Cote d’Azur & Provence Itinerary

I’ve put together several options.  You can “pick and choose” to customize your own itinerary based on how much driving & lingering you want to do.  I’ve started in the Riviera, then on to Provence.   This is intended to be about a 12-16 day trip if you do most of the things on this “basic” itinerary.  If you want to include St Tropez, Aix en Provence, Cassis, Ardeche, or more time in the Nice Hinterland - then add extra days.  However, don’t make a “mad dash” through southeast France.  This is an area where you’ll want to slow down and spend a day at the beach in St Tropez or Nice, or discover a small remote village that “grabs you” (like Brantes or Seguret) and spend more time than you anticipated exploring a village.  “People watching” at the Cours Saleya in Nice and on the Cours Mirabeau in Aix is as much of a part of exploring this region as are sites like the Pont du Gard or the Palais des Papes.  If you’ll be in Provence when the lavender is blooming, then I would add an extra day to the itinerary just to see this.  

Since ’82, we’ve spent well over 160 weeks vacationing in France.  What we’ve discovered via “mistakes” is that there is much, much more stuff to do & see in a single region in France than we ever anticipated – especially if you really want to “soak up” what an area can offer.  We live in the San Francisco Bay Area - which probably has more “places of interest” than any area in the US.  But even with our Bay Area experiences, in the past we’ve “underestimated” the amount of time it takes to adequately explore a region in France.  France has more castles, medieval/historic cities, cute villages, majestic cathedrals, pre-historic caves, Roman ruins, large & small museums, beautiful coastline, volcanoes, wonderful gorges, wineries, outdoor markets, and breathtaking mountains than we normally find in a concentrated region in the USA – and France is actually smaller than Texas.  A piece of advice I suggest to almost everyone is to slow down and don’t try to “see it all” on a short visit.  Keep travel time between sites to a minimum – spend more time “being there” and less time “getting there”.    
We’ve vacationed in the Cote d’Azur & Provence for about 48 weeks since ’99, when we retired early so we could travel more.  All of our visits have been in the months of May, June, early July, September, and early October.  In 2016 we spent 2 weeks in the Ardeche - Provence's northwestern neighbor  
Itinerary Overview

Cote d’Azur (Riviera)   6-8 days
Stay 3-4 days in Nice, then 3-4 days in St Paul de Vence.  You could spend the entire 6-8 days in either place, but you’ll be driving in/out of Nice more than you would like, and it is not especially easy or scenic.  If you stay in Nice for your only base in the Riviera, do not rent a car for the first 3 days – visit the coastal towns by train or bus then.  On the 4th day, pick up a car at the train station or downtown to visit the Nice Hinterland (backcountry) and some of the coastal towns you can’t get to by train/bus (Biot, Mougins).
Provence   5-7 days

If you choose to stay in Provence for more than 5 days, perhaps stay 3 nights in the Luberon near Gordes then 2-3 nights in St Remy.  This will reduce the day trip driving. 

Best time of year to visit the Cote d’Azur & Provence

The Lavender blooms in late June & July in Provence – depending on the weather.  It was blooming in mid-June in ’03 & '14, but really didn’t get going till the second week in July in ’10.  Red poppies bloom in mid-May through June – but there were still some around in early July of ’10.  The best time to visit Provence (in my opinion) is in late June & early July when the Lavender & yellow Broom are in bloom, and the vineyards are at their best, and the daylight hours are long.  We’ve been in Provence as late as July 16 and the crowds were tolerable.  I would not visit in late July or August because of the crowds at sites and also traffic on the road.  September is pleasant, but if France has a dry & hot year, vegetation will start to dry up a tad.  In early October, we encountered chilly nights (ice on windshield) but sunny & somewhat warm days.  The first 2 weeks of June in ’03 were extremely hot (too hot).  The first 2 weeks of June in ’07 and the 3rd week in ‘10 were chilly & too cold to dine outside in the evening.  In '14 the high temperatures the first week of June in Nice was a very pleasant 21.  By the second week  it was in the mid to low 30s - too hot.  It was even hotter in Provence - 40.  By the start of the third week of June '14, the high temps had dropped to 24 and there was some cloudy days and even some rain, but overall not particularly humid.  The last week of June was perfect.  Net-net: weather will vary from year to year so there are no guarantees.  

Something to be aware of when visiting the cities, towns, & villages of Provence

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.  Most non-food stores in Aix, Nimes, and Avignon are closed all day Sunday, and Monday morning.  While in Aix in late June ’17, I did a “survey” of 27 shops that had opening & closing days & times posted on their storefronts, and were not on the Cours Mirabeau (lots of chain stores there).  Of these 27 shops, 7 were open all day Monday, 8 were closed all day Monday, and 11 were open Monday afternoon only.  Only 1 shop was open on Sunday.  In Avignon, of the 17 shops I surveyed, 7 were closed all day Monday, and 10 were open Monday afternoon only.  None were open on Sunday.   Shops in very “touristy” towns like St Paul, St Tropez, Lourmarin, and Gordes are always open.  We were recently in St Remy on a Sunday.  My wife visited 11 shops that interested her (she likes housewares – no clothes or souvenirs).  Two other shops looked interesting from the outside, but were closed on Sunday.  Of these 11 shops, 5 were closed all day on Monday, 2 were only open Monday afternoon (around 2:30), and 4 were open all day Monday.  The very touristy shops that are prevalent in almost every tourist destination village in Provence (Olivades, Souleiado, Terre de Provence), are usually open on Sunday & Monday.

 http://about-france.com/holidays-sundays.htm
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 at 10:00).  If you roll in at 2:30, the shops might be closed for another hour.  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 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, and the town will look like a war zone.  Also, as you drive through a town around lunch time, 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 or getting ready for dinner. 

Maps & books needed:

Michelin map #115 Cote d’Azur – Alpes-Maritimes   scale 1/100,000

Michelin map #114 Cote d’Azur – Var    scale 1/100,000

Michelin Map # 113  Provence Camargue scale 1/160,000 

All of the above maps are consolidated in Map #527  Provence & Cote d'Azur  scale 1/200,000.  There are more roads indicated and the scale is larger on maps #115 & #114.  You can use this #527 map, but you will be squinting trying to find some of the small & lesser known roads I  describe.  You might buy map #527 before you leave for France to get a feel for the route and get the other maps once you arrive in France.  I always use a magic marker to highlight a route I plan to follow.

Michelin Map # 334  if you intend to visit the Valensole Plateau and/or Moustiers 

Michelin Green  Guide for the French Riviera. 

Michelin Green Guide for Provence

Michelin Green Guide for the French Alps – if you plan on visiting Entrevaux and the gorges north of there, the Moustiers area, or the region north & east of Vaison.
These Green Guides are a must.  I have hundreds of guide books on France, but I use the green guides almost exclusively while touring.  The organization of the guide changes from edition to edition - so my descriptions of where to find info in the guide may be different from the guide you have.  The Cadogan Guide to the South of France is also good if you want to read it before you go.  I like Cadogan because they are somewhat opinionated and will tell you if something is over-rated.

Michelin Red Guide  Restaurants, Hotels & city maps with parking & one-way streets indicated.  City maps also show railroad tracks, cemeteries, and churches, etc to help you figure out where you are if you are lost. 
I am not a fan of Rick Steves guides

Web sites:
https://www.beyond.fr/  Excellent description of villages, bike routes etc in Provence by Russ Collins

I use this site to do my train schedule research  https://reiseauskunft.bahn.de/bin/query.exe/en    Note that dates are in DD/MM/YYYY format.
I use this site to book trains in France https://www.thetrainline.com/en-us?redirected=true 

Since my wife & I retired in our early 50s in 1999, we almost exclusively stay in Gites (houses) in France.  Normally, we rent a gite for 2 weeks or more.  This itinerary has very few hotel recommendations, since we don’t usually stay in hotels.

Itinerary

Use the Michelin Green Guide to check opening days & times for sites.

In this itinerary, the stars *** next to the cities & sites indicate the rating given to the site by the Michelin Green Guide.

Cote d'Azur
As I've mentioned earlier, we've stayed on the Cote d'Azur and in Provence for a total of about 48 weeks.  About half of that time has been spent on the Cote.  Ten weeks in Nice itself & in the Nice Hinterland, and 10 weeks in St Tropez and also inland from St Tropez.  We love scenic drives and "cute little villages".  However, during many day-trips seeking out places to explore, we've spent way too much time driving through not-so-scenic (sometimes gruesome) countryside & urban sprawl, and discovering only OK villages.  There are many nice villages around Grasse (Mougins, Valbonne, Cabris, St Cezaire, Auribeau) - but the countryside is not very pretty (compared to other areas).  Driving in, near, or through Grasse is a "pain in the youknowwhat".  We've witnessed 1/4K car and truck backups going into roundabouts - and this was not at rush hour.   Also, driving in & out of Nice is not "wonderful" or scenic.  Even driving to St Paul is dreadful until you get to St Paul.  That's why I recommend staying in St Paul to visit the Hinterland inland from Nice.

The driving itineraries that follow provide both scenic drives and interesting places to visit.
Nice & other coastal towns 3-4 days
We’ve spent about 7 weeks staying in Nice.  We’ve also stayed about 4 weeks just inland from Nice near St Paul & Vence, plus another week in Entrevaux deep in the Hinterland.  On the coast we much prefer staying in Nice over Cannes, Menton, or Villefranche at the east end of the Riviera.  In Nice prior to '14, we’ve always stayed at the Hotel Windsor.  In '14 we stayed in an apt near the Hotel Negresco for 2 weeks.  You can get to most of the coastal towns by train or bus from Nice – except St Tropez.  

I won’t describe "in detail" things to do & see in Nice, Cannes, Menton, Antibes, etc.  We've visited these cities many times.  There are many tour books that discuss these towns & their attractions.  For Nice, follow the walking itinerary that’s described in the Green Guide.  Take this walk in the morning so the sun won’t be in your face for the view out over Nice from the Chateau.   Antibes** and Menton** (old sections) are quite nice.  Biot* is a perched village worth visiting and it has one of our favorite restaurant on the Cote – Les Terraillers*.  Eze** is a top attraction, but it’s too touristy for us – even more tourists than St Paul.   Villefranche-sur-Mer* is a steep village just east of Nice and is interesting to explore.

The coast east of Nice is very scenic.  The coast west of Nice to Antibes is not scenic, IMO.  Even the coast from Antibes farther west to La Napoule isn't scenic - except for Cap Antibes.  In '14 we visited the sites east of Nice by bus so we could admire the beautiful coastline.  We took the train to the places west of Nice so we could "doze" past the trashy scenery.

A "perfect day outside of Nice" would be to get on the 81 bus  at the Promenade des Arts/Place Garibaldi.  Get an early start (9 or so) and purchase an "all day" ticket from the driver. The bus goes past the entrance to Villa Ephrussi de Rothchild** twice on the round-trip route - so "survey" the on/off stops on the first pass.  We got to the villa way too early, so we just stayed on the bus and continued to the lovely Port de St Jean and admired the scenery.   We  stayed on the bus (after validating our all-day ticket again) and continued on to Villa Ephrussi - getting off the bus at the "Passable" stop.  We were still too early for the Villa (it opens at 10), so we walked down to Plage de Passable to check out this beach area.  Villa Ephrussi de Rothchild was fantastic.  We were the first ones through the gate when it opened (long walk to the Villa).  We spent 1 1/2  hrs enjoying the interior of the villa and the gardens.  Then we had a delightful lunch outside in the gardens.  After lunch, we got back on the 81 bus and four stops later we got off the bus at the "Kerylos" stop and visited the interesting Villa Grecque Kerylos**.  Then back on the 81 bus to Place Garibaldi in Nice.

In '14, we also took the 100 bus from Place Garibaldi to Menton**.  More fantastic views of the coast.  This bus went through "downtown" Monaco which, from our point of view, was sufficient to "visit" Monaco.  Driving yourself is difficult in Monaco, so this gives you an opportunity to "check out" Monaco (we're not fans of Monaco - to much congestion & concrete) without undue effort.  Get off at the Casino exit in Menton and walk past several shops to the port area and explore Menton.  Follow the walking itinerary in the Green Guide.  I think Menton is our second favorite city in the Nice/Cannes area.  To get back to Nice, you'll have to walk several blocks past (west) of the Casino stop - the 100 goes inland once past the eastbound Casino stop, and because of one-way streets the return stop is farther west.  We spent 2 1/4 hrs in Menton and had a sandwich for lunch.

Our only other trip to a coastal city in '14 was to Antibes.  We took the 9:06 train there and arrived around 9:30.  It was a somewhat long walk from the train station to "old Antibes".  It was market day (every day except Mon) so we wandered around the market and had a cafe/creme & croissants at a nice cafe about mid-market.  Then we explored Antibes** following the walking itinerary in the Green Guide.  We also walked along the many pedestrian shopping streets.  We did not visit any museums in Antibes.  We were ready for lunch at 11:15 (too early for a sit-down lunch in France) so we lingered around for about 45 mins and had lunch on one of the many plazas in town which was chock-full of restaurants.  Then we walked to the Fort Carre Vauban Fort.  It's a long/dry walk to & from the fort.  The distance is deceiving because to get to the entrance, you have to circle the entire fort.  I would not recommend visiting the fort by foot from Antibes unless you are a huge Vauban fan (we are), the temps are below 20, and you like long walks.  Visiting the fort is a guided tour only (in French) but only about 30-40 minutes.
A Day at the Beach in Nice
Nice's beach is much maligned because it has flat/smooth rocks instead of soft while sand.  In addition to Nice, we've spent "time on the beach" in Cannes, Juan les Pins, and Pampelonne near St Tropez - all of these latter places have sandy beaches.  Except for Pampelonne, I prefer Nice's beach over the others. The huge Baie des Anges in Nice has a mix of private and public sections of the long beach.  Starting at the eastern end, there is usually 100 meters of public section, followed by 75 meters of private section, followed by 100 meters of public, followed by 75 meters of private, etc.  The private beach sections diminish as you get farther west.  I would never consider throwing my towel over the rocks at one of the public beaches and spending the day there - but the private beaches are "something else" - quite decadent.  When you are on the Blvd des Anglais and walk by a private beach, there is a "marquis" that indicates the name of the beach (Ruhl Plage, Blue Beach, Beau Rivage, etc), the "rating" of the private beach section (3-5 stars - just like hotels), the prices of various "amenities", and the menu for lunch or dinner.  We always seem to end up at Blue Beach.  The price of entrance (in '14) and a matelas (chaise lounge) with side table is 16E for all or part of a day.  An optional parasol is 5E, and if you need a towel it's 4E.   The "sunning" area is covered by grass matting or wooden boards that you walk on. There is a shaded restaurant in back of the sunning area where you can have drinks or a nice lunch.  Tucked back underneath the sidewalk there is a bar, kitchen, changing rooms, showers, toilets, etc.  Waiters stroll around in the sunning area and will bring you drinks or lunch.   I usually arrive at Blue Beach around 10 (early for most guests) and walk down the stairs, pay for my matelas & parasol, and make a reservation for lunch at 12:00 (early for France beach lunches).  A waiter will then escort me to my chaise lounge - but I sometimes redirect him if I don't like the location.  Lunch is usually pink wine, salad for a first course,  and some kind of fish.  After lunch it's a snooze on the chaise lounge. 
Restaurants in Nice
We spend 2 months in France most years (that’s 40 or so restaurant dinners per year) and the worst restaurants we’ve dined at in France, are in Nice – stinky mussels, soggy fries, thin soupe de poisson, overcooked fish, etc.  You can probably find a good meal if you want to pay top dollar, but when we visit Nice we want to dine outside in Old Nice and watch the “scene” on the Cours Saleya.   One exception is Safari on the Cours.  We’ve dined there 5 times and the food was better than the other places on the Cours, and the people-watching was superb.  It’s quite popular, so reserve ahead – last time we were there they were turning away walk-ins at 9PM.
In '14 we decided to "upgrade" our dining a bit, so we reserved at 5 Michelin "starred" restaurants, plus 2 other "white tablecloth" restaurants.   Of the 5 Michelin starred restaurants, we would return to 3 of them without hesitation.  All three presented dishes that were unique, varied textures & flavors, and ingredients that we have never experienced before.  This is compared to the standard Dourade, Soupe de Poisson, & accras de Morue that is frequently seen elsewhere (no criticism intended - we love these menu items).  However, our average tab (2 people) for these three Michelin starred restaurants (with aperitif, bottle of nice wine, & 3-4 course dinners) was 227E. Our 2 dinners at Safari (pink wine, appetizer, fish/soupe de Poisson, no dessert) averaged 95E.  The three restaurants we would return to are Flaveur, l'Aromate, and Keisuke Matsushima (French food - not Japanese).  The latter restaurant is in a touristy area - so the dinner tab was higher than the other two). 

