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How to use this ebook:

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

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

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

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

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe

Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.

I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s biggest sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.

Written with my talented co-authors, Steve Smith and Gene Openshaw, this book offers a balanced mix of Paris’ biggest sights and lesser-known gems. It’s selective: Rather than listing every sight and neighborhood in Paris, we recommend only the best ones. And it’s in-depth: Our self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into Paris’ vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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We advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of our money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.

We visit Paris to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.

Judging by readers’ positive feedback, we believe this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.

Bon voyage! Happy travels!
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PARIS

Paris by Neighborhood

Map: Paris by Neighborhood

TOP NEIGHBORHOODS

Planning and Budgeting

PLANNING YOUR TIME

PLANNING YOUR BUDGET

BEFORE YOU GO

Travel Smart

Paris—the City of Light—has been a beacon of culture for centuries. As a world capital of art, fashion, food, literature, and ideas, it stands as a symbol of all the fine things human civilization can offer.

Two thousand years ago, Paris was a humble Celtic fishing village by the river; today, it’s a sprawling city, with a core population of 2.4 million. It offers sweeping boulevards, riverside book stalls, world-class art galleries, and farmers markets. Enjoy cutting-edge architecture, medieval masterpieces, Gothic cathedrals, and an efficient Métro system that whisks you wherever you want to go. Sip un café crème with intellectuals at a sidewalk café, then step into an Impressionist painting in a tree-lined park.

Paris’ sights are incomparable. Visit Mona Lisa and Venus de Milo at the Louvre, and marvel at the buoyant art of Monet and Renoir at the Orsay. Pay homage to beloved Notre-Dame Cathedral, recently recovered from a devastating fire. Zip to the top of the Eiffel Tower, and saunter down Avenue des Champs-Elysées. Take a day trip to visit the lavish palace of Versailles to understand the inevitability of the French Revolution...and the rise of democracy. Few countries can equal France’s impact on the global stage.
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People-friendly Paris: Relaxing at Luxembourg Garden; picnicking on the Seine



Yet Paris is also intimate and people-friendly. Prioritizing people over cars, the city turned riverside arterials into pedestrian promenades. The city’s many lovely parks are playgrounds for all ages. Luxembourg Garden offers puppet shows, pony rides, rental toy sailboats, and a wading pool. The Esplanade des Invalides, near Napoleon’s Tomb, is just right for afternoon lawn bowling (boules).

As you dodge Parisians walking their poodles and pushing baby strollers on a residential market street such as Rue Cler, you’ll experience real people making cozy communities in the midst of this vast, high-powered city. If you’d like to learn the fine art of living like a Parisian, a walk down a neighborhood market street provides an excellent classroom. And if you want to assemble the ultimate French picnic, there’s no better place. You’ll find a warm and human vibrancy you miss when just hopping from museum to museum. Chat with the woman who makes your crêpe, be brave and pop into chic boutiques, and stop by a neighborhood fromagerie to sniff fragrant cheese that smells like “zee feet of angels.”

You’ll eat very well. After all, Paris offers signature dishes from all of the country’s regions: ratatouille (Provence), foie gras (Dordogne), bœuf bourguignon (Burgundy), bouillabaisse (Riviera), and much more. Dine at a cozy bistro—the table is yours for the evening. Savor a special wine with your meal; though in France, even the table wine is fine. For dessert, crack open the caramelized crust of a crème brûlée.


The Language Barrier and That French Attitude

You may have heard that French people are cold and refuse to speak English. In my experience, the French are as friendly as other people (though a bit more formal) and many Parisians speak English well. But be reasonable in your expectations: French servers are paid to be efficient, not chatty.

The best advice? Slow down. Impatient travelers unaware of the joys of people-watching from a café often misinterpret French attitudes. With five weeks of paid vacation and a shorter work week than ours, the French don’t understand why anyone would rush through their time off.

The French view formality as being polite and prefer to avoid eye contact with strangers. When tourists stroll down the street grinning and blurting “Bonjour!” to everyone, the French find it odd rather than friendly.

Language is taken seriously, and locals place a high value on the use of pleasantries. Learn these five phrases: bonjour (good day), pardon (pardon me), s’il vous plaît (please), merci (thank you), and au revoir (goodbye). Begin every encounter (for instance, when entering a shop) with “Bonjour, madame” (or “monsieur”), and end every encounter with “Au revoir, madame” (or “monsieur”).

To ask a French person to speak English, say, “Bonjour, madame/monsieur. Parlez-vous anglais?” They may say “non” (because they don’t speak English fluently), but you may soon find out they speak more English than you speak French.
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It’s très French: At sidewalk cafés, people take their time. At small shops (like this bakery), say, “Bonjour, madame” (or “monsieur”) when you enter.



Practice French survival phrases (see here), and have a phrase book or translator app handy. In transactions, a notepad and pen can help; have vendors write down the price.
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Provençal ratatouille with Parisian flair; street performers at Sacré-Cœur



Save some after-dark energy for one of the world’s most romantic cities. Enjoy views over the glittering City of Light—from the Arc de Triomphe, the rooftops of stylish department stores, and the steps of Sacré-Cœur on Montmartre.

Parisians have the habit of spilling onto the river’s bridges and embankments just at that magic hour when the setting sun begins to color the evening sky. Make this your habit too. It’s the perfect time to share a picnic with friends, with an ambience that no restaurant can touch. Stately monuments and bridges, floodlit as darkness falls, are reflected in the waters of the Seine. Cruise the river and marvel at the nighttime light show at the sparkling Eiffel Tower. Once you’ve been to Paris...you’ll always have Paris.

Paris by Neighborhood

Paris is a big city, but its major sights cluster in manageable zones. Thoughtfully grouping your sightseeing, walks, dining, and shopping can save you lots of time and money.

Paris is circled by a ring road and split in half by the Seine River, which runs east-west. North of the Seine is the Right Bank (Rive Droite), and to the south is the Left Bank (Rive Gauche). The bull’s-eye is Notre-Dame, the heart of Paris, on an island in the middle of the Seine.
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TOP NEIGHBORHOODS

Historic Core

This area centers on the Ile de la Cité (“Island of the City”), located in the middle of the Seine. On this small island, you’ll find Paris’ oldest sights, from Roman ruins to the medieval Notre-Dame and Sainte-Chapelle churches. Other sights in this area: the Conciergerie, Archaeological Crypt, and Deportation Memorial, a riverside promenade and the faux beaches of the Paris Plages, and the lovely island of Ile St-Louis, with appealing shops and eateries. Paris’ most historic riverside vendors, les bouquinistes, line both sides of the Seine as it passes Ile de la Cité.

Major Museums Neighborhood

Located just west of the historic core, this is where you’ll find the art-filled Louvre, Orsay, and Orangerie museums. Other sights are the Place de la Concorde, Tuileries Garden, Palais Royal courtyards, and elegant arcades of the Galerie Vivienne.

Champs-Elysées

The greatest of the many grand 19th-century boulevards on the Right Bank, the Champs-Elysées runs northwest from Place de la Concorde to the Arc de Triomphe. Sights in this area include the Petit and Grand Palais, Hôtel Hyatt Regency Paris Etoile (for its great city view), and, on the outskirts, the modern neighborhood of La Défense with La Grande Arche.

Eiffel Tower Neighborhood

Dominated by the Eiffel Tower, this area also boasts the colorful Rue Cler market street (with many recommended hotels and restaurants), the Army Museum and Napoleon’s Tomb, the Rodin Museum, and the thriving outdoor market Marché Boulevard de Grenelle. Other sights: the pedestrian-friendly riverside promenade, Quai Branly Museum, National Maritime Museum, Architecture and Monuments Museum, and Sewer Museum. The Marmottan Museum is west of the Eiffel Tower on the Right Bank.
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Vendor stalls (les bouquinistes) along the Seine; Monet’s Water Lilies at the Orangerie; Champs-Elysées with the Arc de Triomphe; Napoleon’s Tomb
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Elegant Opéra Garnier; outdoor coffee break; café-lined Latin Quarter; BHV department store in the Marais



Opéra Neighborhood

Surrounding the Opéra Garnier, this classy area on the Right Bank is home to a series of impressive boulevards and sights. Though today it’s busy with traffic, there remain hints of Paris circa 1870, when the city was the capital of the world. Along with elegant sights such as the Opéra Garnier, Jacquemart-André Museum, and Fragonard Perfume Museum, the neighborhood also offers high-end shopping: at the Galeries Lafayette department store, around Place de la Madeleine and Place Vendôme, and at the covered passages of Choiseul and Ste. Anne.

