Follow the described route from Prades to St Paul – it’s quite picturesque.  When you intersect the D117 at St Paul, take the D117 west – this road is quite scenic too.  At Axat, take the D118 south through the Gorges de St Georges*.  When you get as far as the D16 fork near Rouze, turn the car around and retrace your route all the way back to Axat on the D17.   Head east on the D117, and shortly you'll see signs for Puilarens and the Chateau de Puilarens*.  Turn right/south and drive on the D22 to this chateau for the view.  We visited the interior, and it was not as interesting as the exterior or the setting which were quite remarkable.  Return to the D117 and conntinue east to Maury.  I know - you have driven on this road already, but the stretch from St Paul to Maury is very scenic, plus when we were enjoying this drive in '15, cars were only allowed to drive north to south through the fantastic Gorges de Galamus.  I believe that there are some sorts (don't know all the details) of traffic control through July & August - so be aware.
As I indicated above, we've done this Route #2 twice - once from Ceret and once from Carcassonne.  In the summer, this region can get very hot.  Standing in the sun and walking long distances uphill and over rocks to & through Chateaux can become very exhausting.  Therefore, I suggest that you only hike to and visit the interior of one Cathars Chateau - Peyrepertuse would be my choice.  If you get too tired from walking to several chateaux and exploring the interiors, you may run out of gas and cut this route short, which would be very unfortunate.  Actually, this route is my favorite in the Roussillon region.

If you have not already done so, read about the Cathars faith and history in the Green Guide (or other guidebook) and learn about their religion, life, and fate.
My wife took a series of pictures of each of the Cathar Castles - beginning when each was just a speck on the top of the jutting rocks & then as we advanced closer & closer.  Honestly, viewing these chateaux from the road allows you to focus on, and appreciate the awesome settings and the majesty of the ruins. 

At Maury, drive north on the D19 through the Grau de Maury** to Chateau de Queribus**.  The views from the parking lot area are outstanding.  You may want to walk into a field near the parking lot to get even better views.  Continue driving counterclockwise on the D123/D14.  This is an extremely scenic road.  Now, drive to Chateau de Peyrepertuse***.  Take lots of pictures on the way there.  Visit the interior, but be aware that some climbing & walking is necessary, so you’ll have to walk along dirt paths, over rocks, & through some low hung trees to get to the chateau.  Also, walking around the Chateau is treacherous at times – but worth it.  Plan on a 2 hour visit.  Then continue driving west and then south  to the fabulous  Gorges de Galamus**.  At times, the road is only 1 car width wide.  We were there in mid June twice & we didn’t encounter another car – I don’t know what happens in July or August when there are more tourists.  Actually, if I had it to do over again, I would find a place to park the car and walk along this gorge on foot.  Many other people were doing that, and since it is flat and in the shade at times, it will not be as exhausting as climbing up to a Cathars castle.  At the south end of the Gorges, there is a large parking lot with many "lookouts".  Park the car there and view the bridge with the small "hermitage" below.  You can actually walk to this hermitage - several people were doing it - but not us. 
Take the D117 (again!!) back to your hotel.  If you are staying near Carcassonne, drive northwest along the very scenic D14 from Cubieres sur Cinoble to Montazels.  The proprietor of our Gite told us about this road - it's a gem.  If you have time, visit Rennes le Chateau just south of Montzales - but it is only "so-so".  Could be skipped  
Route #3 – Collioure, Banyuls, Costa Brava in Spain, and Perpignan

If you are staying in Collioure**, then you will have explored this town thoroughly by now.  They have an OK Sunday market.  It’s very difficult to park in Collioure, so we usually like to visit it early in the morning, or later in the day when there are fewer day trippers.  If you are starting this drive from somewhere other than Collioure, take the northern most exit to Collioure off the D714 – it’s more scenic.   After visiting Collioure head south on the coast road past Port Vendres to Banyuls*.  When you get out of Port Vendres, the route to Banyuls becomes very scenic.  Banyuls is noted for its sweet wine, and you’ll see lots of planted vineyards along the way.  However, they look like abandoned vineyards & you will wonder how they could possibly get grapes to grow there – somehow, they do!!.  Stop in Banyuls for a visit if you like – we didn’t, so I can’t comment on Banyuls, except that they have a nice restaurant in town – we dined there twice.  Continue south on the D714 & into Spain.  The coastline is quite spectacular here.  Continue to Llanca, where you will run out of map.  Take the GI612 and the GI613 to Cadaques**.  Park the car & explore this coastal resort town – it’s quite nice.  There are lots of cafés, and the town’s buildings are all painted white – quite different from the villages in France.   After visiting Cadaques, take the GI614 west to Figueres, where you will get on the Freeway heading north to Perpignan. 

Perpignan** has quite a bit of urban sprawl, but the old part of town is well worth exploring.  Be patient when you drive into town & find a place to park.  We got lost twice.  If you are visiting Perpignan in the morning, have a coffee at one of the outside cafes next to le Castillet.  If you are here at lunchtime, there are lots of outdoor cafes on Quai Vauban along the river.  Quite a few shops attracted my wife’s attention on R. Mailly.  I enjoyed the musee Hyacinthe-Rigaud.  The Palais des Rois de Majorque was worth a visit. Follow the suggested walking plan in the GG – starting at le Castillet however.

Fort de Salses**  See “Salses” in the Green Guide.  If you can possibly fit this into your schedule, then by all means, do so.  Read about it in the guide.  There is a guided tour, and the guide spoke English when asked to do so.

Narbonne** 
We enjoyed Narbonne.  We got there early, found a place to park, visited the Palais*+ (great views from the top of the donjon).  Then we followed the walking itinerary in the Green Guide.  There were some nice shops on the Rue de l'Ancien Courrier east of the Place de l'Hotel de Ville   We also enjoyed the building architecture along the Blvd Gambetta off the Promenade des Barques.   After the walking tour, we visited the les Halles - Marche (covered market).  My wife took many photographs of the beautiful exterior, and we purchased goods for dinner at the Gite.  
11/04 - first edition
8/15 revised edition, based on our 2 weeks in Puy l'Eveque on the Lot River, 2 weeks near Carcassonne, 2 weeks on the Gorges du Tarn, and 1 week near Foix.
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