Another dining option while staying in Nice is to have dinner in Villefranche.  There are frequent trains there (8 min trip).  We dined outside at La Mere Germaine and had an excellent meal while we looked out over the port from their outside dining terrace.  Reserve ahead if you want an outside table with the best views.  When we dined at Villefranche at night, there was only a late return train to Nice on Saturdays – other days you will need to take a taxi to return to Nice.  

Nice Hinterland  3-4 days   Stay in St Paul/Vence area
Small coastal villages   3/4 day

See “Corniches de la RIVIERA” in the Green Guide (under R not C) and take route #1 (Grande Corniche) from Nice  to La Turbie*.  Stop in La Turbie if you want to see the Roman “Trophie des Alps”* - but be careful driving – this is where Grace Kelly drove off the road & was killed.  Then continue on to Roquebrune Cap Martin -  Perched Village**  NOT Cap Martin. If the weather is clear, the view of Monte Carlo from the castle is stunning along the way (castle itself is less interesting, but the views from the castle are fantastic).  Roquebrune is a cute village with great views – walk through the town.

Retrace your route a bit back towards La Turbie, but immediately take D50 to Gorbio* .  Walk through Gorbio.  There are two cafes/restaurants at the entrance to Gorbio.
Exit Gorbio, and take the D23 right (clockwise around Gorbio) to the D223 left/north to the D22, then the D22 north to Ste Agnes*.  Ste Agnes is a very interesting village.  There are a few artisan shops in town and a very large/popular restaurant in the village. 
From St Agnes, take the D22 west towards Peille and then the D53 north to Peille.  Explore Peille*. There are several cafes in town for lunch.  From Peille, take the D53 south to the D21 to Peillon**.  This is one of the most spectacular perched villages on the Riviera – have your camera ready.  There is no commerce in the village, but explore the rabbit warren of streets & passageways.

Take the D21 then D2204 back toward Nice & then get on the A8 freeway west toward Cannes.  Exit the A8 at #48 – I think it’s marked as either St Paul or Vence.  Follow the signs & D536 to St Paul.

St Paul de Vence & the surrounding area  ½ day 

Explore the perched medieval village of St Paul**.  It’s probably the most popular small village on the Cote. Shops are always open (although we’ve never been there on a Monday). I advise people to get there by 9:00 and leave by 11:30 to avoid the crowds.  It is especially crowded on Sunday in the summer season.  We’ve stayed just outside of St Paul at Hotel Le Hameau several times & it’s quite nice – nothing fancy.
Head north of St Paul on the D2 toward Vence.  The “old section” of Vence* is quaint.  Look at the map in the Green Guide under VENCE to locate the old section at the east end of town.  There is a walking tour described in the Green Guide.  There’s an underground parking garage under the large open space on your right, just before you get to the old section.  There are several stores in Vence where you can buy Provence fabric (see write up about Provence Fabric)  

After Vence, follow the signs to Tourrettes-sur-Loup (D2210), which is west of Vence.

Explore Tourrettes-sur-Loup*.  There’s a parking lot on your left, just off the road - except on market day (Wed) when the market uses this lot.  If it's market day, park in the lot east of town and take the shuttle from there to the old section of Tourrettes (available on non-market days also).  The shuttle departs every 10 mins.  Tourrettes is a real cute town.  It is much more "spruced up" than it was 20 years ago when we first visited it.  Many people may prefer Tourrettes over St Paul.  There is an excellent view of Tourrettes from the D2210 west of town.
Continue on the D2210 west & enjoy the Gorge du Loup** (see the Michelin Green Guide).  Drive in the clockwise direction – D2210 through le Bar, then D3 to Gourdon.  Explore Gourdon*.  Like St Paul de Vence, it will be crowded & shops will be open on a Sunday & Monday.  It is quite touristy.   Continue north on the D3.  From Gourdon clockwise to Pont du Loup, the terrain is very interesting - more so than the southern section of this loop.  When you hit the D6, take it south back to Pont-du-Loup (this section is very scenic) & then retrace your route through le Bar and return to St Paul or Nice.
Villages overlooking the Var River   ½ day
This route is difficult to follow if you are using the #527 map.  Try to get the #115 map to make things easier for yourself.

Some of the villages on this route are described in the Green guide under Vence – Excursions.
The N202 follows the Var River inland from Nice.  Several years ago the N202 was re-named the D6202 - but they are the same road and sometimes that's confusing.  

If you are basing in St Paul, head north & go to Vence.  When you get to the intersection where the “old” village is to the right & Tourrettes/Grasse to the left, go straight to St Jeannet (follow the signs).  It’s marked as exit # 3 on the Michelin green & red guides.  There is a grocery store on your right just after you go straight through the intersection.  Follow this route to St Jeannet.  This is a pretty drive.  St Jeannet is a perched village, and you will have to turn left to get up to the village.  There is a restaurant, hotel, and grocery at the intersection where you turn left.  Follow the road uphill – there are a couple of switchbacks.  When you get to St Jeannet, park your car in the large lot & walk into town & explore.  There are some good vistas.  Just as you enter the older section of town (the first 100 yds from the parking lot aren’t attractive) there is a simple restaurant with outdoor tables & nice views – a good lunch location.

All of the following villages are not "dressed up" for the tourists - just functional medieval hilltop villages which have changed little over the centuries.  If you do not have a half-day to devote to exploring all of these villages on foot, my wife & I have put "ratings" on each village - the higher the number, the more we liked the village.

Return down the hill from St Jeannet, & take the D2 to Gattieres 5.  Park in the large lot just north of the main entrance into the village - on the east side of the road.  Walk into town, passing the Post Office and Mairie on an asphalt (in '14) road which soon becomes cobblestones.  Find the fountain in a pleasant square & wander about 20 minutes in the village.  
Take the D2209 to Carros Village 7 – not the horrible modern town of Carros, unless you want to pick up a McDonalds hamburger (at the other end of Carros before you go over the Var bridge).  When you get to Carros Village, access & parking is on the "other" side of the village from the main access road.  Follow the sign just past the village on the D1.  There is a great view of the Alps on a clear day.  We saw snow in early June.
Continue on the D2209 to le Broc 4 & explore this village.  

Continue north on the D2209.  Just before the D2209 reaches the Var River & connects with the N202, go straight on the D17 toward Gilette & Bonson.  Take the loop to Bonson 6 (D27).  Make sure you walk up to the clock tower - great views.  Drive through Bonson & continue on for a couple of kilometers until you reach the small road that goes to Gilette 8 (D227) & take it to Gilette, where it merges with the D17.  This was our favorite village in the area.  There are a few cafes in town.  Take the D17 back to where you started the loop at the Var river/N202/D6202 intersection & then take the N202/D6202 north.  To actually go "north", you'll have to drive over the bridge on the Var River, and turn right (south) and then drive a short distance to a roundabout where you can then head north on the N202/D6202

Go north on the N202/D6202.  You will see the town of Bonson perched high up on your left.  Notice on your map that there is a road on the east (N202) and on the west side of the Var River.  Continue north to where the two roads intersect, and then go back south on the road on the west side of the Var.

Stay on the N202/D6202 south.  As you follow the Var south, look to your right & see the villages of Carros Village & Gattieres that you visited.  The best way back to St Paul is to follow the N202 & get on the A8.  Get off the A8 near Cagnes, at the exit #48 that says either St Paul or Vence and follow the signs back to St Paul.  

I’ve driven through Cagnes dozens & dozens of times & I still get lost.  If you want to visit the Haute de Cagnes*, take the D336 to Vence, and then when it joins up with the D36, head south to Haute Cagnes.  Look for a parking garage on your left.  It’s an “automated” garage where you park your car on a ramp & a door opens & then your car is sucked inside (without you) & parked on some kind of revolving track.  After your car is parked, walk up the stairs & find the old section of Cagnes.  There are some decent restaurants in Cagnes.  We’ve eaten at Josy-Jo* (a Michelin 1 star) but didn’t like it.  Cagnard seems too “upscale” for us, so we never tried it.  We have dined at Restaurant les Peintres several times & have enjoyed it – the view is nice.  This restaurant is on Montee de la Bourgade, where Haut Cagnes descends into Cagnes.  There are several other “good looking” restaurants on this street.  At the Place du Chateau there are several “pizza” restaurants, & it’s a good place to sit outside. 

Return to St Paul    

Deeper into the Nice Hinterland allow a full day
There are dozens of cute perched villages in the area behind Nice.  This gets you up into the “serious” Alps and driving to these villages is the best part - fantastic gorges and breathtaking views galore.  Sometimes the perched villages offer a more interesting eyeful from the “outside” rather than from the “inside” maze of passages & steps.
Get on the N202/D6202 (same road - re-named several years ago) following the signs to Digne .  If you’re departing from the St Paul area, follow the route described in the Villages overlooking the Var section of this itinerary.

When you reach the D2565, turn right and head up through the Gorge de Vesubie** toward Lantosque.  This entire drive is beautiful – you will want to get out of the car several times to “take in” the scenery.  Explore Lantosque a bit.  If my memory is correct, the best view of this town is from the north, a few kilometers past the village.  Continue on the D2565 to St Martin-Vesubie.

Explore St Martin-Vesubie*  This is a very attractive town.  It’s a good spot for lunch and there are several shops for browsing.  It has a very interesting river that runs down the middle of the main street in town.
You might notice that your green guide says that le Boreon is a ** attraction.  It’s actually a starting point for many hikes into the higher mountains in this area  and not really a “place” to visit.

Re-trace your route back the way you came, toward Lantosque.  Just before Lantosque, where the D70 hits the D2565 (that you are on) turn left on the D70 & drive to la Bollene-Vesubie.  I have this town circled on my map, but I don’t recall if it’s a “get out & explore” town.  

Continue on the D70 & then turn right (south) on the D2566.  Pass Peira-Cava (don’t stop).  Continue on to where the D21 intersects with the D2566 & take the D21 east.

If you don’t know the meaning of the French word “Lacets”, you will soon find out.  There are 16 of them on this road.  Take the D21 to Luceram.

Explore Luceram*.   This is one of our favorite towns in the area.  Wander around as much as possible.  This village is in a remarkable setting.  If you think that you are in a deserted village, notice the number of satellite dishes perched on buildings.  Be sure to walk up to the church for expansive views
When you finish exploring Luceram, take the D2566 which heads west of the village – not the D2566 heading south.  You may pass a parking lot close to town with an OK view of Luceram - but this isn't the view.  Continue past this lot and also past the sign indicating that you are leaving Luceram.  Drive on some switchbacks for about another 1/2 K.  The town will disappear and then appear again.  On the 115 map there is a "view" icon to designate the location of the view.  After you experience this great view of Luceram, turn the car around & return to Luceram and then head south on the D2566 to L’Escarene.

Explore L’Escarene then take the D2204 northeast toward Sospel.

Explore Sospel*.  This is another very cute town.  There’s a little more commerce here ( good, not ugly commerce).  The last time we were here, they were filming a movie & everyone was dressed in Medieval clothes.  Oddly, they didn’t look out of place (which gave us a chuckle).  Notice the buildings on the riverfront.  Take time to explore this town thoroughly.

Return to Nice.  The best way is to retrace your route through L’Escarene, and then take the D2204 to Nice where you pass under the A8 and then loop to the right to get on the A8 toward Cannes.  Get off at exit # 48 – St Paul/Vence.

Villages we have visited that didn’t appeal to us, are Coaraze and Contes.  A village we liked but did not include on this itinerary is Levens.

Take a train ride through the Nice Hinterland & visit 2 villages  allow all day

Overview

Driving through this beautiful area by car is the best way to see everything – except for the driver.  The Cuneo train line from Nice to Cuneo, Italy passes through this area with stops in several villages.  I spent many days researching train schedules trying to find an itinerary that would allow me to stop in as many villages as possible and still make this a one day event.  I found that only 1 itinerary worked.  Leave Nice about 8:30am & take the train to Breil where you will change trains (but no time to see Breil), and then head to Saorge for about a 3 ½ hour visit.  Then on to Tende for another 3 hour visit.  Then return to Nice on the last train for the day.  The train trip was more of a “plus” for my wife than me (she does all the driving & I do all the navigating).  When traveling by car, we stopped quite a bit to admire vistas, spend time in villages, watch helicopters drop climbers/boaters into areas, etc.  On a train, you can’t do this.  Also, the scenery passed too quickly & was often on the “other” side of the train.  We enjoyed the trip because we had already spent several days driving in this area & we (she) needed a driving break.  We got back to Nice about 7:00pm and had dinner there.

Details

Depart from the Nice main train station at 8:30am.  There were about 4 other stations in Nice where it would have been easier to park the car & not have to fight the horrible traffic around the Nice station (the 4 lane road that goes behind the station was bumper-to-bumper at 8:00).  When you get to Breil at 9:30, you will have to change trains to go on to Saorge.  You have 20 minutes to do this, but there was no announcement to do so.  Also, past this point many of the stations do not have attendants.  The train schedule is usually posted somewhere in each station.  If you choose to get off at a station, make sure you know when the next train arrives for the continuation of your journey.  If you return from your trip & get off at Breil, the trains can split & go in two different directions – one to Nice & one to Ventimiglia, Italy.  Some of the stations were pretty far from the villages. Some of the stops were more “hesitations” than stops. When we took this train, one 80 year-old man missed his station stop on the last train of the day and was stranded at the next stop.

Arrive in Saorge** at 10:30.  This is a beautiful village.  The station is quite a distance away from Saorge & there’s about a 20 minute walk up to the town.  The walk up has some great views of this perched village.  You will be there 3 ½ hours, so there is more than enough time to explore.  Have lunch at the Bellevue restaurant.  It might seem like nobody’s in town (we were there in mid-June). but the restaurant was somewhat crowded at 1:00.

Get back to the station (unattended & it was even closed when we were there) for the 2:00 departure.  Get off the train in Tende* at 2:30.  This station is close to town.  Explore Tende for 3 hours.  Tende is a very popular starting point for hikers, so there will be lots of people there in full hiking regalia.  

Take the train back to Nice at 5:30.  This is the last train of the day.  We got a little worried when there were dozens of people lining up to take the train back, and we knew that there would be people already on the train coming from Italy (the 80 year old man).  Everyone got on the train OK.  It arrives in Nice at 7:00. 