Left Bank

The Left Bank is home to...the Left Bank. Anchored by the large Luxembourg Garden (near numerous recommended hotels and eateries), the Left Bank is the traditional neighborhood of Paris’ intellectual, artistic, and café life (Sorbonne University is here). Other sights: the Latin Quarter, the Cluny Museum, St. Germain-des-Prés and St. Sulpice churches, the Panthéon, Montparnasse Tower, the Catacombs, the Delacroix Museum, and the Jardin des Plantes park. This is also one of Paris’ best shopping areas (near Place St-Sulpice). The Grande Mosquée de Paris and Muslim cultural center (Arab World Institute, with views) are just east of the Latin Quarter.

Marais

Stretching eastward from the Pompidou Center to the Bastille along Rue de Rivoli/Rue St. Antoine, this neighborhood is packed with recommended restaurants and hotels, shops, the delightful Place des Vosges, and the Picasso Museum. The area is known for its avant-garde boutiques and residents. Other Marais sights: the Jewish Art and History Museum, the Holocaust Memorial, La Coulée Verte Promenade-Park, Père Lachaise Cemetery, the Carnavalet Museum, Victor Hugo’s House, Marché des Enfants Rouges covered market, and the outdoor markets at Bastille and Place d’Aligre.

Montmartre

This hill, topped by the bulbous white domes of Sacré-Cœur Basilica, hovers on the northern fringes of your Paris map. Home to recommended hotels and restaurants, Montmartre retains some of the charm that once drew Impressionist painters and turn-of-the-century bohemians. Other sights are the Dalí and Montmartre museums, Moulin Rouge, Pigalle district, and nearby Puces St. Ouen flea market.

Day Trips

When you’re ready to explore beyond Paris, you have good options, all easily reached by train:

Versailles is Europe’s ultimate royal palace—all others are wannabes. It’s huge, comprising the Château, the Gardens, and the Trianon Palaces and Domaine de Marie-Antoinette.

Other grand châteaux within day-tripping distance of Paris are the exquisite Vaux-le-Vicomte, lavish Fontainebleau, and scenically set Chantilly.

Chartres’ historic cathedral has famous stained-glass windows and statues that gloriously tell the entire story of the Bible. The pedestrian-friendly town itself is worth strolling.

Giverny and Auvers-sur-Oise are for lovers of art and small towns. The flower-filled village of Giverny was the home of Monet and his photogenic water lilies. Van Gogh spent the end of his short life painting furiously in the rural village of Auvers-sur-Oise.
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Sound-and-light show at Chartres Cathedral; Versailles’ Grand Trianon—fit for a king
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Planning and Budgeting

The best trips start with good planning. Your biggest decisions are when to go, how to structure your days, and how much money you’ll spend. For general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

As you read this book and learn your options...

Decide when to go.

Late spring and fall often bring the best weather and the biggest crowds. May, June, September, and October are the toughest months for hotel-hunting—don’t expect many deals. Summers are generally hot and dry; if you wilt in the heat, look for a room with air-conditioning. Rooms are easier to land in August (some hotels offer deals), and though many French businesses close in August, you’ll hardly notice.

Paris makes a great winter getaway (see the Paris in Winter chapter). Airfare costs less, cafés are cozy, and the city feels lively but not touristy. The only problem—weather—is solved by dressing warmly, with layers. Expect cold (even freezing lows) and rain (hats, gloves, scarves, umbrellas, and thick-soled shoes are essential).

Work out a day-by-day itinerary.

The following day plans offer suggestions for how to maximize your sightseeing, depending on how many days you have. For a quick look at open and closed days for major sights, check the “Daily Reminder” in the Orientation chapter. Note major sights where advance tickets are required (or recommended) or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.

Paris in One, Two, or Three Very Busy Days

Day 1








	Morning
	Follow my Historic Paris Walk, featuring Ile de la Cité, Notre-Dame, the Latin Quarter, and Sainte-Chapelle. If you enjoy medieval art, visit the Cluny Museum.



	Afternoon
	Tour the Louvre.



	Evening
	Enjoy a twilight ride up the Eiffel Tower and the Place du Trocadéro scene at its feet.





Day 2








	Morning
	Follow my Champs-Elysées Walk from the Arc de Triomphe down the grand Avenue des Champs-Elysées and into the Tuileries Garden (or take the Métro).



	Midday
	Cross the pedestrian bridge from the Tuileries Garden, then tour the Orsay Museum.



	Afternoon
	Tour the Rodin Museum or the Army Museum and Napoleon’s Tomb.



	Evening
	Take a tour by bus, taxi/Uber, or retro-chic Deux Chevaux car. (If staying more than two days, you could save this for your last-night finale.)





Day 3








	Morning
	Catch RER/Train-C to Versailles, then tour the Château and sample the Gardens.



	Afternoon
	Versailles can take up a full sightseeing day, but if you’re back in Paris, consider a sight near one of the RER/Train-C stations: the Army Museum and Napoleon’s Tomb, Rodin Museum, or Orsay Museum—or enjoy my Left Bank Walk.



	Evening
	Cruise the Seine River or have dinner on Ile St-Louis, then take a floodlit walk by Notre-Dame.
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Pyramids at the Louvre; Deux Chevaux driving tour; portico at Versailles; wintertime fun at the Eiffel Tower
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Paris in Five to Seven Days Without Going In-Seine

Day 1








	Morning
	Follow my Historic Paris Walk, featuring Ile de la Cité, Notre-Dame, the Latin Quarter, and Sainte-Chapelle. Savor a break in Luxembourg Garden and consider a visit to the nearby Panthéon or Cluny Museum.



	Afternoon
	Tour the Opéra Garnier, then enjoy rooftop views at the Galeries Lafayette or Printemps department stores—or both.



	Evening
	Take a boat cruise on the Seine.





Day 2








	Morning
	Tour the Louvre.



	Afternoon
	Follow my Champs-Elysées Walk from the Arc de Triomphe to the Tuileries Garden, and possibly take in the Orangerie Museum. Reversing the morning and afternoon activities also works well.



	Evening
	Enjoy dinner on Ile St-Louis, then a floodlit walk by Notre-Dame.





Day 3








	Morning
	Tour the Orsay Museum.



	Midday
	Tour the Rodin Museum (café lunch nearby or in gardens).



	Afternoon
	Visit the Army Museum and Napoleon’s Tomb, then take my Rue Cler Walk and relax at a café. Take a slow stroll along the Left Bank riverside promenade between the Orsay and Pont de l’Alma (near the Eiffel Tower), or bike along either bank.



	Evening
	Take one of the recommended nighttime bus/taxi/retro car tours.
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Glitzy Galeries Lafayette; ready for a Seine cruise; Versailles’ pastoral Domaine de Marie-Antoinette



Day 4








	Morning
	Take RER/Train-C to Versailles and tour the palace’s interior.



	Midday
	Have lunch in the Gardens at Versailles.



	Afternoon
	Tour the Gardens, the Trianon Palaces, and Domaine de Marie-Antoinette. (Late risers should reverse this plan and tour the palace’s interior in the afternoon to minimize crowd frustrations.)



	Evening
	Return to Paris and attend a concert at Sainte-Chapelle.





Day 5








	Morning
	Follow this book’s Marais Walk and tour the Carnavalet. Have lunch on Place des Vosges or Rue des Rosiers.



