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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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Hidden Riviera
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The southeast corner of France has been one of Europe’s most popular travel destinations for over 150 years. It is a magnet for artists, writers, and holidaymakers who continue to be drawn by the remarkable beauty of its landscapes, the slow-paced life of its medieval villages, and the captivating glamour of its Mediterranean resorts.

In Provence, discover the major cities of Marseille, Aix-en-Provence, Arles, and Avignon, as well as the regional nature parks of the Luberon, Les Alpilles, and the Gorges du Verdon. Immerse your senses in the sweet-smelling lavender fields of Haute Provence, the pungent, earthy truffle markets of the northern Vaucluse, and the salty, sun-kissed beaches and calanques of the southern coast.

The French Riviera, essentially the coastal strip of Provence from Hyères to Menton on the Italian border, begins in colorful, artistic Nice and moves along the seafront to Antibes, Cannes, Saint-Raphaël, and the tourist hot spot of Saint-Tropez. Heading east, we travel through the villages and resorts of the Corniches toward the principality of Monaco.

The French art de vivre, a way of enjoying life’s pleasures, culture, and food, is a big part of life in the south. The slow-paced experience is amplified by the poetic surroundings of Provence, the resplendent café terraces of Aix-en-Provence (known as the Paris of the South), the glorious arched Roman arena in Arles, and the vaulted splendor of the Palais des Papes in Avignon. On the Riviera are some spectacular examples of art deco and belle epoque, as well as stuccoed white palace hotels and state-of-the-art shopping malls and sports arenas.

Tourists come for the art, museums, food markets, and festivals, but outside the high season, life in Provence and on the Riviera is unexpectedly simple. Locals play card games on café terraces, chat about the Tour de France, and enjoy a game of boules in the village square—and they are always happy to play a visitor.
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Grande Plage in Juan-les-Pins



10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Dining alfresco by the sea and enjoying the best food Southern France has to offer.
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2 Experiencing the wonder and reverence induced by the Palais des Papes. New technology has revived the splendor of touring this vast Gothic palace.
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3 Wine-tasting in the northern Vaucluse, hopping between Châteauneuf-du-Pape and Vacqueyras, Gigondas, and Rasteau to discover the region’s stellar reds.
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4 Walking through the waving seas of the lavender fields of Haute Provence, with picturesque villages rising like islands and swarms of bees darting this way and that.
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5 Exploring the Gorges du Verdon, especially via kayak. At 700 m (2,296 ft) deep and 25 km (16 mi) long, the gorge is an awe-inspiring demonstration of the power of nature and time.
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6 Visiting the daring, futuristic MuCEM, a glass box containing a museum of Mediterranean culture, one of the many architectural projects transforming the reputation of Marseille.
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7 Getting familiar with the Riviera’s sublime architecture, from belle epoque villas to modernist beachside cabins.
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8 Mountain biking and hiking the incredible geological giants of Southern France, from the striking Mont Ventoux to the rust-red Massif de l’Estérel.
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9 Lying on the sands of France’s most famous beaches, such as Plage de Pampelonne near Saint-Tropez or La Grande Plage in Juan-les-Pins.




[image: image]

10 Rolling the dice at the Casino de Monte-Carlo (or maybe just stepping inside) and imagining yourself as James Bond for an evening.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Avignon and the Vaucluse

The busy metropolitan outskirts of Avignon give way to a walled medieval interior. The main draw is the world-famous Palais des Papes, closely followed by the Pont Saint-Bénézet, whose arches famously stretch only halfway across the Rhône. Day trips to the Pont du Gard aqueduct and Châteauneuf-du-Pape vineyards are a must. Nearby L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue is an antiques lover’s mecca and a great base to explore north toward Mont Ventoux.

Arles and Les Alpilles

For the locals here, life is all about bull running and bullfighting. There are plenty of other reasons to recommend the region, including major Roman sites and the van Gogh art trail. Saint-Rémy-de-Provence and Arles are filled with restaurants, art galleries, and boutique shops. Don’t miss the surrounding countryside, which is dominated by rocky peaks and a pungent combination of pine forests, olive groves, and vineyards.