Got an extra day to explore more of the Nice Hinterland?
Further information about the following can be found in the Michelin Green Guide for the French Alps.
In early July of ’07, we stayed in a Gite just outside of the old town of Entrevaux*, and explored the beautiful canyons, mountains, and small villages in the area quite thoroughly.  Entrevaux is only 1 hr from Nice along the Var River.  The town of Entrevaux is quite remarkable.  Look up Entrevaux in the Michelin Green Guide for the French Alps and you’ll see a picture of the town.  However, it’s more dramatic than the picture shows.  There is a huge rock spur that sticks up along the northern bank of the Var River.  A Citadel sits on top of the spur, with a fortified zig zag wall (built by Vauban) running down to the medieval village below – it’s quite a sight to see.  For the best view of Entrevaux and the surrounding area, drive into the large parking lot (looks like a strip mall) that’s opposite the drawbridge entrance to medieval Entrevaux – on the opposite side of the N202.  The entrance to the lot is at the extreme west end of the lot.  Immediately to your right as you enter, there is a restaurant/café and then a very steep road heading uphill just after the restaurant.  Follow this road up & up – admiring the views of Entrevaux as you climb.  There are several areas to pull out & take a picture – which you’ll want to do.  Keep going till you can’t see Entrevaux anymore and then return to the “strip mall”, park the car, & walk over the drawbridge into the medieval village.  There are a few cafes for lunch there, but there are better ones just east in the town of Puget Theniers (village not worth exploring).  You can take a scenic train from Nice to Entrevaux, but you can’t explore the canyons without a car.  
Next, drive through the very scenic gorges in the area.  We made several drives along these gorges – taking advantage of the sunlight at various times of the day.  These gorges are quite spectacular and different from the gorges closer to Nice.  The sheer walls are red slate – a very dark red-rust colored rock.  From Entrevaux, take the N202 west then head north on the D902 (which changes to the D2202 when it crosses into the Alps Maritimes dept) through the Gorges de Daluis**.  The views are better going north than south.  As you exit the gorge at Guillaumes, head east on the D28 to Valberg, then on to Beuil.  Drive south through the Gorges du Cains*** on the D28.  Visit the cute village of Riguald near the south end of the Gorge.  When the D28 hits the N202, take the N202 east to Touet sur Var*.  You will see Touet perched up above the road, but you’ll have to drive past the town to find the access to the town.  Drive up to Touet & explore this picturesque village.  Continue east on the N202 & then take the D26 to Villars sur Var.  This town has some very interesting passageways.  After visiting Villars, continue north on the D26 and visit the cute town of Bairols, and then the town of Clans.  These are all miniscule villages, and you’ll be surprised that they are even inhabited today – we enjoyed visiting them.  Continue north on the D2205, then east to St Martin-Vesubie* (see “Deeper” above), and then return to Nice.
Other villages that we’ve visited & enjoyed in the area are Annot*,  Roubion*, Meailles* (more picturesque from the outside than inside),  and especially Colmars* (old town** plus fort),.  Castellane* is a popular town and a center for exploring the Gorge du Verdon.  It has good “bones” but is very touristy.  The main street through town has some of the tackiest stuff that I’ve seen this side of Mt St Michel.  Villages that were mentioned in various guide books, but we didn’t find that interesting were St Sauveur sur Tinee, & Roure.  
After visiting Annot, Meailles, and Colmars, we took a very scenic drive east from Colmars over the Col des Champs* on the D2 which changes to the D78 when it crosses from the dept of Alpes de Haute Provence into the Alpes Maritime dept.     
Let’s leave the Nice area & head west to St Tropez, Aix, or Provence
The Department of the Var, in the hillsides behind  St Raphael & St Tropez.

This is a beautiful area with quaint villages, vistas, rolling countryside, & vineyards.  This is mainly a “drive through the country” & you can get out & wander in a town if you like.  This drive will take less than 4 hours, even with some short stops & some browsing along the way.  If you decide to have lunch along the way - it will take longer.
Get on the A8 towards Cannes and get off at exit #39.  It’s marked “Fayence”.  When you get to the D19 from the D562 (the D562 has some ugly commerce along the way), take it toward Fayence & drive through Tourrettes, then Fayence.  Explore Fayance on foot – look for the “Vieux Village” sign just past the fabric shop on the left.  Old Fayance is perhaps the best place to stretch your legs and your wallet.  One of my wife’s favorite Provence fabric stores is in Fayence.  However, don't plan to stop in Fayance on Saturday - market day.  You won't find anyplace to park your car.  

Continue on to  Seillans*.  Seillans would be a great place to have lunch.  Try to find the restaurant "La Gloire de mon Pere"  http://www.lagloiredemonpere.fr/ .  It has a fantastic outside dining area around a large fountain and under plane trees.  The restaurant/fountain is at the top/upper part of Grand Rue (Main Street).  You can park on the D19 at the foot of the village and walk up Grand Rue to get to the restaurant, or you can  circle/hairpin (by car) around the village on the D19 to the upper part of the village and park just 10 meters from the restaurant (look for the restaurant's sign).
Continue on the D19 to Bargemon.  As you are driving into Bargeman on the D19 from Sellians, look for a large square on your right with lots of cafes & plane trees.  This would be another good option for a simple lunch (salad/pizza) or just coffee.  The "vieux" town is an interesting 10 min stroll.  On the left of the square (as you are facing it from the D19) and just past the cafes, there is a "port" (old entryway/gate) on the left.  Go through this port and follow the cobblestones.  Find the fountain in the vieux village.  

Continue on the D25 to Callas.  There are great views of Bargeman from the D25.  
If it’s past 3:00 pm at this point and you plan on heading into Provence & staying in either Gordes or St Remy for the night, it’s probably best to get on the A8 and head there now.  To get to “central” Provence from Callas, stay on the D25 and head south toward le Muy where you can pick up the A8.  This is actually a very pretty drive with wonderful views of the Maures Mountains in front of you as you drive south.  

If you get to Callas before 3:00, then continue through the Var.  This is my favorite section of this driving route.  As you leave Callas, take the small road that heads southwest and ends at the D54 at Figanieres.  Take the D54 northwest toward Chateaudouble.  When you hit the D955 (before Chateaudouble), head south.  This is the very picturesque Gorges de Chateaudouble*.  Stop at the D49 junction on the D955, turn around, & retrace the route on the D955.  When you get back to where the D54 hits the D955, take the D51 to Chateaudouble.  This is a cute town.  If it’s lunch time, try “Restaurant la Tour” with fabulous views on a square shaded by plane trees.  It's the 2nd  restaurant from the parking lot.  Then continue on the D51 to Ampus (explore).  Take the D49, D51, D77 to Aups*, which is one of my favorite towns in the area.  They have a very nice farmers market on Wednesday & Saturday mornings.  There are also several interesting shops for browsing.  After Aups, retrace your route a little & take the D77 east to Tourtour*.   Park in the parking lot just outside of town (nice view of this medieval village as you approach town).  This is another pretty village.  There’s a good panorama from the grassy area near the church.  There are some nice outside places to have lunch under plane trees, if you’re there around lunch time.  Tourtour has several hotels just outside of town (we’ve never stayed at any of them).  The Bastide de Tourtour is located in a lovely setting close to town.  The fixed price menu is reasonably priced, but the selections looked very un-interesting when we glanced over them.  The a la carte selections were expensive.  

Leave Tourtour (drive through the village) on the D51 toward Villecroze and continue on the D51 until it hits the D560 near Salernes.   If you are doing this drive on a Sunday morning, there is a good outdoor market in Salernes & there are lots of outdoor cafes where you can watch the market activity. There is an interesting store featuring tiles produced in the area, at the northwest end of town on the D560 (5 min walk from the market area). After Salernes, take the D560 west to the D22 toward Cotignac.  As you approach Cotignac, get the cameras ready for some great photo ops of this town, looking down on it from the cliffs above.  Cotignac* is one of our favorite small towns.  Get out & explore - this is a good lunch spot with a large central square lined with cafes, shops, and shaded by plane trees.  Leave Cotignac on the D13 toward Carces.  You will start to see a lot of vineyards now, and in May & early June there are fields of red poppies in bloom.  Drive through Carces & take the D562 toward Le Val.  There is a by-pass around Le Val, but instead, drive through Le Val – however, take the by-pass around le Val & enter town from the south side instead of the north side (the north entrance has an impossible acute turn that your car will have trouble with).

Our favorite restaurants in this section of the Var (near Cotignac) are Clos des Vignes (04 94 04 72 19 – on the D22 in the vineyards between Montfort & Cotignac), Auberge du Parc in Correns (04 94 59 53 52 - nice outside dining), Les Pins in Sillans (04 94 04 63 26), Auberge du Vieux Fox in Fox Ampoux (04 94 80 71 69 - very quaint), and l’Oustaou in Flaysoc (04 94 70 42 69). The central square in Cotignac is lined with outdoor restaurants.  The food is not on a par with the others in this list, but dining in the town of Cotignac on a warm night is a lot of fun.

If you feel like lingering in this area a little longer, Lorgues is a nice town to visit & the drive from Carces to Lorgues is very scenic.  Pick up an English walking tour map of Lorgues at the tourist office.  There are
several shops & outdoor cafes under plane trees and there’s a great Tuesday AM market in town.  Le Thoronet Abbey** (close to Carces) is one of three Cistercian Abbeys in Provence.  The most famous one is Senanque near Gordes, but Senanque has guided tours (only) in French, and if you want to wander inside an Abbey on your own (which allows you to savor & see more of the monastic life & soak up the essence of this religious lifestyle), then visit Le Thoronet.

St Tropez** option  add 2 nights to the itinerary if you want to visit – it is not a good day-trip
This town is often criticized as “too touristy” & as a “jet set playground”.  Nothing could be farther from the truth.  I’m not a jet-setter, I don’t like crowded places, and as you can probably tell – I don’t like places that are overly touristy.  We visit St Tropez quite often - 2 weeks in ’99, 1 week in ’01 and '17, plus many 2 to 5 night trips.  It’s one of the few villages on the Cote without high-rises, and you can walk 10 minutes from the Pl des Lices & there will be vineyards around you.  Market day is Tues & Sat am – it’s a great market, but it is more touristy now than it was when we first visited it.  Less Provence fabric & food, and more clothing.  Get there early, enjoy the set-up, & leave before the crowds are so thick that you can barely move.  

There are two ways to get to St Tropez from the A8 – from the le Luc exit if you are west of St Tropez, or from the Le Muy exit to the east.  My wife does not like taking the Le Luc route – too many winding roads, although she likes stopping in Le Garde Freinet on the way & this route is more scenic.  I’ll describe the route from Le Muy (exit #36 on A8)

At Le Muy, follow the signs to St Tropez. When you hit the outskirts of St Maxime, bear right & follow the signs to St Tropez.  When you see water & leave St Maxime, look across the Gulf of St Tropez & see the village of St Tropez.  Keep following the signs to St Tropez through a series of round-abouts (you will need to pay attention).  The outskirts of St Tropez are not that scenic, but the village is one of our favorites.  Use the map in the Green Guide to get to the parking lot at the Place des Lices.  From the main street into St Tropez (Blvd General Leclerc), take  Blvd Louis Blanc & follow the one-way signs  to Av Paul Roussel & look for parking insignias. The parking lot is underground & expensive, but street parking is difficult.
Explore St Tropez.  All the shops will be open.  Start at the Place des Lices (lots of outdoor cafés).  Look for the Bar Clemenceau & the alley next to it is the Ave Clemenceau.  Walk down this street.  There’s a great ceramics store on the right & one of my wife’s favorite fabric stores is on the left near the other end of the street.  The port is at the end of the street.  Walk along the port.  The tourist office is about 2/3rds down the way on the east side of the port where all the outdoor café’s are – pick up a St Tropez street map.  Wander through all the streets east & south of the port.  Shop along Rue du General Allard.  There’s a good home decor shop facing the northwest corner of the Place des Lices.   Go up to the Citadelle for a great view of St Tropez, especially in the early AM.  Walk along the Chemin des Graniers (path behind the Citadelle on the gulf side) for good views of the gulf – spectacular on a clear day in the PM.

We stay overnight in St Tropez - we never visit it as a day trip from elsewhere. We get up in the morning and go to the Place de Lices around 8am for coffee & croissants, and then visit the port.  After breakfast, we wander through town & admire the shops & building architecture until around 10:30am. Then we depart St Tropez to visit "elsewhere". We return around 6pm to explore more. We're never in St Tropez between 11 am & 6 PM when it is often shoulder-to-shoulder people. This is the time-table we follow when visiting any super touristy town in France - Gordes, Sarlat, St Remy, etc.

Our favorite restaurant in St Tropez is La Ponche – it’s on the north east corner of the Tourist center map.  It’s outdoors with a good view of the Gulf.  Reserve ahead.  There are three restaurants we like outside of town.  The magical countryside setting with great views at Auberge la Verdoyante www.la-verdoyante.fr
just  north of Gassin is everything you could hope for along the Riviera.  It’s really a Mom & Pop & grandma & grandpa place.  The young husband is the chef, and the charming wife (she speaks English) is the host.  You may not want to leave this place after dinner.  A friend who ate here with us in ’06 is still talking about his magical dinner there.   Restaurant Magnan, which is toward la Mole on the D98 is out in the country and serves hearty meals.  Their mussels smoked over grapevine wood are fantastic.  The Auberge de La Mole in La Mole (make sure you have a huge appetite before going there) is quite popular and has an unusual setting.
Scenic drives around St Tropez (choose 1)
Drive 1 - 3/4 of a day
For the most scenic coastal route on the Cote d’Azur, return to St Maxime & stay along the coast through Frejus & St Raphael (it’s not scenic up to this point).  Follow the Corniche de l’Esterel*** (see Massif de l’ESTEREL in the Michelin guide under E).  Take route #1.  Take it as far as La Napoule .

Drive 2 - half day
South of St Tropez is nothing like what you saw coming in from St Maxime.  It’s mostly vineyards with two lovely perched villages – Gassin* & Ramatuelle*.  Both are worth exploring.  There is a large veranda in Gassin with several outdoor restaurants with great views of the Gulf.  Take the D93 to Ramatuelle then follow the road to Gassin.  You wouldn’t think that you are so close to St Tropez.  The rest of the area west & south of St Tropez is just like this.  The famous beaches are the Plages de Pampelonne, with the Tahiti Plage at the north end.  I have had lunch at Tahiti Plage many times. Also visit Grimaud*.
Drive 3 - all day

The D98 between Cogolin, through La Mole, and to where it meets the D559 just west of Bormes la Mimosas *+ is perhaps our favorite scenic drive in the region.  It passes vineyards, wineries, forested hills, and finally a canyon.  We've driven this road numerous times since 1995 on the way to Bormes or dinner at Auberge de la Mole or at Magnan restaurant, or for just  a "leisurely" multi-hour drive with no planned stops.  By contrast, we've driven along the coast road through Cavalaire sur Mer and La Lavandou and except for a few glimpses of the Med, we found this road to be less interesting than the D98 through La Mole.  Many of the coastal towns were quite ugly & overdeveloped.

Bormes la Mimosas*+ is an extremely picturesque village.  Perhaps I'll include it in our "top 10%" list of "cute little villages" in France.  It's a tad touristy in places, but you can avoid that. The best plan is to arrive in Bormes before the mid-day tour groups arrive, and park in the large parking garage in town.  DO NOT visit Bormes on their Wednesday market day - it's too crowded then, & parking is impossible.   Start your visit by picking up a map of the village from the tourist office & then walking down Rue Carnot - the main shopping street.  There are some wonderful & unique shops on Rue Carnot which lured my wife - but there are also many tacky souvenir shops like those that exist throughout the Cote d'Azur.  By far, the most interesting sections of Bormes are the small flower-filled streets south & downhill from Rue Carnot.  Just wander through them.  Start with Rue du Cubert, R du Logis, R Bonapart, R des Orangers, R Rompi Cuou, and the stairs connecting these streets.  This section of Bormes is "aglow" with bougainvillea, morning glories, hydrangea, and others.  We did not find the streets north of Rue Carnot to be as interesting as the streets south of Rue Carnot.  Visit Bormes for 1 1/2 hrs, and then have lunch or depart.  We had a very nice "repas" away from the crowds and under shaded palm trees at  the Bistro la Cueva.

After lunch in Bormes, return to the car & head back towards the D98.  But instead of getting on the D98, go straight on the majestic D41 to Collobrieres.  This D41 has spectacular views of the Maures Mountains and the Mediterranean in the distance.  Stop in Collobrieres for lunch or an afternoon refresher.  There is a row of old buildings along the Collobrier River with decks where people are served lunch.  On the "other" side of these buildings, the main road goes through town to the main square with the Mairie at one side of the square.  This road is lined with plane trees.  We had cokes at Restaurant/Bar de la Mairie, which serves drinks on the street side of the restaurant that faces the Mairie, and serves lunch/dinner on the deck overlooking the Collbrier River at the other side of the restaurant..  There are very few people in this village - and perhaps no tourists (this was mid-June).  We  spent more than 1 hour just watching "life in a small village" as we slowly drank our cokes.

After visiting Collobrieres, continue east towards Grimaud on the picturesque D14.  You will be rewarded with spectacular views of the Golfe of St Tropez as you get closer to Grimaud.  From Bormes, it is 20 mins to Collobrieres, about 3/4 to 1 hr for a refresher in Collobrieres (longer for lunch), then 1 hr on the D14 back to St Tropez.