	Afternoon
	Choose from these Marais sights: the Jewish Art and History Museum, the Picasso Museum, or Père Lachaise Cemetery.



	Evening
	Enjoy a twilight ride up the Eiffel Tower and the Place du Trocadéro scene nearby.





Day 6








	Morning
	Spend most of your day at Chartres or touring the château of Vaux-le-Vicomte or Fontainebleau.



	Afternoon
	Explore the shopping districts of Paris (follow the Left Bank Walk or see the Shopping in Paris chapter for options).



	Evening
	Walk along the Champs-Elysées to take in the nighttime scene. Hike to the top of the Arc de Triomphe.





Day 7








	Morning
	Take my walking tour of Montmartre and Sacré-Cœur, ending along Rue des Martyrs.



	Afternoon
	Catch up on any museums you may have missed or simply stroll the city.



	Evening
	Savor a drink along the riverside promenade on the Right Bank.





With More Time

There’s still plenty to do: more shopping and cafés, the Bus #69 tour followed by Père Lachaise Cemetery, the Jacquemart-André and Marmottan museums, day trips to Vaux-le-Vicomte and/or Fontainebleau, and Disneyland Paris.
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Spiraling up the Arc de Triomphe; winding down at peaceful Place des Vosges
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PLANNING YOUR BUDGET

Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.

Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Paris costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.

Public Transportation: For a one-week visit, allow about $35 for Métro, bus, and RER tickets. Add a few taxi rides for another $50-70. To get between Paris and either major airport, figure $30-130 round-trip, depending on which option you choose.

Budget Tips: Use public transportation, and visit sights by neighborhood for efficiency.

[image: Image]

Buy a Paris Museum Pass and use it wisely. On days that you don’t have pass coverage, visit free sights and those not covered by the pass (see the “Affording Paris Sightseeing” sidebar in the Sights in Paris chapter). Take advantage of free experiences (people-watching counts).

Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel and book good-value rooms early. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash. Anyone can sleep cheaply in hostels (most have private rooms). Or check Airbnb-type sites.

It’s no hardship to eat well on a budget in Paris. For dinner at restaurants, many order just a plat (main course), and at cafés, it’s fine to order only soup or a salad. You can get tasty takeout food at bakeries, street stands, delis, and grocery stores. Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.
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Discounts: Some hotels, restaurants, and tour companies offer discounts to my readers. Look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book.

Experiences: When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a concert in Sainte-Chapelle, a cooking class, or a food tour. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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BEFORE YOU GO

You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and ricksteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.

Make sure your travel documents are in order. If your passport expires within six months of your return date, you need to renew it (allow eight weeks for a new passport or renewal). Get passport and country-specific travel info at travel.state.gov. Be aware of entry requirements; you may need to register with the European Travel Info and Authorization System (ETIAS, travel-europe.europa.eu/etias [URL inactive]), and if traveling in the United Kingdom, you’ll need an Electronic Travel Authorization (ETA, gov.uk/visas-immigration).

Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights (start your search online at Google Flights or Kayak). If you’ll be traveling beyond Paris, figure out your transportation options: bus or train (and either a rail pass or individual train tickets), rental car, or cheap flight. High-speed trains (TGVs) in France require a seat reservation; book as early as possible, especially if you’re traveling with a rail pass.

Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.

Reserve ahead for key sights. At some sights (the Louvre, Sainte-Chapelle, and Versailles), advance tickets are required. While not technically required, advance tickets are also smart for the Eiffel Tower, Orangerie, and Catacombs.

Buy a Paris Museum Pass. If the pass makes sense for your trip (do the math), buy it online in advance, then use it to reserve timed-entry slots for covered sights.

Hire local guides in advance. Reserve ahead by email; popular guides can get booked up.

Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card might offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.

Manage your money. Most US credit cards are enabled for “contactless” payments (look for the tap-to-pay symbol—four curvy lines), the simplest way to pay for many things in Europe (you can also set up your smartphone or smartwatch for contactless payments). You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Don’t bring euros from home; it’s cheaper to withdraw cash from a bank ATM in Europe.

Use your smartphone smartly. Check what type of international service your carrier offers, or plan to rely on Wi-Fi. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).

Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist on here as a guide.


Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips

Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and radio interviews and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book, the app includes audio tours of my Historic Paris Walk, Rue Cler Walk, and Champs-Elysées Walk; tours of the Louvre Museum, the Orsay Museum, Père Lachaise Cemetery, and Versailles Palace (look for the [image: Image]); and many interviews relating to France. Scan the QR code to find it in your app store or visit ricksteves.com/audioeurope.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at classroom.ricksteves.com.
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Navigating at the airport; sightseeing with a Paris Museum Pass; taking advantage of public transportation; enjoying a petite yet posh hotel room



[image: Image]

Travel Smart

If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.

Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or recommended. Check the latest at ricksteves.com/update.

Be your own tour guide. As you travel in Paris and beyond, book in advance for sights, events, and tours; reconfirm hotels; and check transit connections.

Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places—especially where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take commonsense precautions with your valuables, especially phones, credit cards, and cash (store them securely). Don’t set important items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten (and don’t hang day packs on the backs of chairs).
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Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of important documents to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up devices to the cloud as you travel.

Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi or Uber can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as getting a Paris Museum Pass, buying tickets in advance, or visiting sights early or late.

Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, strikes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.

Attempt the language. Many French people speak English—especially young people and those in the tourist trade. And apps such as Google Translate work for on-the-go translation help. But if you memorize and use some French, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. The survival phrases near the end of this book are a good starting point.
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Follow the advice in this book to avoid waiting hours to get into Versailles. A small handwritten menu in French is often the sign of a good restaurant.



Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the French people. The French adore enthusiastic reactions to their landscapes, sights, food, and wine. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Cheer for your favorite bowler at a boules match, leave no chair unturned in your quest for the best café, and find that perfect Eiffel Tower view. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.” Have a trip that’s truly magnifique.

Paris...here you come!

[image: Image]


[image: Image]

ORIENTATION TO PARIS

Map: Paris Arrondissements

Overview

TOURIST INFORMATION

ARRIVAL IN PARIS

HELPFUL HINTS

Map: Paris Overview

GETTING AROUND PARIS

Map: Scenic Bus Routes

Tours in Paris

BY BUS

BY BOAT

ON FOOT

ON WHEELS

EXCURSIONS FROM PARIS

Paris is magnificent, but it’s also super-sized, crowded, and fast-paced. Take a deep breath, then use this orientation to the City of Light to help illuminate your trip. You’ll tap into Paris’ best sources for current events. Most importantly, you’ll learn to navigate Paris by Métro, bus, taxi, and bicycle, or on foot. With the proper approach and a measure of patience, you’ll fall head over heels for Europe’s cultural capital.

Paris is made up of 20 arrondissements (administrative districts) that spiral out from the center like an escargot shell. If your hotel’s zip code is 75007, you know (from the last two digits) that it’s in the 7th arrondissement. The city is peppered with Métro stops, and most Parisians locate addresses by the closest stop. So, in Parisian jargon, the Eiffel Tower is on la Rive Gauche (the Left Bank) in the 7ème (7th arrondissement), zip code 75007, Mo: Trocadéro (the nearest Métro stop).
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As you’re tracking down addresses, these words and pronunciations will help: arrondissement (ah-rohn-dees-mahn), Métro (may-troh), place (plahs; square), rue (rew; road), avenue (ah-vuh-new), boulevard (bool-var), pont (pohn; bridge), and carrefour (kah-ruh-foor; intersection).

Overview
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TOURIST INFORMATION

Paris’ tourist offices are largely online-only (parisjetaime.com), with a few exceptions: You’ll find a small TI at Gare du Nord (Mon-Sat 8:00-18:00, closed Sun) and at the Puces St. Ouen flea market (Sat-Mon 9:45-13:00 & 14:00-18:00, closed Tue-Fri, 124 Rue des Rosiers). Both airports have handy TIs with long hours.