Aix-en-Provence, the Luberon, and the Gorges du Verdon

Time in Aix passes almost unnoticed. Most visits begin underneath the shady canopy of the plane trees on the wide, café-lined Cours Mirabeau and end in the old town amid a maze of cobbled streets and squares adorned with fountains. Don’t miss a visit to Cézanne’s workshop or the chance to see his work at the Musée Granet.
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the Cours Mirabeau, Aix-en-Provence



The Luberon Regional Nature Park is a rural idyll, dotted with renowned villages such as Gordes, Bonnieux, and Lourmarin. Depending on the time of year, the fields will be full of melons, pumpkins, drifting blossoms, or vines sagging with fruit. The hills are crisscrossed with cycle and hiking routes and dotted with vineyards to visit. From late June until the end of July, the lure of lavender in full bloom calls visitors to the high plateaus of Haute Provence.

Farther east, the limestone Verdon Gorge takes your breath away. Cooler summer temperatures, great water sports, and traditional Provençal villages such as Moustiers-Sainte-Marie make the Verdon Regional Nature Park a popular destination in high summer.

Marseille and the Var Coast

Marseille is a loud, brash, in-your-face melting pot of cultures, founded by the Greeks, and, thanks to centuries of immigration, France’s second-largest city. Sparkling new cultural centers, hidden neighborhoods, fishers offering the catch of the day, and restaurants offering vrai (true) bouillabaisse all compete for attention. To the east is the Calanques National Park, perhaps the most scenic, unspoiled stretch of Mediterranean coast remaining in France. Accessible largely on foot or by boat, the Calanques are a series of rocky inlets cut into the coastline. The Var resorts between Bandol and Sanary-sur-Mer are just as scenic as their more celebrated Riviera counterparts and a lot less busy.

Nice and Antibes

Nice, capital of the Côte d’Azur, is a fun, modern, sculpture-filled, eco-friendly city with a sleek tramway that allows direct, cheap travel to the city center or port from the airport. The promenade des Anglais, Nice’s celebrated seafront walkway, is a constant flow of cyclists, Rollerbladers, honeymooners, hikers, and holidaymakers. Strolling along the promenade at dusk above the pebbly beach is a magical experience. You could easily spend a month in Nice and still not see half of what’s on offer.
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promenade des Anglais, Nice



West of Nice, Cagnes-sur-Mer was home to the artist Pierre-Auguste Renoir, and a whole village of writers and painters settled in neighboring Haut-de-Cagnes. Their legacy lives on in art studios and design workshops all over the medieval village.

Antibes has the largest pleasure-boat marina in Europe and hosts the Voiles d’Antibes regatta in June. It’s a great place to spend a few days, with a Provençal market, interesting shops, lively nightlife, and the Musée Picasso occupying a fortified seafront château. Waterskiing was invented in Juan-les-Pins, Antibes’s close neighbor, which also boasts some of the best beach bars on the Riviera and a famous annual jazz festival that has been running since 1960.

Cannes, Saint-Tropez, and the Western Riviera

Famed for its annual film festival, superyachts, nightlife, and sandy beaches, Cannes feels like a dreamed-up fantasy of a Riviera resort. Its seafront promenade, La Croisette, is lined with belle epoque villas and designer boutiques. At the port nearby, passenger ferries leave for the Îles de Lérins, perfect for a day among the pines and eucalyptus or tasting wines from the vineyard of a 5th-century monastery.
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Saint-Tropez



Farther west, Fréjus has some of France’s best Roman ruins and has an unpretentious atmosphere—meaning cheaper hotels and restaurants. It’s a great base for exploring the rust-colored Massif de l’Estérel mountain range on foot or by mountain bike.

Undeniably glamorous and often unbearably crowded, Saint-Tropez is the poster resort for the whole Riviera, worth visiting even if just for a couple of hours by boat from Sainte-Maxime.

More down-to-earth is the town of Hyères, where the modernist Villa Noaille contains Europe’s first indoor swimming pool and is now an arts center. To the south, you can take a boat to the Îles d’Or (Golden Islands) for a few days of cycling and swimming, or head inland to the medieval villages of Ramatuelle and Bormes-les-Mimosas, redolent of the traditions of a bygone France.