A perfect day would be to leave St Tropez at 9:00 and take the D98 to Bormes.  You should get there just before the shops open at 10.  Park the car in the large lots in town.  Visit Bormes for 1 1/2 hrs, and then have lunch in Bormes.  Then drive 30 mins to Collobrieres for a refresher to get away from the tourist crowds. Then 1 hr for the refresher, & 1 hr back to St Tropez.  You may need to add a day to your itinerary to accomplish this - but a day away from the crowds along the Cote d'Azur might be welcome at this time.

We visited Heyres in 2017, and did not find it to be particularly interesting - compared to the other places along the Cote d'Azur.   
On to Provence

Get on the A8 toward Aix.  There’s a wonderful view of Mt. Ste. Victoire just east of Aix.  At the south west corner of Aix, get off the A8 and on to the N296 – I think it might have the direction “Digne” or “Sisteron”.  Then transition to the A51 toward Digne & Sisteron.  Get off the A51 at exit #15 (this drive isn’t that pretty).

Aix-en-Provence option – add 1 night to this itinerary to visit Aix and the Valensole Plateau
Tour books describe Aix as the Frenchman’s favorite city after Paris.  I’ve had some US travelers tell me they didn’t like Aix.  This was usually after they spent time in the countryside & I suspect they were not ready for a “real city”.  

Aix is our favorite city in Provence.  It seems like there are more cafes & interesting shops per block here than in any other city we’ve visited (excluding Paris).  We spent a day in Aix in ’10, but since our prior trip (about ’03), they have greatly improved the Cours Mirabeau.  They’ve made the automobile portion of the street narrower and the pedestrian portion wider.  Now when you stroll along the Cours “checking out” the scene, it is not shoulder-to-shoulder people any more because the sidewalk is about 1 ½ times wider.  
There’s nothing quite like having lunch on the Cours Mirabeau (reserve several hours ahead & get an outdoor table in the shade).  There is a daily morning food market on the Place Richelme.  On Tues, Thurs, & Sat AM there is a food market on the Place des Precheurs and an antique/crafts/bric-a-brac market on the Cours Mirabeau.  Most stores will be closed Sunday & Monday morning.  Some will open on Monday after lunch.

The best plan for visiting Aix is to get there early (9:00) on a market day (so you can find a place to park).  Visit the markets on the Cours Mirabeau, Pl de Precheurs (in front of the Church Ste Marie-Madeleine) & the Pl Richelme market.  In 2017, the Pl Richelme was undergoing mass renovations, and the market was moved to the Place de la Rotonde.  After the market, take the walking tour outlined in the green Michelin guide & visit the many cute shops (which have impacted my wallet significantly).  At 12:30, have lunch at the Deux Garcons (reserve ahead – I’ve mentioned this 3 times, so I hope you get the point) and watch the scene on the Cours – it’s half the fun of lunching there.  After lunch, leave Aix – I’ve always found it too crowded and too hot (in summer) in the afternoon.

Day trips from Aix-en-Provence

Valensole Plateau, Lavender & Poppy fields, Riez, & Moustiers  allow a full day

This excursion can be a day trip from either Aix-en-Provence or from the Luberon.  The highlights of a drive through the Valensole plateau are the lovely lavender and poppy fields.  Almost all of the lavender in this region is actually a hybrid of Lavender called Lavendin.  It blooms earlier and is more robust than normal Lavender.  The “normal” lavender is in front of the Senanque Abbey & around Sault.  We drove this Valensole route one year on June 14 when both the lavender & poppies were in full bloom, and again on June 24 in '14 - but the poppies were gone.  In 2023, we explored this region in the second week of June after a cool spring, and the Lavender was behind schedule.  We re-visited it on June 28 and the lavender was majestic.I would only recommend this trip if you are visiting during the lavender season (mid-June through July).

Leave Aix north on the A51 and get off at exit # 19 – just east of Forcalquier.  If you are departing from the Luberon near Apt, go east along the D900 which becomes the D4100 as you travel into the Haute-Provence Dept. (it's the same physical road).  Continue on the D4100 to Forcalquier.  However, if you are doing this visit on a Monday - you will have great difficulty driving through Forcalquir - it's their market day and one of the largest in Provence.  We actually visited Forcalquir on Monday for the market, and drove through it another day to get to the lavender fields.
Forcalquier* is a very interesting town to explore.  My wife's very favorite home decorating store in Provence is here - called La Terraio.  There are two locations - one on Rue Plauchud near the Fontaine Renaissance, and another smaller shop just around the corner on Rue Merciere.  Even if you don't want/"need" to shop, this store with its maze of "rooms" is captivating.  The perched village of Lurs* (just north of Forcalquier off the D12) is another very cute hilltop village worth exploring.  
From the #19 exit off the A51, take the D4B through Oraison and then the D4, and then the D15 towards Valensole.  About 1/3 of the way on the D15 to Valensole, there is a fantastic view - look for the view icon on your 334 map.  Most of the D15 up to this point and a few Ks past the "view" consists of forest & not that scenic.  About 3/4 of the way to Valensole on the D15 - be prepared.  In '14 & '17 there was one of the most spectacular lavender field we've ever seen.  There was a human traffic jam out here in the middle of nowhere - people taking pictures of the field and the cars parked every which-way.  This field is best viewed in the morning.  This field and for the next hour of driving, you are going to see the best lavender fields we saw in Provence in '14 & '17. 
Continue on the D15 towards Valensole.  Just before you get to Valensole, you'll encounter a right turn on the D15 - directing you to the town of Valensole.  Don't turn right towards Valensole.  Instead go straight - look for the small sign directing you to Digne.   You'll immediately drive past another wonderful lavender field.  This Valensole "bypass" is parallel to the D8 going northeast, and will shortly connect with the D8.  Along the D8 heading northeast from Valensole there are more & more & more & more spectacular lavender fields.  Soon you'll hit the D953 and turn right/south towards Riez - and more lavender fields.  If you have some more time to kill, there are monster lavender fields on the D6 for about 5K southwest of Valensole.   

Stop & visit Riez*, which has a wonderful Saturday AM market.  As I have stated before, it took me about 15 years to realize that it’s never smart to visit or even drive through a town on a Sunday, Monday, or during the lunch closing (12:30 to 3:00 or so), because the town will be all “shuttered-up” with those ugly aluminum shutters & the town will look like it’s preparing for an invasion.  We drove through Riez on a Sunday in ’99 & the town had no appeal at all.  When we were there in June ’03 on a Saturday, the market was going strong, people were having coffee at the cafés under the plane trees, and the shops with their attractive window displays were open  – quite a contrast from our prior (’99) Sunday visit.  Explore Riez – see the Green Guide for a map (if you’re visiting during the Sat market, you can park in the large lot along Ave Fr. Mistral, just before you cross the river).  Walk east along Allee Gardio to Place de la Colonne (where the fountain is located), and then turn left (west) & try to find City Hall (Hotel de Ville) in a lovely courtyard – poke your nose inside the Hotel de Ville a bit.  Continue west along the narrow R Basse, which has some outdoor restaurants. When you hit the Church, curve right & go east on Grand Rue – which parallels R Basse.  There are a lot of medieval mansions than have been turned into residences along this street.  In '03 there were many renovations going on.  When we returned in '14 - there were still lots of renovations - and the town didn't seem to have "progressed" much since our '03 visit.  Aside from the commercial streets, things seemed a bit desolate.  
Head east on the D952 to Moustiers** and get the cameras ready.  In the afternoon sun, the view of Moustiers from the west is spectacular.  Explore Moustiers –  it’s not only a very cute village, but it’s one of the most famous faience (pottery) centers in France.  My wife enjoyed the Musee de la Faience (I waited outside), and we also climbed up to the church.  Wander around town & enjoy the shops, but beware of the lunch closings.  Do not visit Moustiers on a Friday - market day (like we did once).  It's impossible to park and the crowds  will interfere with the enjoyment of this town.  It's in our "top 10%" of the "cute little villages" in France.  
After Moustiers, retrace your route on the D952 to Riez, and then on to Greoux les Bains. 
If you are returning to Aix, get on the A51 heading south.  If you are returning to the Luberon, drive through Manosque (somewhat difficult navigating, and there is lots of very ugly commerce to drive past).

If you enjoy very unusual rock formations and have 30 minutes to spare, visit Rochers (rocks) des Mees*.  Take the A51 to exit # 20 and get on the D4096 north towards Chateau Arnoux, where you will get on the N85 going southeast toward Digne.  You should get some pretty good views of the rocks – they are quite interesting.  Return by going back to Les Mees on the D4 (more views of the rocks) & pick up the A51 to Aix, or the D4096 to the D4100 for a return to the Luberon.

Cassis and the Massif de la Ste Baume and the Corniche des Cretes  allow ½ day w/o a stop in Cassis.      Add 1 night to this itinerary if you want to visit Cassis & some of the surrounding areas.
This can be done as an excursion from Aix-en-Provence, unless you want to spend a night in Cassis.  You’ll drive along some mountain ridges with unusual rock formations & outcroppings, and then along beautiful cliffs above the coast with some impressive views.  Do this on a clear day and early in the morning to get the best views of Cassis & the coastline.

Leave Aix east on the A8 and then take the A52 south to Aubagne.  At Aubagne, look east to see the Massif you will be driving through later.  Past Aubagne, take the A50 to la Ciotat.  Get off the A50 at exit #9.  Navigating through la Ciotat to get to the eastern start of the Corniche des Cretes is a little tricky & impossible to describe here.  The Michelin Red guide has a useable map for finding the start (it’s not in the green guide).  Look for the signs for the D141 to Cap Canaille or Cassis.

This will get you to the Corniche des Cretes** & Cap Canaille***.  Follow this route west, making sure that you take the small side road to Semaphore du Bec de l’Aigle where you will get a good view of la Ciotat and also west along the coast.  Stop at Cap Canaille.   Along this route you will see a parking area along the road & probably some people walking up a hill to a higher view point.  Walk up this bluff - the view is even better.  Continue on the D141 until you hit the D559.  

Go northeast on the D559 & get on the A50 back to Aubagne.  Near Aubagne, try to take a route to Gemenous (sorry – don’t know the interchanges necessary to do this – I actually did this itinerary in the opposite sequence, starting at the Massif de la Ste Baume and then the corniche).  Take the D2 west to drive along the Massif de la Ste Baume**.  If it’s a Saturday or Sunday, you will likely encounter a lot of bicyclists along this route.  Continue on the D2 until it hits the D80 & take the D80 east to Nans-les-Pins.  Continue till the D80 ends at the N560 and take the N560 west toward Aubagne & through Auriol to the N96 intersection, where you will take the N96 north to get on the A52 and back to Aix.

Many people claim that Cassis is what St Tropez used to be like before St Tropez was “discovered”.  We’ve spent more than 4 weeks in St Tropez (several trips) and 4 days (4 different trips) in Cassis – so that’s perhaps a clue to which one we prefer.  St Tropez is much larger and has more stuff to do & see.  There are also more things to see within a 40 min drive from of St Tropez.  We also prefer the beaches outside of St Tropez at Pampelonne, over the beach in Cassis.  Although the Cassis beach is right in town – it’s not nearly as “luxurious” (and decadent) as the beaches in St Tropez (remember – we’re not jet-setters).   My wife “shopped” Cassis in about 30 mins, and it took us no more than 1 1/2 hrs before we were ready to leave during our first 3 day-trips there.  However, in ’07 we decided to do an overnight trip to Cassis from our Gite near Mt Ventoux – and we enjoyed it much more this time.  We stayed at the hotel Le Golf – which we later found out was a Rick Steves recommendation.  We had a room with a fabulous view out over the port and of the cliffs behind Cassis.  We had an enjoyable dinner at Nino.  Most of the restaurants along the port are directly on the street – except for Nino.  It’s about a half-story up from the street so you don’t get the gawkers walking by all the time & staring at you – but we got to see them – which is always an interesting scene.  We also took a boat trip along the Calanques, which was quite scenic. Lesson – just like I advised in the St Tropez section of this itinerary – stay overnight in Cassis.  Don’t visit it as a day-trip from somewhere else like we did the first 3 times.  It’s much more pleasant in the evening or early morning when the day-trippers have gone.  I still, however, would get bored with 3 nights in Cassis – but not bored with 3 nights in St Tropez & surrounds.      

Ste Victoire

The Michelin guide describes a three star *** drive around Ste Victoire.  We did not find this drive interesting.

Provence

The Luberon.  

This is Peter Mayle country and the highlight for many people.  This is probably the “image” most first-timers expect of Provence.  There are a lot of perched medieval villages that are fun to explore, shops worth browsing through, an Abbey with lavender fields (in Summer), and lots of rolling countryside, gorges, mountains, lavender, & vineyards.  There is probably more diverse geography within striking distance of the Luberon than anywhere else in Provence.  We’ve spent over 20 weeks in various areas of Provence since ’99, and we have never run out of places to visit & things to do near the Luberon valley (we've stay near Gordes & Goult).  The main road that runs through the Luberon is the D900.  A few years ago it was called the N100.  It was re-named when the "N"ational government decided to turn maintenance responsibilities over to the "D"epartmental government.   The D2 from Coustellet to Cavaillon is not scenic (too much ugly commerce).  Everything east of these areas, north of the D973, and as far north and as far east as you are likely to travel, is beautiful (except for a 2K section just west of Apt).

Driving route to the Luberon from the Aix area
From the #15 exit on A51 (coming from Aix), take the D556 south then the D561 west toward Silvacane Abbey.  Stop at Silvacane Abbey** if you like, but near Gordes you will see a similar Cisterian Abbey & perhaps you need to gain some time here.  At the D943, go north toward Cadenet. Take the D943 toward Lourmarin. Lourmarin is an interesting town to explore.  If you have time, walk around a bit.  Shops are open on Sunday & Monday.  We were there on a Monday in ’23, and the town had dramatically improved since we were there about 5 years earlier.  There were many “high-end” shops selling more interesting stuff than you’ll find at most similar villages.  You’re about 45 minutes from Gordes here.  You can visit this town some other day if you need to pick up time.  There is an interesting Chateau* in Lourmarin that you can visit.  There’s an English handout that you can read on the 45 min guided tour. See “Lourmarin” in the Green guide for tour times.  After Lourmarin, continue on the D943 toward Bonnieux.  This drive is through the Combe de Lourmarin and is quite pretty. 

As you approach Bonnieux*, get the cameras ready.  You will probably recognize this perched village – it’s on a lot of postcards.  You are in the Luberon now. Switch to map # 113.

If it’s late in the day, it’s best to head directly to Gordes, where I suggest you stay.  Drive through Bonnieux & get on the D36 through Goult & then follow the signs & maps to Gordes.

Approach Gordes* on the D15 from the south side and have your cameras ready again.  Gordes is perhaps the most photographed village in Provence.  There is a plateau with a wonderful view of this perched village.  You’re not supposed to stop there, but everyone does – they can’t resist.

If you are basing in only one hotel in the Luberon and exploring all of Provence from there, I would stay near Gordes to reduce driving time a bit.  If you’re staying in multiple locations in Provence, then a hotel near Roussillon, Bonnieux, Menerbes, or St Saturnin les Apt would work fine.  An internet friend had a very nice B&B near St Saturnin.  He’s an American & his wife is French.  Their B&B has American bathrooms.  We’ve visited Kevin & Elisabeth three times, inspected the rooms and grounds of their B&B, and they cooked a lovely lunch for us twice.  The setting of the B&B is beautiful – surrounded by vineyards https://masperreal.com/ .  It has since been sold, but feedback I receive indicates that it is still great.  Since 1999, we have always stayed in Gites while in Provence.  This was the last hotel we stayed in near Gordes. http://www.domainedelenclos.com/en/index.php
Restaurants in the Luberon

In 2023 my wife & I spent 4 weeks in the Luberon – 2 weeks in Cadenet and 2 weeks in Goult.  We dined out 15 times, and usually at “higher end” restaurants – but not always.  Here is our “scoring”.  The * indicates that the restaurant has a Michelin 1 star rating (food).  Amb = Ambience






Food
Amb
 $(2)   Comment  
Near Cadenet
Maison du Cucuron in Cuceron*

  A-
  A-
237
  Next to the pond in Cuceron

La Closerie* in Ansouis



  B+
  B+
244
La Dix ‘Vin in Cadenet



  B+
  B-
230
  Not in Mich.  Fantastic lamb

La Fable de l’Orangerie in Puy Ste Repard
  A-
  A
397
  In an old Chateau

Les Mas Battero* in St Cannet


  B+
  B  
253
le Mulin in Cadenet



  B
  B
142
  Not in Michelin Guide
Les Art in the countryside north of Aix

  A-
  A-
338
  In an old building 

Le Puyverre in Puyvert near Lauris

  B++
  C+
200
  Opens at 8pm, & a 3 ¾ hour meal.