Event Listings: The weekly L’Officiel des Spectacles (available online at offi.fr or at any newsstand) has easy-to-decipher listings of the most up-to-date museum hours, art exhibits, concerts, festivals, plays, movies, and nightclubs (for tips on deciphering the listings, see here). The Paris Voice, with snappy English-language reviews of concerts, plays, and current events, is available online-only (parisvoice.com).

ARRIVAL IN PARIS

For a comprehensive rundown of the city’s train stations, airports, and options for parking, see the Paris Connections chapter.

HELPFUL HINTS

Book Ahead: Key Paris sights sell tickets in advance online, saving you time by not having to wait in ticket-buying lines (though you’ll still have to wait in a sometimes very slow security line). At some sights, you are required to book ahead, including the Louvre, Sainte-Chapelle, and Versailles; for others, like the Orangerie and the Catacombs, it’s not required, but should be, as it’s about the only way to get in during busy months. A Paris Museum Pass can help you skip the line at some sights (and can be purchased in advance). For more on these options, see “Sightseeing Strategies” in the Sights in Paris chapter.

Theft Alert: Paris is safe in terms of violent crime but is filled with thieves and scammers who target tourists. Some are aggressive—particularly with phone theft. Keep your phone out of sight on Métro rides and in crowded places. Wherever there are crowds (especially of tourists), there are thieves at work. They thrive near famous monuments and on Métro and train lines that serve airports and high-profile tourist sights. Pickpockets work busy lines (e.g., at ticket windows at train stations). Look out for groups of young people who swarm around you (be forceful and walk away).
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It’s also smart to wear a money belt. Put your wallet in your front pocket, loop your day bag over your shoulders, and keep a tight hold on your purse or shopping bag.

Muggings are rare, but they occur. If you’re out late, avoid dark riverfront embankments and any place with dim lighting and few pedestrians.

Paris has taken action to combat crime by stationing police at monuments, on streets, and on the Métro, and installing security cameras at key sights.


Daily Reminder

Sunday: Free days (usually the first Sunday of the month) at many popular sights attract hordes of visitors. Versailles is more crowded than usual on any Sunday, and when the garden’s fountains run (April-Oct).

Look for organ concerts at St. Sulpice and other churches. Luxembourg Garden has puppet shows today. The Champs-Elysées is a traffic-free party on the first Sunday of the month.

Most of Paris’ stores are closed on Sunday, but shoppers will find relief at the big department stores (Galeries Lafayette, Bon Marché, etc.), along the Champs-Elysées, at street markets (until 13:30 or so), at flea markets, and in the Marais neighborhood’s lively Jewish Quarter, where many boutiques are open.

Monday: These sights are closed today—Orsay, Rodin, Cluny, Marmottan, Picasso, Carnavalet, Catacombs, Petit Palais, Victor Hugo’s House, Quai Branly, Sewer Museum, Archaeological Crypt, Jewish Art and History Museum, and Arab World Institute. Outside of Paris, most sights in Auvers-sur-Oise and all at Versailles are closed (but the gardens are open). The Louvre is jammed because of these closings.

Market streets such as Rue Cler, Rue des Martyrs, and Rue Mouffetard are dead today. Some cinemas offer discounts.

Tuesday: Many sights are closed today, including the Louvre, Orangerie, Delacroix, and Architecture and Monuments museums, as well as the châteaux of Chantilly (Nov-March) and Fontainebleau, and many sights in Auvers-sur-Oise. The Orsay and Versailles are crazy busy today.

Wednesday: All sights are open. The Louvre is open until 20:45. The weekly L’Officiel des Spectacles magazine comes out today. Most schools are closed, so kids’ sights are busy, and puppet shows play in Luxembourg Garden. Some cinemas offer discounts.

Thursday: All sights are open. The Orsay is open until 21:45, and the Marmottan is open until 21:00. The Delacroix and Cluny museums are open until 21:00 on the first Thu of the month (and the third Thu for the Cluny).

Friday: All sights are open except the Grande Mosquée de Paris. The Louvre is open until 20:45. Napoleon’s Tomb is open until 22:00 on the first Fri of the month. Afternoon trains and roads leaving Paris are crowded. Restaurants are busy—it’s smart to book ahead at popular places.

Saturday: All sights are open except the Holocaust Memorial. The fountains run with music at Versailles (April-Oct), and Vaux-le-Vicomte hosts candlelit visits (mid-May-Sept); otherwise, avoid weekend crowds at area châteaux and Impressionist sights. Department stores and popular shopping areas are jammed. Paris’ restaurants are packed; reserve in advance if you have a place in mind. Luxembourg Garden hosts puppet shows today.

Late-Night and Free Sights: For sights open late, see here. For free sights, see here.



Tourist Scams: Be aware of the latest tricks, such as the “found ring” scam (a con artist pretends to find a “pure gold” ring on the ground and offers to sell it to you) or the “friendship bracelet” scam (a vendor asks you to help with a demo, makes a bracelet on your arm that seems like it can’t easily be removed, and then asks you to pay for it). Don’t be intimidated. They are removed with the pull of a string.

Distractions by a stranger can be a smokescreen for theft. As you try to wriggle away from the pushy stranger, an accomplice picks your pocket. Be wary of a “salesman” monopolizing your attention, an “activist” asking you to sign a petition (and then bullying you into a contribution), someone posing as a deaf person to show you a small note to read, or a sidewalk hawker inviting you to play shell games (their accomplices are likely lurking nearby). Also be skeptical of overly friendly people inviting you into bars late at night.

At airports and train stations, be wary of strangers offering help with ticket kiosks (look for a uniformed employee) or offering a ride. They may tell stories of problems with public transit—don’t fall for it. And those six-passenger tuk-tuks you see lined up below the Eiffel Tower and elsewhere are famous for overcharging tourists.

To all these scammers, simply say “no” firmly and step away purposefully. For reports from my readers on the latest scams, go to community.ricksteves.com/travel-forum/tourist-scams.

Pedestrian Safety: Busy Parisian sidewalks are like freeways, so act as if you were a foot-fueled car: Stick to your lane, look to the left before passing a slow-moving pedestrian, and if you need to stop, look for a safe place to pull over.

When crossing the street, look both ways and be careful of seemingly quiet bus/taxi/bike lanes. Parisian drivers are notorious for ignoring pedestrians. Don’t assume you have the right of way, even in a crosswalk. Keep your pace constant and don’t stop suddenly. By law, drivers are allowed to miss pedestrians by up to just one meter—a little more than three feet (1.5 meters in the countryside). Drivers calculate your speed so they won’t hit you, provided you don’t alter your route or pace. Speed limits are 30 kilometers per hour in the city center (about 19 miles per hour).

Be mindful of cyclists as you cross, too. Cyclists ride in specially marked bike lanes on wide sidewalks and can also use lanes reserved for buses and taxis. Bikes commonly go against traffic, so always look both ways, even on one-way streets.

Medical Help: There are many English-speaking resources for medical help in Paris, including doctors who will visit your hotel. For a list, see the Practicalities chapter.

Bookstores: Paris has several English-language bookstores. My favorites include Shakespeare and Company (some used travel books, daily 10:00-22:00, 37 Rue de la Bûcherie, across the river from Notre-Dame, see map on here, Mo: St-Michel, +33 1 43 25 40 93), Smith&Son (Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun 12:30-19:00, near the Tuileries at 248 Rue de Rivoli, see map on here, Mo: Concorde, +33 1 44 77 88 99), Abbey Bookshop (Mon-Sat 10:00-19:00, Sun from 14:00, near the Cluny at 29 Rue de la Parcheminerie—see map on here, Mo: Cluny La Sorbonne, +33 1 46 33 16 24), San Francisco Books Company (used books only, daily 10:00-20:00, north of Luxembourg Garden at 17 Rue Monsieur le Prince—see map on here, Mo: Odéon, +33 1 43 29 15 70), and Red Wheelbarrow (good selection for adults with a children’s shop next door, Mon-Sat generally 10:00-19:00, Sun 12:30-18:00, near the Luxembourg Garden at 11 Rue de Médicis—see map on here, +33 1 42 01 81 47).