Monaco and Menton

There’s nowhere else in the world quite like Monaco. There’s no graffiti or litter, just a lot of police officers making sure millionaires get home safely to their yachts or micro-apartments. For the visitor, Monaco is an amazing spectacle of high-rise buildings soaring over some of the world’s most prestigious art galleries, museums, jewelers, and real estate. Everyone should pay a visit to the Monte-Carlo Casino, even if just on a morning tour.

Heading east toward Italy brings you to Menton, the last town in France before Italy, boasting the country’s sunniest climate, a breathtakingly beautiful seafront, a famous annual Lemon Festival, and a wealth of ornamental parks and gardens.

WHEN TO GO

Spring

As long as you don’t want to spend all your time on the beach, spring is the best time to visit the South of France. The sun is usually shining, the temperature can reach the mid-20s Celsius (high 70s Fahrenheit), and the Provençal countryside looks its most beautiful. In early spring the fields fill with the wild blossoms of almond and cherry trees. Hotels, restaurants, and beach bars that closed for winter begin to open in April with a fresh coat of paint and cheerful staff. In May, there’s the Cannes Film Festival, Saint-Tropez’s Les Bravades, and the Monaco Grand Prix, some of the highlights of the Riviera year, but as it’s not yet high season, hotel prices will generally be cheaper. By mid-June the lavender fields are coming into bloom.

Summer

The period between mid-July and mid-August is by far the busiest and hottest in the South of France. Sightseeing can be oppressive under the beating heat of the summer sun. Most tourists in these months get out and about early, doing as much as they can before lunch, and then spend the afternoon by the pool. Restaurants are busier, the weekend traffic on the autoroutes is terrible, and at the seaside there’s hardly a spare inch of beach. The first two weeks in July and the last two in August are slightly quieter, and a good option for determined sunseekers who want to avoid the worst of the crowds. The first week in July is often the best time to see the lavender fields in full bloom.
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lavender fields of Haute Provence



Fall

September and October are some of the best months to visit. Temperatures are still in the low 20s Celsius (low 70s Fahrenheit), so it’s the perfect time of year for activities like cycling, hiking, and kayaking. The vines turn a magnificent range of russet and golden colors, and the roads are quiet, so it’s easy to get from sight to sight.

Winter

If you love hiking and cycling, then winter is still a good time to visit. In December, the weather can still be mild, and Christmas lights and decorations go up at the beginning of the month. Special Christmas markets take place on an almost daily basis.

In January and February, it’s best to base yourself in a city. By the seaside, it’s not unusual for people to sunbathe in sheltered spots, and the brave even swim. Away from the sea, the towns and villages of Provence can be exceedingly quiet, and it gets quite cold, with nighttime temperatures often falling below 0°C (32°F).

By March the countryside is slowly stirring into life, vines sprout with an urgent vigor, and the fruit trees begin to blossom. The markets fill up with traders, and village shops and restaurants reopen. Everyone seems happy as the tourist season begins.

BEFORE YOU GO

Passports and Visas

The latest visa requirements can be checked at the France Diplomatic website (www.france-visas.gouv.fr/en/web/france-visas/visa-wizard). The site offers a “visa wizard” that will quickly tell you your requirements. Here is a summary of the situation at time of writing:

Nationals from the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand can enter France and stay for up to 90 days without a visa. Stays of more than 90 days require a visa and proof of income and medical insurance. Citizens of EU member countries who have a valid passport and national identity card can travel freely to France. South African nationals require a short-stay visa for visits up to 90 days, and a long-stay visa if the traveler plans to stay more than 90 days.

What to Pack

What should go into your suitcase very much depends on when you visit. In addition to weather-appropriate clothing and other necessities, don’t forget a plug adapter for your electronic devices. European outlets take round two-prong plugs.


If You Have . . .

ONE WEEK

Pick a central base for three or four nights such as L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue in the Vaucluse. From here you can explore the cities of Arles and Avignon and the Luberon Nature Park. For the remaining nights, use Nice as a base to explore the Riviera, catching the train that runs along the coast to visit iconic seaside resorts such as Villefranche-sur-Mer.