  Not in Mich
Near Goult

Carillon in Goult



  C+
  B
158
  Dined here before.  Better before.

La Table de Xavier Mathieu* in Joucas

  B++
  A-
429
  Dined inside for nice view

Bartavelle in Goult



  B+
  B+
196
  Old Favorite. 
Avelan in Gargas



  B++  
  A-
407
L’Arome in Bonnieux



  B
  B
209
Le Vivier* in l’Isle sur la Sorgue

  B++
  B+
310
  Old Favorite

Domita in Beaumettes 



  B+
  B+
156
The Luberon valley is a beautiful place to just “get lost” in. The villages are exciting to explore, but the drive getting to them is perhaps even more enjoyable.  You can’t take the “wrong” road in this area – any road is perfect.  When we go to dinner in another village, we always leave about an hour early & drive around just at dusk.  This is perhaps the most scenic time in the Luberon – when the late day sun lights up the Luberon mountains with a “glow” and the shadows are long on the vineyards & lavender fields.  The perched villages are spectacular at dusk.

Probably the most popular outdoor market in Provence is the Sunday morning market in L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue.  It’s both a normal market and a serious antique market – very little “junque”.  The market wanders through the south & east of the town.  The antiques are in permanent stores along the Av des Otages & Av de la Liberation.  Get there by 9:00.  It’s mobbed by 10:30.  Most of our friends (and us too) do not find it enjoyable after 10:30 – especially if it’s hot.  In ’07, we discovered the perfect way to visit the market.  Get there no later than 8:00.  Park the car, then wander through the market and watch the vendors set up their stalls.  Head for the church and have coffee & croissants on the square in front of the church, & continue to watch the vendors get ready for the market.  At 8:45 – hit the market.  The best plan is to visit the concessions along the river first, and then head back into the places inside the town and near the church.  Don’t forget to visit the excellent antique and home decoration store in the main plaza across from the church.  After visiting all the food/craft/fabric/soap places, browse through the excellent antique flea market along the main road on the south edge of town.  They set up last, and it’s less crowded than the rest of the market.  End your morning visiting the permanent antique galleries.  The outdoor market closes at noon, but the antique galleries are open all day.  We usually grab a slice of pizza at the market for lunch. 

Visiting the villages in the Luberon

If you stay in Gordes*, start by visiting this wonderful perched village.  You should park in the large lot (pay about 4E) down below the town (steep walk up).  Explore this village thoroughly – not just the areas directly around the Chateau. There is an ATM in town on the side of the chateau where the outdoor cafés are located.  On Tuesday morning there is an outdoor market in Gordes.  It’s a little touristy, but quite good.  There is a GR (walking route) that goes through this village and it passes by the lower sections of Gordes.  Try to pick it up & follow it down hill.  The route is marked by red & white stripes, usually painted on the sides of buildings.  As you face the Chateau with your back to the main entrance to town (the steep hill), there are several shops on your right (look for a Pharmacy) and follow one of these streets down to where it passes a church.  The road turns right just past this church onto Rue d'Eglise (there is a GR mark where it turns right). (If you go straight past the church, where is a wonderful panoramic view - look for the “Point de Vue” sign).  If you follow the GR down hill (after you have turned right past the church) you will see an old medieval wash basin (lavoir) and also get a close-up view of how they built these perched villages on top of rock outcroppings.  It’s about a 10 minute walk from the center of Gordes down to this wash basin.  There is a nice shaded area near the basins where you can relax & enjoy the surroundings without any tourists.  This is a very interesting walk.   

After Gordes, head to Oppede le Vieux*.  Leave Gordes on the D2 towards Cabrieres d’Avignon/les Imberts.  At Les Imberts, veer to the left just past a gas station.  Then take a left opposite the “Exit” sign to Les Imberts.  Go over a small bridge and past vineyards & a lavender field.  At an intersection, keep going straight towards the D900 and the Luberon Mountain range.   At the D900, take a right and then immediately turn left & go under the railroad tracks.  Follow the signs to Oppede les Vieux.  There is a village of Oppede that you will pass through which is not “le Vieux” (old).  It’s a pretty drive getting there from Gordes.  Part of the drive strangely passes through a parking lot.  As you approach Oppede le Vieux, get the cameras ready.

After Oppede, head towards Menerbes* (another pretty drive getting there).  Explore Menerbes.  If you have read Peter Mayle’s book, you’ll know that this is where he lived.  Many people just drive through Menerbes – we did the first couple of times we visited.  It’s actually a great town to explore on foot.  Some of the most interesting areas are on back streets & even on some dirt streets. There are many artisans scattered throughout the village.  

After Menerbes, head to Lacoste.  Although the “main road” to Lacoste (D109) will take you up on a plateau & directly into Lacoste from the west, I prefer either of the two roads south of the D109 - the D103 which connects to the D3, or the D3 further south which passes through the hamlet of La Peyriere.  My two GPS systems, my current Michelin Map, and my IGN map all conflict with each other regarding which road is the D3 & which is the D103.  Both of these roads south of Lacoste (D103 towards Bonnieux then the D3) pass through some pretty countryside with vineyards & cherry orchards (bypassing Lacoste).  As I said, there is no wrong road in this area - if you have the time, take every one.  Also, despite what your GPS amy tellyou to do, stay on the D3 from Menerbes to Bonnieux (except for the “up & back” on the D109).  Both Lacoste & Bonnieux are perched villages – staring at each other over a valley.  The settings of both are quite spectacular.  The best view of Lacoste is from the D3 just west of where it intersects the D109.  Take the D109 into Lacoste & drive up into the village, but turn around at the Mairie parking lot & retrace your route (heading to Bonnieux).  This will afford you good views of Bonnieux.  One unfortunate situation is that you really can’t get good views of both Lacoste & Bonnieux at the same time of day because of the sun’s position.  We usually view Lacoste on our morning drives and Bonnieux in the evening just prior to dinner.  

Explore Bonnieux*.  Walk up the narrow R Mairie (see the green Michelin Guide) to the Terrasse to get a wonderful panoramic view of the area.  Walk down R Voltaire & peek into the antique shop to see a very interesting interior.

Drive through Bonnieux & head toward Lourmarin on the D36 & look behind you to see another great view of Bonnieux – more picture taking.  When you get to the D943, head north toward Apt.

An optional stop is at the Fort de Buoux (look for signs just after the turn onto D943) which was a refuge for the Waldensians and then destroyed by Louis XIV.  Pick up the English guide & walk around the Fort.  A bit of climbing is involved, but I found the fort more interesting than I expected and the views from the top were great.  There are usually a lot of rock climbers in this area.  

Find Saignon on your map & drive there on the D232 from Bonnieux.  There are some pretty lavender fields on each side of the road as you approach Saignon.  There is a picturesque view of the village from this road too.  Explore Saignon thoroughly on foot – there are only a few shops in town and 3-4 simple restaurants.  The main square in town is very picturesque – covered with plane trees, a beautiful fountain, lavoire (washbasin), and an ivy covered building.  
Take the D48 to Apt.  There’s another lovely view of Saignon from this road and another lavender field.  Notice the rock formations west of this road.  This Saignon/Apt excursion will add about 45 minutes to your touring, and the outskirts of Apt and some of the urban sprawl are not what you want to experience.  However, Saignon is quite lovely & it’s in a pretty setting and the lavender fields make a wonderful experience (in early summer when the lavender is in bloom).   If the lavender fields are not in bloom & you need to save some time, then skip this excursion.  Instead of heading to Saignon after Bonnieux, take the D149 north to the D900.  There is actually a very pretty lavender field with a view of Lacoste in the background along this road.  My wife has taken several pictures of this scene.

Head to Roussillon* and explore this village (map in the green guide).  You will have to park below the village & walk up.  There are a lot of shops in Roussillon and they are open on Sunday (never been there on a Monday).  This is a good place for lunch and, although the cafes might seem a little touristy, it’s a fun spot if you happen on a sunny day.  Visit the ochre fields close by, but do not wear white shoes, white sox, or touch your face with your hands.  The ochre color is hard to get out.  Don’t try to drive through Roussillon – my wife got stuck on our last visit & she was mad at me for hours for insisting that she drive through Roussillon.

After Roussillon, take the D104 to Goult and explore this town.  Pick up a free map/walking itinerary at the tourist office next to a parking lot (there are 2 parking lots).  Check out the restaurants I recommended (Bartavelle & Le Carillon).  Wander through this town that is a bit off the main tourist itinerary.  Find the Chateau & walk along the streets around it.  Like Gordes, notice how the Chateau engages the rock outcropping it is sitting on.  There is an area near a windmill with some wonderful views looking south.  There is another great viewpoint marked “panorama” – look for the signs at the windmill end of the village, towards the chateau.  It is marked #5 in the TI map.  Market day is Thursday (perhaps summer only).  If I had to live in one of these pretty towns in the Luberon, this is where it would be.  

After Goult, drive through St Pantaleon, and then back to Gordes.   

If you have seen pictures of an Abbey with large Lavender fields in the foreground, that’s Senanque Abbey** just outside of Gordes.  This scene is actually on the cover of my Michelin Green Guide.  The drive there from Gordes is beautiful and the setting is lovely.  The only way you can visit the interior of the Abbey is on a guided tour.  The tour takes anywhere from 1 to  1 ¼ hours, and it is only offered in French.  The tour can be a bit tedious if you don’t understand French.  The Abbey opens up in the morning between 9:45 & 10 - but the grounds where you can take pictures of the lavender opens earlier (we got there at 9:30 and there were already people returning from picture taking).  The first tour of the Abbey in June ’10 was at 10:10 and the next tour and last one of the morning. was at 10:30.  The first tour in the morning is the best time to visit Senanque because it is less crowded then, the sun is in the best position of the day to shine on the lavender and the “front” of the Abbey, and it will be much cooler at 10 than at 2:30 PM.  There were only about 10 visitors at the Abbey when we arrived at 9:30 (and took pictures of the Abbey & lavender) but it was “mobbed” when we left at 11:30. 

I’m not a fan of Fountaine de Vaucluse, although it’s “rated” quite high.  I’ve never seen the fountaine because I’ve never been there in the spring when the fountaine gushes.  The town is way too touristy for me, but the walk along the tree-shaded Sorgue river is very nice if you can do it at a time when there are not many tourists around (in the AM).  Regardless, there is one touristy shop after another on the side of the road/walk opposite the river.
The Luberon is a great place for bicycling.  There are some roads that are only open for bikers & walkers. The routes are very well marked.  We have taken all-day walks on several of them.  You can rent bikes in Apt & Bonnieux and take a round trip, or go from Apt toward Cavaillon, and take a bus back.  A “flyer” I picked up from the tourist office says that the rental shop in Bonnieux has “free delivery” of bikes.  Pick up a brochure called “The Luberon by Bike” (in English) at any tourist office.  In this brochure, it indicates the route, has a relief map depicting the height & length of hills, distances, and even a bus schedule.  I believe that Russ Collins has portions of this brochure on his web site, and he also has a list of rental shops in nearby towns. 

Lavender Fields Route – this will take about 4 ½ to 5 hours with a visit to Simiane la Rotonde and a picnic in Sault.   Leave by 9:00am
The lavender will be in full bloom in late June (if spring has not been too cool) and in July (before harvesting).  This is a lovely drive.  It’s off the beaten path.  Allow ¾ of a day.  We have taken several of our friends on this route & they have all said the same thing – “this is what I expected Provence to look like”.  There’s no ugly commerce – just vineyards, lavender fields, perched non-touristy medieval villages, spectacular gorges, mountains, and a chateau.  Even if you are not visiting during lavender season, this is a very pretty drive – try to do it on a clear day.  Lavender fields "move around" from year to year - depending on what crops get subsidized by the government, and/or the whim of the farmer, and when fields are cleared & re-planted.
This route starts at Les Imberts, which is a small village just south of Gordes.  Go towards Gordes on the D2, but just before Gordes, take the road to Sault that turns to the right (I think it’s still the D2).  This will take you just east of Gordes where you will see another nice view of Gordes.  From the D2, take the D102 toward Lioux where the road passes Joucas and there are vineyards everywhere (and some very “exclusive” homes).  Follow the signs to Lioux and get on the D60 just past Joucas.  Shortly after crossing the D4 just past Jucas, there is a very nice lavender field on the left.  Just shortly after this lavender field, look for the sign on your left for Chateau Parrotier in the village with the same name.  Turn left into the chateau driveway and there is another fabulous lavender field on the left.  Park the car & take some pictures.  This field is best in the AM.  All three of these fields were spectacular in '14 - but like I stated earlier, lavender fields come & go.  

Just past these fields as you approach Lioux, you will see a large “sheared” rock formation to your right.  You may have already seen this formation from several vantage points in the Luberon – it’s quite spectacular in the evening when it “glows” as the late day sun hits it.  Don’t go to Lioux, but instead take the D60A (towards Sault) which parallels the D60 (that goes through Lioux) – this will give you the best view of this rock formation.  If you pass this rock formation in the AM, you might consider returning later when it is at its best.  Once past Lioux, get on the D943 to Sault and follow the signs to Sault.

A few kilometers past Lioux, you will pass an interesting looking Chateau that still looks inhabited.  Several miles past this Chateau, you will see some nice lavender fields on both sides of the D943, with a fantastic view of Mt Ventoux in the background.  We’ve taken dozens of pictures here, and also (discretely) clipped a few lavender stalks to throw on the floor of the car so that when we stepped on them, the lavender scent would be released and we would get the “smell” of Provence to go along with our viewing of Provence.  Continue on the D943 toward Sault.

While still on the D943, past the Chateau, and about 2 K after passing the small village of St Jean (and 5K before Sault) look for the "view" turnout on the left side of the road.  Park the car and admire the views of the lavender fields down below plus the view of Sault in the distance.  Continue on the D943 towards Sault.

If you really like perched villages and want to see my choice for perhaps the most “perfect” village, and some more beautiful lavender fields take a bypass to Simiane la Rotonde*.  Just before reaching Sault on the D943 (before going over a bridge), take the D245 southeast towards St Christol (my GPS and an old Michelin Map incorrectly called the D245 the D244).  Be patient – there are lots of lavender fields on the D245, but they don’t start to appear right away.  At St Christol, take the D30 towards Apt.  At the D30/D166 junction, note the lavender field to your right.  I'll talk about this field later.  Take the D166 and then the D18 to Simiane, but do not drive into this perched village yet.  Instead, bypass it and drive toward Carniol on the D18.  You will pass some more lavender fields in a valley just below Simiane, and then climb up on a bluff where you will get a spectacular view of Simiane with these lavender fields below – keep looking behind you toward Simiane to find this viewpoint.  This fabulous view is only good in the morning at least 1 hour (or earlier) before “high noon”.  After admiring the views, reverse the car & go back to Simiane for a visit.    

As you approach Simiane, bear to the left and follow the signs to “la Rotonde”.  This road may look like it is leaving Simiane, but it is actually getting you to the back of the town where there is a parking lot.  Wander through Simiane.  It’s a very lovely village. Try to find the small covered terrace with views back to where you viewed Simiane from the bluff.  There is a place to get lunch close by & they will serve you on this terrace, which formerly was a marketplace.