Baggage Storage: Lockers and baggage check are available at some train stations (see the Paris Connections chapter) and several City Locker locations in central Paris (daily 8:00-22:00, book ahead, details at citylocker.paris).

Public WCs: Some public toilets are free, but you get what you pay for. If it’s a pay toilet, the price will be clearly indicated, and the facility should be clean (thank the person who cleans). If there’s an attendant, it’s polite and sometimes required to leave a tip of €0.20-0.50. Booth-like toilets along the sidewalks provide both relief and a memory (don’t leave small children inside unattended). Restrooms in museums are free and the best you’ll find outside of your hotel. Bold travelers can walk into any sidewalk café like they own the place and find the WC. Or do as the locals do—order a shot of espresso (un café) while standing at the café bar (then use the WC with a clear conscience). Keep toilet paper or tissues with you, as some WCs are poorly stocked.
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Tobacco Stands (Tabacs): These little kiosks—often just a counter inside a café—are handy and very local. Many can reload transit passes, and they all sell postage stamps (though not all sell international postage) and...oh yeah, cigarettes. (For more on this slice of Parisian life, see here.) To find a kiosk, just look for a Tabac sign and the red cylinder-shaped symbol above certain cafés.

GETTING AROUND PARIS

Paris is easy to navigate by transit once you get the hang of it. The bus and subway system’s website (ratp.fr [URL inactive]) can get you moving in the right direction. Download the free Bonjour RATP app, a helpful real-time journey planner (in English) that also lets you load rides directly onto the Navigo Easy card or purchase digital tickets (described below).

Here are your basic options (all tickets and passes described are cheaper for children under 10):

Single Tickets: If you’re in Paris for only a few days, this is the simplest option to navigate the Métro and RER. Tickets for the Métro and RER are €2.50 per ride and cover trips outside of Paris as far as Versailles, Fontainebleau, and Disneyland Paris—a crazy good deal. You can transfer between the Métro and RER as long as your trip does not exceed two hours.

Buses and trams are €2 per ride if bought in advance, or €2.50 in cash from the driver. Transfers between buses and trams are valid for 1.5 hours in one direction.

Travelers may load individual tickets directly onto their smartphone via the Bonjour RATP app, with no added fees, or purchase a Navigo Easy card for €2 and load rides onto the card. Navigo Easy cards are sold at Métro and train stations (desk or machine) and at some Tabac stores.

Note that a single Navigo Easy card can be used by different travelers, but not for the same trip—in other words, if you and your travel partner are taking a Métro ride together, you will each need your own Navigo Easy card. Métro-Train tickets are also not transferable with Bus-Tram tickets; if you are transferring from the Métro to a bus, you will need a separate ticket for each leg of the journey.

Day Pass: Ambitious travelers can consider purchasing the Navigo Jour day pass, either on the Bonjour RATP app or loaded onto a Navigo Easy card. For €12, you can take unlimited trips on the Métro, RER, bus, or tram (valid until midnight). This is a great deal.

Weekly and Monthly Passes: The Navigo Découverte card can be loaded with a €32 pass that covers all public transit within greater Paris and to the airports for a week, starting on Monday (it expires on Sunday at midnight, even if you buy it on, say, a Thursday). It generally pays for itself after four days of typical sightseeing. It is available at staffed stations and some tabacs (€5 fee; photo ID required, a copy of your passport photo is fine). Monthly passes are also available for this card.

Weekly and monthly passes can be purchased directly on the Bonjour RATP app without the additional fee.

Airport Tickets: A regular Métro-Train or Bus-Tram ticket will not cover a trip to the airport. Instead, buy a €13 ride to CDG (RER B) or Orly (Métro line 14) airports. You can load it on your Navigo Easy card as long as the card is empty of any other rides, buy a new Navigo Easy card for €2 and load it with this trip, or purchase it directly on your smartphone through the Bonjour RATP app. Navigo Découverte week passes also cover trips to the airports.

By Métro

In Paris, you’re never more than a 10-minute walk from a Métro station. Europe’s best subway system allows you to hop from sight to sight quickly and cheaply (runs 5:30-1:00 in the morning, Fri-Sat until 2:00 in the morning). Learn to use it. Begin by studying the color Métro map at the back of this book.

To get to your destination, determine the closest “Mo” stop and which line or lines will get you there. Lines are color-coded and numbered. You can tell their direction by the end-of-the-line stops. For example, the La Défense/Château de Vincennes line, also known as line 1 (yellow), runs between La Défense on its west end and Vincennes on its east end. Once in the Métro station, you’ll see the color-coded line numbers and/or blue-and-white signs directing you to the train going in your direction (e.g., direction: La Défense). Scan your Navigo card or smartphone at the turnstile to enter.
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Be prepared to walk significant distances within Métro stations (especially when you transfer: Follow the appropriately colored line number and end-of-the-line stop to find your next train).

When you reach your destination, blue-and-white Sortie signs point you to the exit. Before leaving the station, check the helpful Plan du quartier (map of the neighborhood) to get your bearings. At stops with several sorties, save time by choosing the best exit.

Fare inspectors regularly check for cheaters, accept absolutely no excuses, and have portable credit card machines to fine you €60 on the spot.

Métro Resources: Métro maps are in this book, free at Métro stations, online at ratp.fr [URL inactive], on the Bonjour RATP app, and included on freebie Paris maps at your hotel.

Beware of Pickpockets: Thieves dig public transit. You’ll hear regular announcements in the Métro to beware of les pickpockets (mobile phones are the most popular target). Keep nothing of value in your pockets and tuck your phone out of sight. Be especially aware as you pass through the turnstile—if your pocket is picked, you end up stuck on the wrong side while the thief gets away. Stand away from Métro doors to avoid being a target for a theft-and-run just before the doors close. Any jostling or commotion—especially when boarding or leaving trains—is likely the sign of a thief or a team of thieves in action. Make any fare inspector show proof of identity (ask locals for help if you’re not certain). Keep your bag close, and never show anyone your wallet.

By RER (Regional Train)

RER is an arm of the Métro, serving outlying destinations such as Versailles, Disneyland Paris, and Paris airports. These routes are indicated by thicker lines on your subway map and identified by the letters A-K (see pronunciations in the “Transit Basics” sidebar).

Within the city center, the RER works like the Métro; it can even be speedier if it serves your destination directly, because it makes fewer stops. Unlike the Métro, not every RER train stops at every station along the way; check the sign or screen over the platform to see if your destination is listed as a stop (“toutes les gares” means it makes all stops along the way) or confirm with a fellow passenger before you board.

By Transilien Train

These commuter trains, part of the national rail service SNCF, run from major train stations (Nord, Est, Lyon, Austerlitz, Montparnasse, and St. Lazare) and serve longer-distance, suburban destinations like Versailles, Fontainebleau, and Vaux-le-Vicomte with faster service than via RER. Any Navigo card or smartphone loaded with Métro-RER tickets or a pass will work for these destinations. For more on Transilien, see transilien.com.

By Bus

Paris’ excellent bus system is worth figuring out. Buses require less walking and fewer stairways than the Métro, and you can see Paris unfold as you travel. Sure, they don’t seem as slick as the famous Métro and are subject to traffic jams—but savvy travelers know that buses can have you swinging through the city like Tarzan in an urban jungle, aside from during rush hours. Most buses are electric.


Transit Basics

• Scan your card at the turnstile or on the bus: Touch it to the purple pad and wait for the green validation light.

• Beware of pickpockets, and don’t buy tickets (often fake) from people roaming the stations.

• Find your train by its end-of-the-line stop.

• Safeguard your belongings; avoid standing near the train doors with luggage.

• At a stop, the door may open automatically. If it doesn’t, open the door by either pushing a square button (green or black) or lifting a metal latch.

• Transfers (correspondances) between the Métro and RER trains are free (but not between Métro/RER and buses/trams: A different fare ticket is required).
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Etiquette

• When your train arrives, board only after everyone leaving the car has made it out the door.