TWO WEEKS

Divide your time between the coast and inland. Once again, pick a central base. Saint-Rémy-de-Provence is a good alternative. Then stay in Cassis for a few nights to visit the Calanques and Marseille. Head east to Saint-Tropez and dress as glitzy as you can to strut your stuff portside, before rounding out the vacation with a stay in Antibes to explore the Riviera.

THREE WEEKS

Plan to stay a couple of nights in each of the big cities: Aix, Arles, Avignon, and Marseille. Explore the cities and the neighboring sights, such as Mont Sainte-Victoire near Aix, the Camargue near Arles, Châteauneuf-du-Pape and the Pont du Gard from Avignon, and the Calanques near Marseille. Spend the second week in the heart of the Provençal countryside. Choose among the villages of the Luberon, Les Alpilles Nature Park, northern Vaucluse, or inland Var, which all share a similar relaxed Provençal atmosphere. For the third week, head to the Riviera and meander eastward from Hyères to Saint-Tropez to Cannes and then Nice, finishing with a roll of the dice in Monaco’s casino. If you are lucky you may win enough to pay for the whole trip.



TRANSPORTATION

Air

Most travelers will arrive at either Marseille or Nice airport. Both have low-cost terminals as well as regular scheduled flights to all major destinations in Europe.

For transatlantic passengers, the Marseille and Nice airports have direct flights with Air Canada and Air Transat to Montreal. Nice Airport also has direct flights with Delta/Virgin Atlantic from New York JFK airport, Philadelphia, and Atlanta. For other North American destinations, travelers must fly to common hubs such as Paris, London, or Amsterdam and then take a connecting flight to Marseille or Nice.

For Australians the quickest way to get to the South of France is a flight to Dubai. From Dubai, Emirates flies direct to Nice and Transavia offers limited service to Marseille. Alternatively, there are direct flights to Nice from Hong Kong.

There are no direct flights to the South of France from South Africa. South Africans should fly to London, Amsterdam, or Paris and pick up a connecting flight.

Nîmes Airport, a 45-minute drive from Avignon, is a low-cost hub with flights to and from Stansted near London. Farther into the Languedoc, Montpellier Airport, which is a 60-minute drive from Avignon, also offers flights to London, as well as other major European hubs.

Train

Provence is directly connected by a TGV line to Paris. Hourly TGV trains stop at the major cities of Avignon (under 3 hours from Paris), Aix-en-Provence, Marseille, and Nice. From Marseille, there’s a slower coastal track that stops at all the major cities along the Riviera except Saint-Tropez.

Interrail (www.interrail.eu) offers 5-day, 7-day, and monthly rail passes for travel throughout Europe, as well as a pass for France alone, that may make sense if you plan to travel a lot by train, depending on the length of your trip. Non-UK and European residents should apply for a Eurail pass (www.eurail.com).

Bus

BlaBlaCar (www.blablacar.fr) and Flixbus (www.flixbus.fr) operate long-distance bus routes between all major towns in France. They are usually cheaper than traveling by train, but can be very slow, with lots of stops and waiting time. Buses have Wi-Fi, toilets, and reclining seats.

The Riviera is very well serviced by local bus networks. Each town has its own network (single journeys cost €1-3), with connections to the countryside beyond. Bus service on Sundays is usually poor or even nonexistent.

Car

The main route to Provence from the north is the A7 autoroute, which runs between Lyon, Avignon, and Aix-en-Provence. It is nicknamed the Autoroute du Soleil. During weekends in the summer months of July and August, it is advisable to find alternative routes because the stretch between Avignon and Lyon becomes one long traffic jam.

The A7 intersects with the A8 autoroute just west of Aix-en-Provence, from where it takes just under 2 hours to reach Nice. The A8 serves all the main towns and cities along the Riviera, passing alongside the Massif de l’Estérel between Saint-Raphaël and Cannes and the Massif des Maures west of Fréjus. It has regular aires de répos (rest stops with toilets and places to sit) and aires de services (petrol stations).