Get back on the D18/D166 heading north to St Christol.  When the D166 joins the D30, look for the majestic lavender field (mentioned above) immediately on your left.  Park the car in the asphalt pad on the D30 at this junction (it's a large informal parking area).  In '07, this lavender field was the best field we encountered.  In the "then" version of this Cote/Provence itinerary, I called this the "lavender field of the year".  My wife put a picture of this field on the cover of the Shutterfly book she made for our '07 trip.  When we returned in '10, the field was gone!!!!!  Planted with boring wheat.  I then removed mention of it in my subsequent version of this itinerary.  In '14 - it was back!!!  To really enjoy it, you should get out of the car and walk along the western edge of the field.  In '14 the first 50 meters or so was planted with young lavender - and they weren't mature yet.  However, the best views and the most robust/vibrant-colored lavender plants are beyond 50 meters into the field - after the trees hide the ugly green & orange warehouse-type building.  What you see then (and what's on the cover of our Shutterfly book) is this lavender field in the foreground, the pretty village of St Christol behind the field, and a magnificent view of Mt Ventoux in the distance.  Walk along the tractor path on the west side of the field until this "scene" comes into view.

Return to Sault from St Christol on D245 – the D30 is not scenic.

As you drive up into Sault and get to a spot where several roads meet, the second road to the right after this intersection will take you to a parking lot.  Explore Sault.  There are a few cute shops & many outside spots to have lunch.  There is a very famous nougat store close to the intersection.  The most scenic place for lunch is near a very large park that overlooks the massive lavender fields in the valley below Sault (you will be driving through these fields next).  If you don’t want a “sit down” lunch in Sault, you can just get a sandwich from one of the several vendors in Sault, plop on a bench in this grassy area, admire the view, and have lunch.
Now, let’s drive down and look at these lavender fields below Sault.  Exit Sault on the D942 toward Aurel, and as you drive past the grassy area where you had the pizza with the views, look for a sign to Mt Ventoux and the D164.  Once on the D164, it will take a very sharp left turn, but you will go straight on to a small road that is not numbered on your Michelin map.  A sign says “Chemin des Lavandes”.  Look at the map & try to find this small road that parallels the D942.  It is to the west of the D942.  Once on this small unmarked road (parallel to the D942), follow it for about 1 K and then take a left (It will probably be the first left that looks like a drive-able road).  Keep following this road, bearing right most of the time as it snakes around a little.  About 3 K past where you turned left, a few roads will converge.  Bear to the right (don’t go to les Crottes) and head uphill to where the road connects with the D942 just south of Aurel.  You’ll see a lot of lavender on this drive.  If you mark this route on your Michelin map, it will look like the “Big Dipper”.
Take the D942 to Aurel and then toward Montbrun.  Just past Aurel, you will leave the Department of the Vaucluse and enter the Department of the Drome where the road quality will change and the D942 will suddenly become the D542.

Get the cameras ready as you drive to Montbrun*.  As you approach the D72 just before Montbrun, look to your left for a good view of the village of Reilhanette.  Continue on to the perched village of Montbrun.  We’ve shot a lot of pictures of this village from down below.  It’s not worth exploring “inside” this village, however, unless you need to stretch your legs.

You will now drive up onto a higher plateau where you will get some fantastic views of Montbrun, Mt Ventoux, the surrounding mountains, and to where the “true” (vs. the hybrid varieties) lavender is grown.  

From below Montbrun, take the D542 into Montbrun, but as you are heading up into the village, the road will split to the left into the center of Montbrun, and to the right out of the center – take the road to the right and try to find the road sign to Ferrassieres.  You will turn right onto this road to Ferrassieres – it’s marked as the D189.  It first passes some sort of vacation village/spa, and as you follow the D189 up and up and up, you will get some great views of Montbrun and the mountains – including Mt Ventoux .
Once up on the top of this plateau, you’ll find more lavender fields.

From Ferrassieres, take the D63 towards Sault and then the D95 to Aurel, and then take the D942 back to Sault.

We’re leaving lavender country now & you’ll visit the Gorges de la Nesque**.  From Sault, leave south on the road you traveled on before (toward St Christol) and look for the street sign indicating a sharp right hand turn, and get on the D942 to Gorges de la Nesque.  Stop at the several view points along the Gorge.

After the Gorge ends, take the D942 into Villes sur Auzon, then the small D14A/D150 to Blauvac.  As you approach Blauvac you will notice on your Michelin map that the road is a “green” (scenic) road.  Indeed it is.  You’ll get wonderful views as you continue on this D150 Green road.   Drive into Malmort until you spot the fountain, town gate, and lavoir (wash basin) – take a picture.  Take the D5 west towards Carpentras.  More times than not, we've ended up driving on the D5 east from Malmort - in the wrong direction.  Don't panic - do a U-turn & head west & you should see some road signs for Venasque,  Once you are driving  on this "correct" direction on the D5, turn left on the D77 and  continue on the D77 to Venasque*.  There is a picturesque view of Venasque from the D77 – the best view will be in the morning.  Explore Venasque – it’s quite interesting.   My wife's second favorite housewares store is in Venasque.  It is quite unique:

 http://www.maisondecharme-venasque.com/Salon_de_the_boutique.html and is situated next to the fountain on the main square in town (it may be temporarily closed).  The Tourist office is just down the street - so pick up a walking map there (in English).

Take the D4 southeast from Venasque.  There are two options for returning to Gordes.  Take the D177/D244/D15 OR  take the D15 to Murs then Joucas where you will get a great view of the rock outcropping at Lioux.  Both of these routes are very scenic.  You can not take the D177 past Senanque to Gordes – it is one-way in the “other” direction.
2014 note about lavender.  In late June we stayed in the Luberon for 2 weeks and spent quite a bit of time admiring the lavender fields around Saignon, between St Saturnin les Apt and Rustrel, near Lioux, around Bonnieux, and also along the D900.  Plus Senanque Abbey.  On June 23 we spent the day exploring the lavender on the Valensole Plateau.  On June 25 we visited the lavender fields around Sault.  We've visited all of these fields on many prior trips.  In '14 they had a very warm spring in Provence and the lavender was blooming early.  The fields around Valensole and in the Luberon were at their peak - but not so the fields around Sault and also Senanque.  Perhaps Valensole & the Luberon are planted with Lavandin, and Sault and Senanque with  Lavandre.  I'm not a lavender expert, but perhaps the Lavandin blooms earlier.   

Scenic drive through the countryside, an Abbey, & small villages south of the Luberon Mountains - all day

The area south of the Luberon Mountains doesn’t get nearly the amount of tourist traffic as the Peter Mayle region north of the mountains.  It’s a little more arid than the north section, so there isn’t as much lush vegetation.  The villages are not as touristy either.  Start this drive in the early morning so the sun is in a location to afford the best views from the first destination on the route.  Leave Gordes heading for Coustellet, then cross the D900 on the D2 then the D31 towards Cheval Blanc.  About 2.5 K before Cheval Blanc, turn left to Vidauque (see the Michelin Map).  Note the winding “green” road that goes up towards the Tete des Buisses.  This is a one-way road, and offers excellent views.  The rocky terrain is quite interesting also.  Continue on this road until it hits the D973, then turn left (east) towards Cadenet & Pertuis.  This road becomes scenic once you pass the Gorges du Regalon.  Continue past the Gorges till you get to Lauris.  If you have the Michelin 114 map, switch to it so you won’t have to squint as much.  Drive into Lauris, and once you get into town, the road will make a left turn, but turn right instead to the old section of town.  Park your car just after the turn and try to find the tourist office, which is next to the Chateau.  You can pick up a walking guide (in English) from the tourist office, but it’s poorly written and difficult to follow.  Lauris is a very cute town.  
Continue on the D973 east to Cadenet – an OK town to visit – perhaps skip.  From Cadenet, you can head south & visit Silvacane Abbey**, which is one of the three sister Cisterian Abbeys along with Senanque & Le Thoronet.  Senanque is certainly more picturesque with the lavender fields in front, but if you want to tour Senanque, there is a only a French language guided tour and an admission.  I don’t believe there is an admission for Silvacane.  Continue east on the D973 to Pertius.  This town is the largest in the area, and is interesting but a little “grittier” than the other villages & towns in the region.  It has lots of lunch spots.  You can pick up a town map and a walking itinerary at the tourist office, but the itinerary does not describe any of the buildings or sites.   
Continue east on the D973 to Mirabeau.  This is a cute village worth a quick look/see.  After Mirbeau, head northwest on the D33 to Grambois.  This is an immaculately maintained village.  There is no commerce in town, except for 1 café.  After Grambois, head southwest on the D956 to La Tour d’Aigues, then towards Pertuis - but just before Pertuis head north on the D56 to Ansouis – another cute village worth a visit.  You can visit the Chateau.  We did – but my wife enjoyed it more that I did.  http://www.chateauansouis.fr/  .
Stay on the D56 to Cucuron.  As you approach town, you’ll spot a huge pond that’s raised above ground level, with lots of cafes around it.  Park the car & sit a spell & have a coffee or soft drink.  After a rest, walk into town & explore.  Look for the signs to the Donjon (castle tower) and walk up to the Donjon.  There is an excellent view out over the rooftops from there.
For the last stop of the day, take the D56 past Vaugines and then to Lourmarin* which by far gets the most tourists in this region.  Walk around town – there are plenty of shops & cafes.  Take the D943 over the Combe de Lourmarin to the Luberon Valley, past Bonnieux & back to Gordes.
The Dentelles, Vaison with Roman Ruins, and serious wine country.  Most of the day
I think this area is almost as pretty as the Luberon, and not as touristy.  The Dentelles Mountains provide a great backdrop, and there are several very nice perched villages.  This is the famous Rhone wine-growing region and you can visit a winery or just sip wine from tasting rooms in some of the villages.  If you choose to stay near Gordes for a few days and then move on to St Remy for several days, you can use this round-about route to get to St Remy – but expect it to take all day.  If you plan on visiting Provence for more than 7 days, I would spend a few days/nights in this region.  We had a very nice dinner at the Hotel Bellerive just south of Rasteau.  It’s also a hotel, and has knock-out views of the Dentelles.
From Gordes, head toward L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue.  Continue through l’Isle to Pernes on the D938 (not the D31).  At the south end of Pernes, take the D28 east to St Didier – which is a cute town.  Then take the scenic D39/D4A/D1 north to Mazan.  One of our favorite restaurants in this region is the Chateau Mazan – excellent outside dining at the Chateau (it’s also a hotel).  The town is interesting also.  After Mazan, take the D163 north, and then the D55 to St Pierre, Modene, and Caromb.  Caromb is a worthwhile town to visit if you like medieval villages that have not been over-restored.  Find the tourist office, pick up a walking tour brochure, and visit this medieval village.  The walking tour brochure was in English in ’07, but somehow the ’10 version was in French only. Grande Rue and Rue du Couvert are the most interesting streets.  After Caromb, take the D21 west (as you circle through Caromb counter-clockwise, watch carefully for the D21 sign just in front of a Tabac with a blue awning) towards Beaumes de Venise.  But when you hit the larger D938, turn right (north) towards Malaucene. You will see Chateau Barroux up on the mountain ledge.  Continue on through Malaucene (mildly interesting – with lots of outdoor cafes) and then towards Vaison la Romaine.  When you pass the D54, there is a good “seconds” cookware/pottery outlet (outdoors).  Also near there is the town of Crestet, which is a good village to explore if you have the time & don’t mind climbing.  Make sure that you visit "le Village" up the hill - not the overdeveloped section on the D938.  When approaching Vaison from Crestet on the D938, do not take the branch into “centre ville” – instead take the road to “ville medieval”.  It will pass a gravel pit and then you will get a fantastic view of the medieval village and castle perched on the side & on top of a cliff.  The “newer” Vaison is across the river to your right.  Just before the old bridge that goes across the river, park the car and get out the camera – lots of photo opportunities.  Explore Vaison** - the vieux/medieval section of town uphill to your left, and the “newer” part with the Roman ruins across the bridge to your right.  The medieval section is much more interesting.  The “new” town has lots of shops (kinda touristy), and if you have never seen Roman ruins, then do so.  I think the “theatre” has been over-restored.  The Roman toilets are interesting.  See if you can eavesdrop on an English tour of the ruins.

Now we’re off to wine country.  See “Dentelles” in the green guide.  Follow the route in the guide from Vaison to Seguret.  Seguret* is the most interesting village in this region.  Park the car & get out & explore the narrow streets.  We’ve never dined in Seguret, but there is a very charming restaurant called Mesclun that was “complet” for lunch the last time we visited in ’07.  This seems like it would be a great lunch spot (menu not interesting enough for dinner).  After Seguret, drive through Sablet, and then to Gigondas.  These are famous wine villages.  This is a beautiful drive. There is a shop in Gigondas that will let you sample & buy many of the local wines.  It’s in the square in the center of town, on the left side of the road.  The store’s called “Caveau du Gigondas” and you can walk in & see the selections you can taste.  After Gigondas, head to Vacqueyras then Beaumes des Venise.  You can taste the sweet Muscat wine in many shops in this town.  There is a co-op called “Vigurons de Beaumes de Venise” where you can taste & buy wine – it’s just west of town a little.  The co-op is on the D7 at the round-about. (look for the large sculpture with two big hands in the center of the round-about).
After you have “circled” the Dentelles mountains by driving through the vineyards and wine villages west of the Dentelles, head off “through” the mountains.  There are some spectacular views along the way.  From Beaumes de Venise, head north on the D90 through Lafar, Suzette, and then back down to Malaucene.  We took this drive in ’10 at about 5PM in late June, and the views were spectacular.  As we passed through Suzette, I noticed a sign for a winery called Domaine St Amant  ( http://www.domainesaintamant.com )  This is a wine that I enjoy at home in the US.  We followed the signs up and up and up the small road to St Amant (well marked on the roadside), and the best views of the Dentelles and surrounding countryside were actually along this road to the Domaine St Amant.  We purchased 4 bottles of their oak-aged Voigner (La Tabardonne) from the charming female winemaker – who speaks perfect English.  The setting of St Amant was spectacular – it was difficult to leave.
Our favorite restaurant in the Dentelles region is l’Oustalet  in Gigondas on the main square in the village.  We’ve dined there 6 times – very nice setting both outside & inside – excellent food.  Another restaurant we’ve enjoyed several times is les Florets, also in Gigondas but not in town – its farther east into the mountains – there are signs directing you to the hotel/restaurant.  The outside setting is fabulous – lots of interesting flowers.  I would only dine there if you could dine outside – inside isn’t particularly interesting and the food is not quite as good as the other restaurants mentioned above.  I had a birthday dinner in '10 at Hotel Crillon le Brave, and it was very strange (long story), but on our visit in '17, the food was much better & we dined outside.  Hotel des Pins just outside of Bedoin is another place we frequent – the menu is quite a bargain and very good.  It is also a hotel.   We’ve vacationed for 12 weeks in this region – trying many other restaurants – but these were our favorites (along with Mazan further southeast).  
Chatteauneuf du Pape
If you want an excellent tour of one of the famous Chateauneuf du Pape wineries, book an English tour at Beaucastel – perhaps the most famous winery.  Phone 04 90 70 70 60.  http://www.beaucastel.com/en/ 
As I remember, the tour is about 1½ hours and it’s quite informative.  Book a couple of days (perhaps a week) ahead.  Getting to Beaucastel is a little difficult.  I’ve wandered back & forth a few times – even after getting there OK once.  Beaucastel is just south & a little east of Orange.  I think I got there by going to Jonquieres then traveling on the road that is a bridge over the A7 just to the west & near the freeway exit.  Follow the signs to Beaucastel.  
After Beaucastel, head south on the D68 to Chateauneuf du Pape.  If you didn’t visit Beaucastel, you can sample wine at any of the dozens of tasting rooms in town.  It’s a little more intimidating than tasting in the Napa Valley, however.  You sit down at a table and it’s more of a one-on-one event. 