• Avoid using the hinged seats near the doors when the car is crowded; they take up valuable standing space.

• Always offer your seat to the elderly, those with disabilities, and pregnant women.

• Talk softly in cars. Notice how quietly Parisians communicate (if at all) and follow their lead.

• When standing, hold on to the bar with one hand, leaving room for others while stabilizing yourself so you don’t tumble or step on anyone.

• If you find yourself blocking the door at a stop, step out of the car to let others off, then get back on.

• Métro doors close automatically. Don’t try to hold open the door for late-boarding passengers.

• On escalators and stairs, keep to the right and pass on the left.

Key Words








	French
	English





	station de Métro (stah-see-ohn duh may-troh)
	Métro stop/station



	direction (dee-rehk-see-ohn)
	direction



	ligne (leen-yuh)
	line



	A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, K (ah, bay, say, day, euh, eff, zhay, ahsh, ee, zhee, kah)
	A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, K



	correspondence (koh-rehs-pohn-dahns)
	connection/transfer



	sortie (sor-tee)
	exit



	Navigo Découverte (nah-vee-goh day-coo-vehrt)
	transit pass valid one week or one month



	Pardon, madame/monsieur. (par-dohn, mah-dahm/muhs-yuh)
	Excuse me, ma’am/sir.



	Je descends. (zhuh day-sahn)
	I’m getting off.



	Rendez-moi mon porte-monnaie! (rahn-day-mwah mohn port-moh-nay)
	Give me back my wallet!







Bus Stops: Stops are everywhere, and most come with a good city bus map, route maps for each bus that stops there, a frequency chart and schedule, live displays showing the time the next bus will arrive, a plan du quartier map of the immediate neighborhood, and a soirées map explaining night service, if available. Bus-system maps are also available in most Métro stations (and in the Paris Pratique booklet sold at newsstands). For longer stays, consider buying the Paris Urbain book of transit info, including bus routes.
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Using the Bus System: When a bus approaches, wave to the driver to indicate that you want to be picked up. Board through the front door. (Families with strollers can use any door—those in the center of the bus are wider.) Scan your Navigo card or smartphone on the purple touchpad, then keep track of which stop is coming up next by following the onboard stop display and route diagrams or listening to recorded announcements. When you’re ready to get off, push the red button to signal you want a stop, then exit through the central or rear door. Even if you’re not certain you’ve figured out the system, do some joyriding. I always check the bus stop near my hotel to see if it’s convenient to my sightseeing plans.

More Bus Tips: Avoid rush hour (Mon-Fri 8:00-9:30 & 17:30-19:30), when buses are jammed and traffic doesn’t move. While the Métro shuts down at about 1:00 in the morning (or 2:00 Fri-Sat), some buses continue much later (called Noctilien lines, ratp.fr [URL inactive]—select “Visiting Paris,” then “Our Nightly Public Transport Service”). Before you board the bus, check the screen on the front: If the line number appears with a slash, it means the bus does not go to the end of line (called service partiel).

By Uber

Uber works in Paris like it does at home. Prices are roughly the same as taxis (and sometimes more), but you can generally get an Uber wherever you are within five minutes, you don’t have to track down a taxi stand, and you can message the driver if you don’t see the car (most speak some English). Uber is less appealing during rush hour, when taxis can use taxi/bus lanes while Uber drivers sit in traffic, and for transfers from Paris’ airports to the city center (taxis have flat rates and designated pick-up areas; Uber uses dynamic pricing and you’ll need to arrange a pick-up point).

By Taxi

Parisian taxis are reasonable, especially for couples and families. The meters are tamper-proof. Fares and supplements (described in English on the rear windows) are straightforward and tightly regulated. Cabbies are legally required to accept four passengers, though they don’t always like it. If you have five in your group, you can book a larger taxi in advance (your hotelier can call) or try your luck at a taxi stand. A surcharge may be applied for a fifth rider. For tips on getting to and from Paris’ airports by taxi, see the Paris Connections chapter. Most taxis now use apps like Uber (see later).

Rates: The meter starts at €3, with a minimum charge of €8. Figure about €18 for a 10-minute ride and €30 for a 20-minute ride (such as between the Bastille and Eiffel Tower). While drivers should accept credit cards, they prefer cash, and some will claim that their credit-card machine isn’t working in order to be paid in cash. Taxi drivers charge higher rates at rush hour, at night, and all day Sunday. To tip, round up to the next euro (at least €0.50). The A, B, or C lights on a taxi’s rooftop sign correspond to hourly rates, which vary with the time of day and day of the week (for example, the A rate of about €40/hour applies Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00). Tired travelers need not bother with the subtle differences in fares—if you need a cab, take it.


Hop on the Bus, Gus
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Like the Métro, every bus stop has a name, and every bus is headed to one end-of-the-line stop or the other. This graphic is from the route map posted at the Invalides stop for bus #69.

First, find the stop on the chart—it says “vous êtes ICI” (“you are HERE”) at Esplanade des Invalides. Next, find your destination stop—let’s say Bosquet-Grenelle, located a few stops to the west. Now, find out exactly where to catch the bus going in that direction. On the route map, notice the triangles pointing in the direction the bus is headed. You’ll see that Esplanade des Invalides has two different bus stops—one for buses headed east, one for those going west. To go west to Bosquet-Grenelle, head for that street corner to catch the bus. (One-way streets in Paris make it easy to get on the bus in the wrong direction.)

When the bus pulls up, double-check that the sign on the front of the bus has the end-of-the-line stop going in your direction—to “Champ de Mars,” in this case.



How to Catch un Taxi: You can try waving down a taxi, but it’s often easier to ask someone for the nearest taxi stand (“Où est une station de taxi?”; oo ay ewn stah-see-ohn duh tahk-see). Taxi stands are indicated by a circled “T” on good city maps and on many maps in this book. To order a taxi in English, call the reservation line for the G7 cab company (+33 1 41 27 66 99), or ask your hotelier or server to call for you. When you summon a taxi by phone, a set fee of €4 is applied for an immediate booking or €7 for reserving in advance (this fee will appear on the meter when they pick you up). You can also book a taxi using the cab company’s app, which provides approximate wait times (surcharge similar to booking by phone). To download an app, search for either “Taxi G7” or “Taxis Bleus” (the two major companies, both available in English; when entering your mobile number, use “+1” before the area code for a US/Canadian phone number).


Scenic Buses for Tourists

Of Paris’ many bus routes, these are some of the most scenic. They provide a great, cheap, and convenient introduction to the city.

Bus #69 runs east-west between the Eiffel Tower and Père Lachaise Cemetery by way of Rue Cler, Quai d’Orsay, the Louvre, Ile St-Louis, and the Marais. [image: Image] See the Bus #69 Sightseeing Tour chapter.

Bus #63 is another good east-west route, connecting the Fondation Louis Vuitton, Marmottan Museum, Trocadéro (Eiffel Tower), Pont de l’Alma, Orsay Museum, St. Sulpice Church, Luxembourg Garden, Latin Quarter/Panthéon, and Gare de Lyon.

[image: Image]

Bus #73 is one of Paris’ most scenic lines, starting at the Orsay Museum and running westbound around Place de la Concorde, then up the Champs-Elysées, around the Arc de Triomphe, and down Avenue Charles de Gaulle to La Défense and beyond.



Taxis are tough to find during rush hour, during Métro strikes, when it’s raining, on weekend nights, or at night after the Métro closes. If you need to catch an early morning train or flight, book a taxi the day before (especially for weekday departures; your hotelier can help).

By Bike

Paris is surprisingly easy by bicycle. The city is flat, and riders have access to more than 370 miles of bike lanes and many of the priority lanes for buses and taxis (be careful on these). You can rent from a bike-rental shop or use the city-operated Vélib’ bikes (best for short rides—explained later).

Though I wouldn’t use bikes to get around routinely (traffic is a bit too intense), they’re perfect for a joyride away from busy streets, especially on the riverside promenades. Bike-rental shops also have good route suggestions. For information on bike tours—a safe way to sightsee with a group—see “Tours in Paris,” later.

Urban bikers will find Paris a breeze. First-timers will get the hang of it quickly enough by following some simple rules. Always stay to the right in your lane, bike single-file, stay off sidewalks, watch out for opening doors on parked cars, signal with your arm before making turns, and use bike paths when available. Obey the traffic laws as if you were driving a car, with two exceptions: When passing vehicles or other bikes, always pass on the left (it’s illegal to pass on the right); and where there is no stoplight, always yield to traffic merging from the right, even if you’re on a major road and the merging driver is on a side street. Use the bell on your bike to warn pedestrians who don’t see you.
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Sundays are peaceful for pedaling, when the city’s “Paris Respire” program opens up some streets to cyclists and rollerbladers (cars are banned) from 9:00 to 18:00. Participating neighborhoods include the Marais, Montmartre, the Champs-Elysées, the Rue Mouffetard area east of Luxembourg Garden, and the Rue Daguerre area (near the Denfert-Rochereau Métro station). Also open exclusively to nonmotorized traffic (and described on here) are roads along the Seine’s left and right banks. Neighborhood bike-path maps are available at paris.fr/parisrespire. Other versions are available for sale at newsstand kiosks, some bookstores, and department stores.

Rental Bikes: The following companies rent bikes to individuals and offer general tips about cycling in Paris.

Bike About Tours is your best bet for bike rental, with good information and kid-friendly solutions such as baby seats, tandem attachments, and kid-sized bikes. Their office/café, Le Peloton, offers bikes, tours, and artisan coffee (daily, shop/café near Hôtel de Ville at 17 Rue du Pont Louis Philippe—see map on here, Mo: St-Paul, +33 6 18 80 84 92, bikeabouttours.com).

Fat Tire Tours has a limited supply of bikes for rent, so call ahead to check availability (RS%—€4/day rental discount with this book, 2-discount maximum, use code “RS4OFF”; daily, but bike rental after 11:00 only, as priority is given to those taking a tour, near the Eiffel Tower at 24 Rue Edgar Faure—see map on here, Mo: Dupleix or La Motte-Picquet-Grenelle, +33 1 82 88 80 96, fattiretours.com/paris).

Vélib’ Bikes: The city’s Vélib’ program (from vélo + libre = “bike freedom”) scatters thousands of bikes at racks across town for use by locals and tourists alike (see sidebar). This is a great option for one-way trips or rentals of a few hours or less; pricing is structured to discourage longer use. For longer rentals, try one of the companies I list earlier.


Guide to Vélib’ City Bike Rental Program

Paris scatters bikes at racks across town so locals and tourists can borrow bikes at one rack and drop them off at another. Vélib’ bikes are accessible 24/7 and are free for the first half-hour (designed to discourage car use for short trips); you pay a small fee for longer rentals. Most stations accept credit cards (look for a € sign), or you can reserve online.

Renting a Vélib’ Bike: Create an account and reserve bikes on the free and easy-to-use Vélib’ app or at velib-metropole.fr [URL inactive]. You’ll pay €3 for 45 minutes (regular or electric bike); every 30 minutes after that costs €1 for a regular bike or €2 for electric. Longer passes (24 hours or 3 days) are available (for details, see their website). If you have problems, call +33 1 76 49 12 34.

When you’re ready to choose a bike, check its condition (make sure it has handgrips, etc.). A seat turned backward indicates a broken bike. If you get a bad bike, return it and take another. Adjust your seat for comfort. Vélib’ provides locks but no helmets (and I’ve never seen anyone wearing one in Paris).

Returning Your Bike: Plug your bike into an empty stall and be sure it engages. Wait 10 seconds. The station’s red light will turn green and emit two beeps to indicate you’ve returned the bike successfully. If the machine makes rude noises, pull out the bike and stick it in again. (If the machine fails to register the bike’s return, you’ll be charged €150 for stealing it.)

Vélib’ Biking Tips: The Vélib’ app uses GPS to track nearby rack locations and shows which have available bikes and spaces (important information, since racks are often full or empty).

Bon voyage!



Lime Bikes: Lime Bikes are available to rent in Paris (easy-to-use app).

Tours in Paris

[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my free audio tours that illuminate some of Paris’ top sights and neighborhoods, including the Historic Paris and Rue Cler walks, and tours of the Louvre Museum, Orsay Museum, Champs-Elysées, Père Lachaise Cemetery, and Versailles Palace (for details, see the sidebar on here). Some tour companies offer a discount when you show this book (indicated in these listings with the abbreviation “RS%”).

BY BUS

Paris has a variety of bus tours, but the cheapest way to see the city by bus is simply to hop on city bus #69 and follow my Bus #69 Sightseeing Tour (see that chapter).

Hop-On, Hop-Off Bus Tours

Several companies offer double-decker bus services connecting Paris’ main sights, giving you an easy once-over of the city with a basic recorded commentary. Buses normally run from about 9:30-19:00 in high season. You can hop off at any stop, tour a sight, then hop on a later bus. It’s dang scenic—if you get a top-deck seat and the weather’s decent. But because of traffic and stops, these buses are slooooow. (Busy sightseers will do better using the Métro.) On the plus side, because the buses move so slowly, you have time to read my sight descriptions, making this a decent orientation tour—and there’s free Wi-Fi on board. Buy tickets from the driver or online. River cruises can usually be added for cheap.

TootBus has several ticket options with reasonably frequent service on a well-designed, 10-stop route covering central Paris. You can catch the bus at just about any major sight (look for the TootBus icon on public transit bus shelters and signs). Tickets are valid only for the days you purchase them, so get started early (€45-60 for 1-3 days, tootbus.com).

Big Bus Paris runs a mostly electric fleet of buses around Paris with recorded narration—but you can also use their better (free) app for sight descriptions (€45-60 for 1-2 days, cheaper for kids 4-12, bigbustours.com).

[image: Image]

For details on both companies’ night tours, see here in the Entertainment in Paris chapter.

BY BOAT

Seine Cruises

Several companies run one-hour boat cruises on the Seine that are about the best €17 you can spend in Paris. A typical cruise loops back and forth between the Eiffel Tower and Pont d’Austerlitz, and drops you off where you started. For a fun experience, cruise at twilight or after dark. (To dine while you cruise, see here.) The first three companies are convenient to Rue Cler hotels, and the fourth is best for the Marais and Luxembourg areas. All run daily year-round (April-Oct about 10:30-22:30, 2-3/hour; Nov-March shorter hours, runs hourly). Check their websites for discounts. These cruises are quieter early in the day, and all have good outdoor seating.

Bateaux-Mouches cruises depart from Pont de l’Alma’s right bank and have the biggest open-top, double-decker boats (higher up means better views). But this company caters to tour groups, making their boats jammed and noisy (€17, kids 4-12-€6, +33 1 42 25 96 10, bateaux-mouches.fr).

[image: Image]

Bateaux Parisiens has midsize boats with audioguides. They leave from right in front of the Eiffel Tower (€17, kids 3-12-€7.50, +33 1 76 64 14 45, bateauxparisiens.com).

Vedettes de Paris boats also anchor below the Eiffel Tower. Most of their boats offer a small bar onboard (€20, +33 1 44 18 19 50, vedettesdeparis.fr).

Vedettes du Pont Neuf offers essentially the same one-hour tour as the other companies, with smaller boats; it starts and ends at Pont Neuf. The boats feature a live guide in English and French (€18, kids 4-12-€8, tip requested, +33 1 46 33 98 38, vedettesdupontneuf.com).

Canauxrama runs a variety of relaxing cruises (with minimal commentary) on the Seine or along the tranquil Canal St. Martin (€25, check online for routes, +33 1 42 39 15 00, canauxrama.com).