Two scenic drives east of Vaison la Romaine – this is why we return to Provence so often.
Route one – 1 to 1 ½ hrs from Entrechaux
Find Entrechaux on the 113 map – it’s just east of Vaison.  Head northeast on the D13 which turns into the D5 once it crosses over into the Drome dept.  Head towards Mollans sur Ouveze, but before you reach town the D5 angles north & bypasses Mollans.  Instead take the road that goes directly into town – see the Michelin Map.  Several years ago, there was an article in France Magazine titled “Silence of the Lavoirs”.  A lavoir is an outside washhouse where in the past – actually, sometimes the fairly recent past , women did the laundry.  Many still exist, and are maintained by the village.  The lavoir that won “first prize” in this article was the lavoir in Mollans.  As you drive into Mollans, look to your right for the Lavoir – you can’t miss it.  There’s a large fountain and an arcaded basin.  The lavoir is just before you cross over the Ouveze River on a bridge.  After visiting the lavoir, cross the bridge and immediately turn right & take the D5 east.  Just after Mollans at Pierrelongue, there is a strange church perched atop a large rock spur.  When the D5 intersects the D72, take the D72 southeast towards Montbrun.  This is an especially scenic section of road – you’ll see a few lavender fields.  When the D72 leaves the Drome & re-enters the Vaucluse, this road becomes the D41.  Soon after you enter the Vaucluse, take a short down-&-back to the cute town of Brantes – the setting is especially scenic.  Brantes is a gem of a small village – take a walk through town.  Enter through the arched entryway (on foot) next to the Mairie.  Take the walkway up & explore the interesting village.  Lots of artisan shops.  Make sure you walk all the way to the entrance of the chapel.  Go inside the chapel & you’ll be amazed that such a small village has an elegant chapel.  Walk a few steps beyond the chapel for a wonderful view of the Toulourenc Valley and the north side of Mt Ventoux.  Across from the chapel, go inside the courtyard of Atelier de Faience for some photo ops.

Continue east on the D41.  If you did not visit Montbrun* on the Lavender Route (see previous), do so now.  If you have already visited Montbrun, when the D41 hits the D40, turn right & take the D40 west back to Entrechaux.   As you return to Entrechaux from the east, you will notice the large chateau up on a spur – stop for a few pics (views best in the morning).   

Route two – Interesting town, lavender fields, beautiful gorges, breathtaking vistas, interesting rock formations, and a view of the Alps – 4 ½ hours
Start in Entrechaux again, and continue through Mollans sur Ouveze (see above).  If you have visited Mollans and the lavoir before, you can stay on the D5 that bypasses Mollans.  If you haven’t visited the lavoir, see above.  Continue on the D5 to Buis les Baronnies*.  As you approach Buis, skirt the medieval section (Centre Ville) to the left and park in the large lot at the north end of town.  There will be many outdoor cafes in this area.  Walk to the old section, and you will immediately be in a large square with arched arcades.  Wander around the arcades and then walk down the Grand Rue (Main St).  There are a few shops worth poking your nose into.  When the Grand Rue fizzles out, walk to the right to ther tourist office and pick up a walking itinerary for Buis.  This walking itinerary will guide you to some interesting places you might not find on your own.  Return to the parking lot.  My wife spent some time in an interesting shop outside the old section of town & facing the parking lot.  It had lots of colorful outdoor furniture displayed outside in front of the shop.  “Quincaille” (hardware) is displayed on the awning.  Without taking too much time to shop or have coffee, Buis should take 40 mins to explore.  Many hotels & some shops in Buis are only open in July through September.
Leave Buis & head north on the D546.  Just after crossing a bridge over the Ouveze river, take the D108 north/left to Ste Jalle.  The views from the D108 are spectacular.  First there are interesting rock formations, then views of the valley with mountains all around, and then lots of lavender fields.  You’ll drive next to several of the fields.  Continue on the D108 through Ste Jalle.  You should get to Ste Jalle about 1 ½ hrs after leaving Entrechaux.  Past St Jalle, catch the D64 heading north.  The D64 will hit the D94 & take the D94 north (turn right) and then it heads east.  After the village of Sahune, the D94 follows the Eygues River through the scenic Gorges de St May.  As you approach the village of St May, there is a good view of this perched village.  Continue along the D94 through the Gorges de St May and admire the beautiful granite cliffs with streaks of Ochre.  This gorge will peter out after awhile.  Near Verclause, take the D116 (small road) southeast towards Orpierre.  You should get to the D94/D116 intersection at about 2 ¼ hrs after leaving Entrechaux.
Continue on the D116 towards Orpierre.  This is the least interesting portion of this drive.  Just after Laux-Montaux, you will climb up a switchback and a wonderful view of the Alps in the distance will appear to the north.  Get out of the car at the gravel pull-out and admire the wonderful view.  On a clear day, the section of the Alps you see may be the Vercors.  Continue to Orpierre – the road becomes more scenic with the interesting granite cliffs.

Stop in Orpierre* & explore.  You should get to Orpierre at about 3 hrs after leaving Entrechaux.  Orpierre is barely on the 113 map – half of the name is truncated – it says “Orpie”.  Drive past the town and park in the lot at the east end of town in front of a church.  Walk towards the D30 and enter town on the Grand Rue.  Walk the length of the Grand Rue.  This is an interesting town with lots of old Renaissance buildings – many in need of repair.  When you reach the end of the cobblestone section of the Grand Rue, retrace your steps and explore the section of town to your right (south).  There is a rabbit-warren of streets & covered passageways.  Try to find the fountain on the Place de la Fountaine Ronde.  Exploring Orpierre should take 30 mins.  There is a passable WC over the bridge behind the church at the parking lot.  Now, let’s leave Orpierre heading west on the D30.  You should leave Orpierre 3 ½ hrs after leaving Entrechaux.

After Orpierre, when the D30 leaves the Haute Alps dept & enters the Drome, it becomes the D65.  This is the prettiest section of this itinerary.  Soon you will start seeing lavender fields again, and then you will climb up some switchbacks to the Col de Perty*.  You won’t believe the fantastic views as you climb up to the col.  The views get better as you climb higher up.  We took dozens of pictures on this climb.  On a clear day, you can see the Alps to the east.  This is a different section of the Alps – around Colmars, Barcelonette, and the Parc du Mercantour.  As you reach the col de Perty and descend, you will lose the views of the Alps to the east, but gain fantastic views of the mountains & valleys with lavender fields.  Continue west on the D65, and as you get close to St Auban, you’ll get a wonderful view of this perched village to your left.  At St Auban, take the D546 west.  About 4K after St Auban, you see another cute  village – Ste Euphemie – followed by another perched village to your right - Vercoiran.  Continue on this scenic D546 to Buis, and then the D5 to Entrechaux.  You should get to Buis at 4 hrs and to Entrechaux at 4 ¼ hrs after first leaving Entrechaux at the beginning of this route.  As you approach Entrechaux, look for the perched castle and turn right before a large open field off the D13 to take pictures.
Gorges in France - opinion
In 2017, we visited the "famous" Gorge de Verdon*** (our 3rd visit).  A few days later we made 2 trips into the area covered by this "Route two" (above).  This latter area has many smaller & less famous gorges.  My wife & I both mentioned that we enjoyed the many gorges on this "Route two" more than we enjoyed the Gorge du Verdon - because we were able drive next to the rivers through the gorges on "Route two" and admire the many rock formations "up close".  On the Gorge du Verdon, we were only able to see the rock formations from a distant Belvedere - which did not allow us to view the rock formations "up close".  In 2016 we spent 2 weeks near the Ardeche Gorge, and in 2015 we spent 2 weeks IN the Gorges du Tarn and the many other gorges around the Tarn Gorge.  The Gorges du Tarn (there are many gorges in this region) are unique in that you can drive along the river and look up at the sides of the gorges.  You could also drive up to the top of a gorge in the Gorges du Tarn and admire it from a belvedere (just like you can on the Ardeche & Verdon Gorges).

Both my wife & I are of the opinion that the Gorges du Tarn is a much better experience than either the Ardeche Gorge or the Verdon Gorge.
St Remy & Les Baux.  

St Remy* is probably the favorite small/medium sized village in Provence for most tourists.   Many cafes, shops, restaurants, & Roman ruins nearby.  Lots of English spoken also - which may be a plus or a minus for some people.  Les Baux is also a “must” for many visitors, and the view of Les Alpilles is lovely.  There are scads of sunflower fields blooming brightly in the summer.  I’m probably the exception, but I think the Var, the Luberon, and the area around Vaison & Mt Ventoux are prettier than this area - but the town of St Remy can’t be missed and the Les Baux/Alpillies are major destinations.  

Explore St Remy.  Parking in town is easy.  The Wednesday AM market is quite nice, but get there before 9:00 and leave before 10:30, when the busloads of day trippers arrive.  One thing I strongly recommend is to not visit the Wednesday market and explore St Remy on the same day.  The market will attract most of your attention and will make it very difficult to really enjoy the town of St Remy.  Often, the market vendors’ stalls will hide the pretty storefront displays.  It’s remarkable to note the difference in visiting a town on market day vs. a “regular” day – it seems almost a different destination.  There is a very nice square on Rue Carnot across the street from the Spar market, where you can “hang out” or have lunch.
If you choose to stay overnight in St Remy, Chateau des Alpilles seems to be quite popular, but we have never stayed there.  

Visit Les Baux***.  Read about it in the Michelin guide.  Many people also find this to be the highlight of their visit to this area.  The town below the castle ruins is a rather touristy, but it can be fun to explore.  We’ve visited Les Baux several times on the same day just to get different sun perspectives on the old ruins and the areas below the bluff.

Look up “Alpilles” in the Green Guide & take route #2 from St Remy to Eygalieres.  Explore Eygalieres.  Walk up the R de la Republic, which becomes R du Doctor Roque Joannes.  Keep walking up to an old ruined fort.  Try to visit Eygalieres when the shops are open (not during lunch closing).  After Eygalieres, continue on the #2 drive (in the green Michelin guide) to Maussane.  The drive along the D78 is especially pretty.  From Maussane, head north to Les Baux & take the D27 north of Les Baux.  Stop at Caves du Sarragon for a fantastic view of Les Baux.

Other places to visit in Provence
If you have any more time available, visit Arles***.  As you come into Arles from the north, there is a huge parking lot on the north side of town.  I remember seeing a large water fountain close by.  Park there & explore Arles.  See the Michelin Green Guide for details. 

I love Avignon*** (much more than Arles), but I usually warn people about the urban sprawl around Avignon to the north, east, and south (west is not that bad).  It’s a big, hard city and it is surrounded by a lot of very ugly commerce and dilapidated high rise apartment complexes that will perhaps spoil your image of the “perfect” Provence.  Avignon is an excellent public transportation hub (and has a major TGV station outside of town), but I would not use Avignon as a base for exploring Provence unless you do not have a car.  
Pont du Gard*** I won’t describe the Pont here.  It’s one of the seven ancient wonders of the world.  Any guide book will give you all the details – it’s quite impressive.  There is a relatively new museum at the Pont.  There are lots of animated displays in the museum, and the museum attempts to explain the “whys & hows” the Romans built these aqueducts and the history of “water” & its importance.  We passed several well-spent hours in this museum – during lunchtime to avoid the school children that seem to be always present.  There is a cafeteria-style restaurant in the museum complex.
We are not big fans of Nimes***.  We’ve visited it 3-4 times & stayed overnight once.  Compared to Aix and Avignon, it was quite underwhelming.  In ’10 we spent a day in Nimes and visited Aix 5 days later.  Nimes was not nearly as vibrant & interesting as Aix.  An article in France magazine in ’97 said this about Nimes.  Guide books are certainly not generous towards Nimes.  While acknowledging that it ‘contains some of the best Roman antiques’, they also dismiss it as ‘a big and busy city of no particular attraction itself’. 

Uzes** is one of our favorite towns/villages in Provence – although it’s actually in the Gard dept which is part of the Languedoc/Roussillon region.  Visit it in conjunction with the Pont du Gard – but not during lunch or on Sunday, or on Monday morning.  My wife claims there is a higher percentage of shops that attract her in Uzes than in any other city/village in Provence (she shops for housewares & decorating stuff – not clothes or souvenirs).  They have a wonderful & colorful farmers market on Saturdays – but like St Remy, I think the market detracts from the enjoyment of this pretty town and its Place aux Herbes central square.   For restaurants in the area, we like the Chateau d’Arpaillargues in the village by the same name.  The outside garden setting for dinner is beautiful.  We’ve also stayed 2 nights in this chateau, and dined there on 2 separate trips.  Another of our favorites is l’Amphitryon in Castillion du Gard.  
We’re fond of Pernes les Fountaines*.  This village boasts 36 different fountains.  There is a walking itinerary in the Michelin Green Guide, but there is even a better one you can obtain from the Tourist Office, which is on the main D938 that goes through town – you’ll see it.  The itinerary is written in French, English, & German.  It has two different routes – a 1 hr walk, and a more ambitious 1 ½-2 hr walk (we took the latter).  This town is quite interesting, and less touristy than many others in the area.  Pernes has an excellent restaurant –  Au Fil du Temps.  

Extra time available ?

Just north of Provence in the Ardeche & Drome

In 2016 we spent 2 weeks in a lovely modern-style Gite just outside of Aubenas.  This is a very scenic area with lots of "cute little villages", a fantastic Gorge***, a cave with stalactites & mites***, and the newly opened Chauvet cave*** with pre-historic paintings dating back 36,000 years - making it the oldest "discovered" cave with paintings in Europe (Lascaux is 19,000 years old).  In June, the southern Ardeche is covered with yellow Broom and Lavender.  The best time to visit this region, obviously, is in June so that you can see this yellow Broom & Lavender.  The Ardeche does not attract the number of US tourists that next-door Provence does - but that's a "plus" as far as I'm concerned.  We were the first guests from the US that stayed in this Gite (it is about 10 years old)

There are three "must see" sites in the southern Ardeche (we visited the northern Ardeche near Lamastre for 2 weeks on  a prior trip).

1.  Chauvet cave*** (replica). 
https://en.grottechauvet2ardeche.com/ 
The road signs in the region will direct you to "Caverne Pont d'Arc".  The Chauvet replica cave opened in either 2014 or 15.  It is located on the D4 about 1/3 of the way from the village of Vallon Pont d'Arc to St Remeze.  In June when we were there, it opened at 9 & I believe the first tour was at 9:30.  It is "advised" that you reserve in advance (can be done on-line).  Visiting this cave and the adjacent museums is fascinating.  English "headphones" are available for the cave tour, but the information content is much less than the content given by the French-language person conducting the tour.  Plus the English dialog is not in-sync with what the French guide is highlighting with a light pointer.   But you can admire and comprehend the cave paintings from the guided tour of the cave, and then gain an understanding as to how & why the Cro-Magnan man migrated to this region and replaced Neandrathal man from a visit to the museums (English text easily available).  There are many buildings in the museum complex, which depict the story of the people and the cave.  We arrived at the ticket office at 9am, picked up our reserved tickets, then visited a few museum buildings until our tour departed at 9:30.  After the tour, we visited more buildings, had lunch at the restaurant/cafeteria, and departed around 1:30.  The cave tour took 55 mins, and the complex/museums consumed 4 hours - with short lunch.  
Gorges de l’ARDECHE***.  This is an extremely scenic gorge.  However, there are very few "view points" where you can drive to and admire the gorge from above.  The best way - by far - to appreciate the gorge is to rent a kayak and paddle down the gorge.  We didn't do this.  The best plan to see the gorge by car & not loose an entire half-day doing so, is to drive to Vallon Pont d'Arc, and then drive southeast along the D290 and stop at all the "view points" mentioned in the Green Guide.  The stop at Pont d'Arc** is especially scenic.  When you arrive at the D490 from the D290, head northeast  towards St Remeze then west on the D4 back to the Chauvet cave.
A "perfect day" would be to visit the Chauvet cave first thing in the morning, then drive around the Gorges de l'Ardeche in the afternoon - following the route I described.  Trying to include the below Aven d'Organ would be an "overload" for a single day.  
 Aven d’Orgnac*** - a wonderful cave with stalactites & stalagmites. In 2015, we visited all the significant stalactite & mite caves in the Gorges du Tarn area (most - for the second time).  We thought that Aven d'Orgnac was just as remarkable (it was our second visit there also) as the Tarn caves.  The other caves in the Ardeche are not as interesting as Aven d’Orgnac.  Aven d'Orgnac also has a museum about "man".  The museum was not there on our first visit to Aven d'Orgnac in 2003.  It  has minimal "repetition" with the Chauvet cave museum.  We spent about 3/4 to 1 hr in the Aven d'Orgnac museum
If you are staying in the Provence region,
From Uzes it is:

1 hr 10 mins to Aven d'Orgnac

1 1/2 hrs to the Chauvet cave

From Vaison la Romaine it is:
1 1/2 hrs to Aven d'Orgnac

1 1/2 hrs to Chauvet Cave.


Here are some very appealing non-touristy villages at the west end of the Gorges de l'Ardeche.

Labeaume*+  We really enjoyed Labeaume.  It's a rabbit warren of cobblestone paths.  However, if you are unstable on cobblestones or have bad feet - it may present a problem for you.  There are many cafes in town.  We spent 3/4 to 1 hr exploring Labeaume  

Balazuc* 

Roums- has horrific tourist crap in every single shop on Main Street in Centre Ville.  Maybe the worst we've seen.  Instead of browsing through this awful stuff,  look for the Vieux Ville sign and go there - and only there.  It's a short visit.  Actually, I would skip Roums entirely - we were there for only 15 mins
Vinezac+ This is a very interesting village.  Lots of small arcaded passageways.  The village is perfectly preserved.  You can park your car at the north end of town in front of the Mairie.  Les Galapians hotel/restaurant would be a good place for a lunch - they have outside tables.
https://www.lesgalapians.fr/ 
Largentiere++ was the real "surprise" for us.  Wonderful medieval architecture throughout.  It's a very interesting town to explore.  Pick up a map with a walking itinerary at the tourist office and follow the suggested walking route for the lower/old part of town.  There are some tacky souvenir shops as you enter the town on the bridge into the main part of Largentiere, but they dissipate soon and you'll start focusing on the architecture of the village.  We visited Largentiere for 1 hour.  The castle was closed due to restoration work.

On the way up the west side of the Rhone, just south of Montelimar, visit St Montan*.  It is mis-labeled St Montant on some Michelin maps.  Several years ago a group of families looking for a nice place to live where they could buy crumbling houses & put in some sweat-equity, started to restore this crumbled medieval village. Soon others joined, and they now have a real gem.  Pick up a map with a walking itinerary at the tourist office.  There are a few cafes in town - we had a crepe lunch.


Viviers* is also an interesting town to explore. If you drive through town on the D86, it will look like nothing.  However, the parallel medieval road just 1 block east has some very pleasing architecture.  Follow the walking itinerary in the Michelin Green Guide.  Park near the Hotel de Ville at the south end of town.  Visit the Chateau area first, then Grande Rue.  There is very little commerce on Grande Rue.  The old houses have been altered over the centuries.  There are no cars in this section of town & lots of side streets with arcaded passages. The D107 from Viviers to Alba is a very scenic road.

Mirabel* is an extremely unique and interesting village made of black volcanic rock.  It looks entirely different from any other village in the region.  Explore every cobblestone street on foot.  I think there is only one "shop" in Ville Vieux - maybe a bistro.

We stayed in a Gite just outside of Aubenas+ for 2 weeks in 2016, and had dinner in Aubenas once, purchased wine & groceries, explored this city, and sat at several cafes having a coffee & "people watching".  Several restaurant hostesses and our Gite proprietor indicated that almost no Americans visit the Ardeche.  We were the first Americans staying in this gite.   Aubenas gets no stars in the Michelin Green Guide - but we thought it was  much more interesting than many cities that do have Michelin stars.  Pick up "le guide Touristique" pamphlet at the Tourist Office and follow the Aubenas walking itinerary.  There is also info about other villages nearby.  We did not like Vals les Bains just to the north - except for the Sunday morning farmer's market.   We dined out at restaurants eight times and our favorites were:

- Aux Vieux Arceaux in Mercuer.  This restaurant has the type of location,  ambience, and food that we hope to find in France.  We actually dined here twice

- M restaurant in Aubenas.  Very nice place with a small menu but very creative food.

- Auberge de Montfleury outside of Villeneuve de Berg.  Next to an abandoned gare (train station).  Wonderful ambience & food.  Quite popular
- Largentiere le Chen in Rocher.  Out in the countryside.

- We enjoyed all the above restaurants more than we did the Michelin 1 star restaurant Le Vivarais in Vals les Bains.
Farther up the Rhone on the west side, the towns of St Vincent de Barres and Beauchastel are  quite interesting.  Still traveling north, just west of Valence & high up on a bluff are the ruins of Chateau Crussol** - you'll see it from the road. We enjoyed tromping around the ruins & taking-in the views from there.

Crossing the Rhone into the Drome , Crest+ is an interesting town to explore.  It has some very nice old houses & the ruined chateau’s tower is well worth a visit.  There is a good view from the top.  We enjoyed this town quite a bit.

Closer to the Rhone River, Mirmande is an attractive town, and Cliousclat has some pottery.


Many people enjoy Poet-Laval vieux village*- more than we did, but the restaurant and the views from the restaurant are excellent.


Dieulefit is worth exploring, and has some unique pottery – my wife managed to find a few things to lug home.

Chateau Grignan** is one of the few castles open in the area.  It has lots of history, and the town itself is worth a wander through.

We did not find Valreas to be very interesting.

We enjoyed the troglodyte village of Barry*.

If you want to visit a town which has been "Wal-Marted", go to Bollene. We entered from the north, parked the car & walked through town. It has some interesting architecture, but the stores were boarded up & crumbling. We could not understand why. When we left town to the south, we saw the half-dozen or so huge box stores where people go & shop instead of doing their shopping in Bollene.  These big stores have sucked the life out of Bollene. 
Scenic drives in the Ardeche.   Described in the Michelin Green Guide for the Auvergne and Rhone Valley.  Use Map # 331.  
Vallee de la Volane and Vallee de la Borges** This is a stunning drive with lots of yellow Broom to enjoy.  This outing goes through Antragues sur Volane+ which is a delightful hill village.  There are many artisan shops & lots of cafes.  We spent about 30-45 mins exploring this village.  There is a car park past the old village.

Montagne and Haute Vallee de l'Ardeche*

Do this circular drive in the clockwise direction.  Start by heading west on the N102 from just south of Vals les Bains.  Drive through Thueyts*- (which we did not find to be very interesting),.  When the N102 connects with the D239, head north on the D239 through the Foret de Mazan.  Then at St Cirgues en Montagne, take the D536 east and back to Vals.  This is the opposite direction that's described in the Green Guide.  There are some colorful Broom fields between Mayras le Chateau (see the map) and between Mazan le Abbaye and St Cirgues en Montagne.  Drive through Meyras (not Mayres) at the latter part of this drive  This outing took us about 2 1/4 hours to complete - with many stops for photographs. 

Plateau du Coiron**

Do this circular drive in the clockwise direction, and in the afternoon (for the best sun exposure).  There is a vibrant Broom patch near Molieres.  This drive took us 2 3/4 hours to complete. 

The D104 (N304 on older maps) is quite scenic from just west of Privas to Vesseaux.  There is an appealing view of a chateau at the start of this drive.  

Scenic drive in the Drome through many lavender fields++.

Start this drive by heading west on the D541 from Donzere.  Immediately after you cross the N7, you will see an expansive lavender field before you drive under the A7.  At the junction of the D541 and the D458 there is another spectacular Lavender field (we took many pictures there).  Proceed to La Garde Adhemar+ and take a 30-45 min stroll through town.  There are some pleasing cafes in town.  Next, head to Roussas (looks better from the outside than from the inside), and on to Valurie+, which is an immaculately restored village.  There is no commerce in town.  Explore on foot - following all the cobblestone streets.  Now head to Grignan* - you'll pass some lavender fields on the north side of the D541 on the way to Grignan (visit the Chateau - see prior description).  From Grignan, take the D56/D9 north - passing more lavender fields on the west side of the road.  When the D9 hits the D540, take the D540 east to le Poet Laval Vieux Village*- (see prior).  You'll see more lavender prior to le Poet Laval.  Continue on the D540 to Dieulefit (see prior).  Now take the D538 east and then south.  More Lavender on this road.  Take the D14 back to Grignan, then the D541 (again) back to Donzere.  As noted previously in this itinerary - Lavender fields "come-and-go".  One year there is a beautiful lavender field - only to be replaced by a not-so-beautiful wheat field the following year.    
More things in Provence

The Castle** at Tarascon is interesting to explore, and the view** from the terrace is quite good.  The town itself isn’t that interesting, IMO.  My Cadogan guide says “Few towns in Provence are as determinedly unglamorous as Tarascon.  Most of the houses are not only unrestored, but cry out for a lick of paint and garages outnumber craft shops”.  We enjoyed the Souleiado fabric museum & store in town.
The Roman theatre*** in Orange is impressive, but almost every time we have visited, it was obscured by props (set up for plays & operas), netting, or something else.  It is a big city to drive in & out of.
From the TGV station in Avignon, a day/overnight trip to Lyon*** is a possibility.  It’s only 1 ¼  hours away by train, with frequent departures.  Take the train to the Perrache station.

Montpellier** gets my vote for the most under-rated city in France. It’s only 45 mins by train from the Avignon TGV station, and 1 hour from the Avignon Centre station.  Take the walking tour outlined in the Michelin Green Guide for Languedoc.  Try to ignore all the graffiti, which seems to be everywhere in town.  Almost all stores close for a long lunch, except the big chain stores.  They pull down those ugly corrugated shutters or bars to protect the store fronts from graffiti, so don’t do the walking tour at lunch time when the stores are closed & the window displays don’t look their best.  Instead have lunch at one of the many outdoor cafes – I recommend the area around the Place de la Canourgue.  I suspect that most stores are closed on Mondays, but I’ve never visited Montpellier on a Monday.  The Tourist Office offers a walking tour in English.  Check the Green Guide for times & dates.  Don’t opt for the Chateau tour at the end of the normal walking tour (it’s very tedious).

The area north of Montpellier is spectacular, but that’s another chapter.  It’s described in my Languedoc/Roussillon itinerary.
My favorite Provence Markets

If you stay in this area on a Thursday night, then Friday morning is market day in Carpentras*.  This is perhaps my favorite market in Provence.  The market is in the dirt parking lot marked “Allees des Platanes” on the map, and the market also wanders through town.  The market closes at noon.  You can pick up some eats if you like – there are plenty.  We usually get pizza by the slice.  Once, we deliberately stayed past noon just to watch the market pack up & leave.  The dismantling of the market and the “exit dance” of the individual vendors is an interesting experience in itself.  

Of all the smaller markets we’ve visited in Provence, I think we enjoyed the Monday market in Bedoin the most.  It runs down the main street in town, which is lined with plane trees, cafes, and several restaurants.  A pleasant way to spend a Monday (when many shops are closed in other towns) would be to visit this market.  Get there by 8:00, pick up croissants at the Boulangerie, then get an International Herald Tribune next door at  the La Provence Tobac, then sit down at the Bar du Cours  next to the tobac store and order a café crème.  If you first sit at the Bar du Cours and order pastries there – they’ll tell you to go over to the boulongerie to get the croissants.  Relax at the café & watch the vendors set up.  After the market, take a drive up to the top of Mt Ventoux*** (if the weather is clear).  The best drive to Ventoux is from the east side up to the top, then returning along the west road to Malaucene.  At Malaucene, take the D938 south to the D19 east back to Bedoin.  This D19 is extremely scenic – you’ll want to stop the car & take several pictures along the way.  

Bicycling

Bedoin is a mecca for cyclists and is the traditional starting point for bike ascents up Mt Ventoux.  The route “officially” starts opposite the tourist office where theD974 intersects with the D19.  There are 3 bike shops in Bedoin where you can rent bikes and purchase bicycle gear if you want to ride up to Mt Ventoux (or elsewhere).  Lance Armstrong claims Ventoux is the toughest climb in the Tour de France for him.  The “La Route du Ventoux”   www.larouteduventoux.com   bike shop seems to have the best equipment – according to my cousin who climbed up Ventoux on his bike (2 hrs) when he visited us in ’07.  They speak English at the shop and will deliver a bike to your hotel (for a price).   There are several other bike shops in Bedoin also. Malaucen has several shops. Apt in the Luberon rents bikes also
Provence Fabric

You will not have any trouble finding Provencal fabric in the south of France. It seems like every town & market has at least one vendor. I know; my wife has been to them all. We have over 60 tablecloths, 30 pillows (which were made from printed squares), napkins, placemats, slacks, tights, and a couch covered with fabric we purchased in Provence.  Although, shops & weekly farmer's markets carry less classic Provence fabric merchandise than they did when we first started purchasing Provence fabric in the early 1990s.  And it seems that the quality of the fabric is not a good as the fabric we have at home which we purchased in the 1990s & 2000s.  Carry a tape measure with you that is labeled in centimeters & measure and calculate fabric requirements for all your tables, side stands, picnic tables, etc in centimeters BEFORE you go to France. Standing at a vendor's stall at a market & trying to convert an oval pre-made tablecloth from centimeters to inches (if you are from a non-metric country), can be frustrating. Many yardage is about 7-8 Euros per meter & is 140 to 160 centimeters wide. Pre-hemmed high quality rounds are around 50 Euros for a cotton pattern and 40 Euros for plastifiee (plastic) & they are 180 CM diameter.  Most rounds that you find in farmer's markets today (2017) are around 10E - but the quality is lower & I would not want them on my table. Ovals, squares, and rectangles come in several sizes and can also be plastic coated.  150 X 220 and 150 X 250 rectangulars are around 10 Euros - but again, the quality is low.   All prices are from the Bedoin farmer's market in 2017.  They have runners, napkins, place mats, seat cushions, tights, shirts, pants, purses.  Fabric you purchase from Les Olivades or Souleiado will be better quality than fabric purchased at a market or a shop, but will be at least 3 times the price. The fabric we saw on our last couple of trips to Provence has been changing in style from 15 years ago. They have kind of gotten away from the traditional geometric prints & today you find more flowers, wheat, olives, & floral designs. Some of our favorites are the traditional designs, and tablecloths we purchased several years ago we can no longer find in the markets & shops. As I said, we have about a hundred squares we made into pillows & napkins, and there do not seem to be as many squares today. We have probably purchased most of our fabric at markets. If you really want to get an overload of fabric, stay in the Luberon for several days and go to the Carpentras market on Friday, the Apt market on Saturday, and the Isle sur la Soarge on Sunday. You will be "fabric-ed out" by then. Get to these markets no later than 9:00 or it will be too crowded. There is an outlet store in St Etienne du Gres for Les Olivades. Outside the store there is a nice bench under some trees next to a creek where all the men sit while the ladies shop. The store is just outside the town next to a campsite - look for the yellow signs on the D99 round-about just northwest of St Etienne on the road to Tarascon.  The store is open 9:30-18:30 every day except Sunday in summer.  They close for lunch in winter.   www.lesolivades.fr  There is a Souleiado store and a museum in Tarascon (see Michelin GG ).  Rue de la Balance in Avignon has dozens of Provence fabric shops.  Vence on the Cote d'Azur has an abundance of shops also.
Ceramics

My wife also buys ceramics in the South, but they are a little harder to get back home and shipping is $$$ - a plate broke in our suitcase once. If you are in St Tropez, there is a nice shop which sells ochre dinnerware & other ceramics on R Clemenceau. There is also an outlet in Ramatuelle. The dish we broke was from a set of  4 very large scalloped ochre dinner plates, and 4 large soup bowls which we purchased for about 8 Euros each in the town of Varages which is near Barjols in the Var (east of Aix). This is a ceramics town which formerly competed with Moustiers. The large shop where we purchased the plates has seconds, and while we were there they had a sale. They have a huge selection at bargain prices & the style & quality is very good. Aubagne is supposed to be the pottery center, but my wife has yet to convince me to go to this otherwise un-interesting town.  Vallauris (Cote d’Azur near Cannes) is also a ceramics center, but my wife thought most of their stuff was real un-appealing. 

Here’s a thought
When returning directly to Paris CDG airport from Avignon for our flight home, we’ve done the following: 
1. TGV to Dijon the day before our flight, spent the afternoon/night, then the very early am TGV to CDG

2. TGV/Train to Beaune the day before.  Next morning, very-very early Train/TGV to CDG via Dijon

3. TGV/Train to Chambery in the Alps, via Valence, then train/TGV to CDG via Lyon

4. TGV to Lyon, then TGV to CDG – we have not done this, but there are frequent TGVs 
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