Hop-On, Hop-Off Boat Tour

Batobus allows you to get on and off as often as you like at any of eight popular stops along the Seine. Boats make a continuous circuit and stop in this order: Eiffel Tower, Invalides, Orsay Museum, St. Germain-des-Prés, Notre-Dame, Jardin des Plantes, Hôtel de Ville, the Louvre, and Pont Alexandre III, near the Champs-Elysées (€25 for one day, boats run every 15 minutes 10:00-21:30 in April-Aug, every 20 minutes and shorter hours in off-season, 45 minutes one-way, 1.5-hour round-trip, batobus.com). This is fun as a scenic, floating alternative to the Métro, but if you just want a guided boat tour, the Seine cruises described earlier are a better choice.

ON FOOT

Walking Tours

For food-oriented walking tours, see here.

Paris Walks offers a variety of thoughtful and entertaining two-hour walks, led by British and American guides (€20-30, generally 2/day—morning and afternoon, private tours available, family-friendly and Louvre tours are a specialty, check current offerings online, +33 1 48 09 21 40, paris-walks.com, paris@paris-walks.com). Tours focus on the Marais, Montmartre, St. Germain-des-Prés, and the medieval Latin Quarter, with themes spanning the Occupation and Resistance, the Revolution, and Hemingway’s Paris (all tours must be reserved in advance, best by email). No advance payment is required for general tours, but for specialty tours—such as the Louvre, the Orsay, fashion, or chocolate (request guide Iris)—you’ll prepay with a credit card when you reserve (deposits are nonrefundable).

Context Travel offers private and small-group walking tours for travelers serious about learning. Led by historians, architects, and academics, tours range from traditional topics (French art history in the Louvre, Gothic architecture of Notre-Dame, etc.) to neighborhood explorations. They also run small-group excursions to Normandy, Versailles, Giverny, and other regions in France. Book in advance—group sizes are limited (Paris walking tours from €145/person, does not include sight admissions, generally 3 hours but can last multiple days, +1 800 691 6036, contexttravel.com, info@contexttravel.com).

Paris Muse Tours offers guided scavenger hunt-like tours to explore historic areas and sights. Clever storytelling incorporates interaction that’s fun for all ages. Imagine yourself as a detective at the Louvre or a 19th-century art writer at the Orsay, or solve a real-life French Revolution murder mystery on the streets of Paris (€250-500 depending on group size, up to 8 people, 2.5 hours, +33 6 73 77 33 52, parismuse.com).

Private Guides

For many, Paris merits hiring a Parisian as a personal guide (€260-350 half-day, €425-575 full day). I have worked with these guides and respect their knowledge and abilities: Thierry Gauduchon is a terrific guide and a gifted teacher (+33 6 19 07 30 77, tgauduchon@gmail.com). Vincent Cabaret is a fun guide for Paris’ city center, day trips (he’s particularly good for smaller chateaux), and beyond (+33 6 82 19 67 23, vincentcabaret@ymail.com). Joelle Valette-Coat is an effective teacher who takes her art seriously—the Orsay and the Orangerie are her forte (+33 1 46 06 74 95 or +33 6 86 28 32 20, jvalettecoat@hotmail.com). Sylvia Rossi has loads of experience and guides about anywhere in Paris (silviabrossi@aol.com, +33 6 81 14 25 97). Sophie Camier brings a lively spirit to her tours and is great with families (sophie.camier@me.com).

ON WHEELS

Bike Tours

A bike tour is a fun way to see Paris. Both Bike About Tours and Fat Tire Tours offer tours and bike maps of Paris and give good advice on cycling routes in the city. Their tour routes cover different areas of the city, so avid cyclists could do both without much repetition.

Bike About Tours offers easygoing 3.5-hour bike tours. The Hidden Paris tour includes a backstreet spin through the Marais, Latin Quarter, and Ile St-Louis. Their Monuments tour takes you past the Louvre, the Eiffel Tower, and other classics (€45, RS%—10 percent discount, helmets on request, 12-person maximum group size—reserve online to guarantee a spot or show up and take your chances; for address and contact info, see listing earlier, under “Getting Around Paris—By Bike”).

Over at Fat Tire Tours, a gang of Anglophone expats offers an extensive program of three-hour bike tours of Paris day and night (from €39/person, RS%—€4 off/person, 2-discount maximum; reservations recommended but not required, use code “RS4OFF”; tours leave daily rain or shine). Kid-size bikes are available, as are tandem attachments and baby seats. You’ll pedal with a pack of up to 16 riders, mostly in parks and along bike lanes. Livelier night tours follow a route past floodlit monuments. (For contact info, see listing earlier, under “Getting Around Paris—By Bike”.) They also run bike tours to Versailles and Giverny (see website for details).

Boutique Bike Tours is a small outfit leading good bike tours of Paris (day and night), Versailles, and Giverny (+33 6 12 61 00 90, boutiquebiketours.com).

Tuk-Tuk Tours

Avoid these elongated golf cart-like vehicle tours that overcharge and underdeliver (€100 for 45-minute tour).

EXCURSIONS FROM PARIS

You’ll never run out of things to do in Paris, but the outlying areas may lure you out of the city. The grand châteaux at Versailles, Vaux-le-Vicomte, and Fontainebleau; the cathedral at Chartres; Monet’s garden at Giverny; and the artist town of Auvers-sur-Oise are all within reach as day trips. Go on your own, with a bus or minivan tour, or with a local guide: Most of the guides listed earlier will do excursion tours from Paris using your rental car. For details on doing these trips on your own or by bus or minivan tour, see the individual destination chapters.

Farther from Paris

It’s easy to arrange day trips from Paris to places around northern France, such as Reims, the Loire Valley, and the D-Day beaches of Normandy (all beyond the scope of this book, but well covered in Rick Steves France). Thanks to bullet trains and good local guides who can help you maximize your time, well-coordinated blitz-tour trips to these places are doable (though hardly relaxing). To see these places in a day, I recommend using a guide from the region who will meet you at the train station (most have cars) and show you the highlights before getting you back on your return train to Paris. Book well in advance, especially for the D-Day beaches.

Reims: For a day trip to Reims, check out France Intense (france-guided-tours.com). The wine gurus at Ô Château in Paris offer day trips and tastings to Reims and Champagne (see here for contact info).

Loire Valley: Pascal Accolay runs Acco-Dispo, which offers good all-day château tours from the city of Tours—an hour from Paris by train (+33 6 82 00 64 51, accodispo-tours.com).

D-Day Beaches: An army of small companies offers all-day excursions to the D-Day beaches from Bayeux or Caen, both reachable by train from Paris in 2.5 hours or less. These guides are top-notch: Dale Booth Normandy Tours (Dale Booth, +33 2 14 16 66 14, dboothnormandytours.com, dboothholidays@aol.com), D-Day Experience Tours (Sylvain Kast, +33 6 17 44 04 46, d-day-experience-tours.com), and Normandy Insight (Sean Claxton, +33 6 16 11 30 51, normandyinsight.net, seanclaxton@aol.com).

Gold Beach Company takes individual sign-ups for their well-priced and well-run minivan tours of the D-Day beaches (+33 9 67 82 05 14, goldbeachcompany.com).

Other Day-Trip Options

If you’d be happier letting someone else arrange the logistics, the following companies offer convenient transportation and a smidgen of guiding to destinations outside Paris.

Paris Webservices, a reliable outfit, offers private group day trips to Giverny, Auvers-sur-Oise, and Versailles with well-trained, English-speaking chauffeur/guides in cushy minivans (figure €110-150/person for groups of 4 or more, RS%—use code “RICK-24-STEVES”, 18 Rue José Maria de Héredia, +33 9 52 06 02 59, pariswebservices.com, contact.pariswebservices@pm.me).

Paris City Vision runs bus tours to several popular regional destinations (3 Place des Pyramides, Mo: Pyramides, pariscityvision.com). Their full-size bus tours are multilingual, mass-marketed, and mediocre at best, but can be worthwhile simply for the ease of transportation to the sights (about €60-200, destinations include Versailles, Giverny, Mont St-Michel, D-Day beaches, and more).
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