The A9 autoroute runs from just outside Avignon to the Spanish border near Barcelona.
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BEST OF Provence & the French Riviera

The itinerary recommended below is relatively ambitious. You will need a car, and it’s intended as a happy combination of history and culture, blending inland Provence with a trip to the coast and mixing in plenty of stops that will satisfy gourmands. For some there may be too much travel from place to place, so adapt as necessary and, above all, don’t forget to leave time to sit in a café, preferably with a pastis, and watch the world go by.

Day 1

Start in Avignon. An early TGV (bullet train) from Paris will get you there in time for lunch at Le Carré de Palais restaurant. In the afternoon, tour the Palais des Papes and cross the river to Villeneuve-lès-Avignon for a view back over the city and of the famous Pont d’Avignon (Pont Saint-Bénézet). Stay overnight in the Clos Saluces bed-and-breakfast and make it your base for the first three nights.

Day 2

Rise bright and early for breakfast in the verdant garden of Clos Saluces and then head out into the countryside around Avignon. History buffs will love a morning trip to the Pont du Gard Roman aqueduct. On the way back to Avignon in the afternoon, stop off at Châteauneuf-du-Pape to sample the luxurious, velvety red wines.

Day 3

Tour the hill villages of the Luberon Nature Park. Be sure to include Gordes, Goult, and Roussillon as stopping-off points. If you have time, go and see the Abbaye Notre-Dame de Sénanque, just outside Gordes. It is particularly worth the detour in early summer when the lavender is in bloom. Eat lunch on the terrace of L’Orangerie restaurant looking out from Gordes over the Luberon. In the afternoon head back to Avignon via L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue. Walk along the banks of the River Sorgue, enjoying the town’s waterwheels and browsing the renowned antiques shops.

Day 4

Head to Arles and prepare for some serious culture. Visit the Roman theater and Roman arena as well as the Fondation Vincent van Gogh. Then leap forward in time with a tour of the futuristic Frank Gehry skyscraper at Luma Arles. Drive to Aix-en-Provence and stay overnight in the Hotel des Augustins.

Day 5

In the morning explore Aix-en-Provence by following the Cézanne walking trail. Have lunch at the newly refurbished Les Deux Garcons on the Cours Mirabeau before enjoying a cultural afternoon visiting the Musée Granet and the Hôtel Caumont.

Day 6

Head north to the Gorges du Verdon, stopping at the Plateau de Valensole en route to see the lavender (late June-July). Wander the picturesque streets of Moustiers-Sainte-Marie before driving the head-spinning Corniche Sublime in the afternoon. If there is time, rent a paddleboat from one of the beaches on Lac de Sainte-Croix. Return to Aix.

Day 7

Head to Cassis, and either hike out into Les Calanques or catch a boat from the port. Enjoy a bouillabaisse portside either for lunch or as the sun dips below the horizon. If you have time, visit Domaine Paternel to pick up some of the finest white wine and rosé in Provence. Treat yourself and stay overnight in Hotel Mahogany on Plage du Bestouan.

Day 8

Head to Sainte-Maxime, a 1-hour, 40-minute journey along the coastal D98 road. There you can leave the car and board the 20-minute ferry across the water to Saint-Tropez. Have a drink in one of the bars overlooking the superyachts before a visit to L’Annonciade art museum on the harbor. Enjoy a seafood meal at Le Petit Pointu and a floodlit game of boules on the gravel courts of the place des Lices, and then end the evening in the 1st-floor bar of Hotel Sube.

Day 9

On Tuesdays and Saturdays there’s a big market on Saint-Tropez’s place des Lices; otherwise, order a slice of Tarte Tropézienne at the café of the same name. Take Zou bus 875 toward the medieval village of Ramatuelle (for 15 minutes) and follow the signs for Plage de Pampelonne, which runs parallel with the road for about 5 km (3 mi). Have lunch at a beach club and enjoy the stretch of soft white sand and the chance to swim.

Day 10

After a second night at the Hotel Sube, take the ferry back to Sainte-Maxime. From there it’s only half an hour to Cannes, via a route that passes beneath the red rocks of the Massif de l’Estérel. Wander through the narrow streets of Le Suquet old town and walk up to the summit for great views of the Baie de Cannes. Return for a bouillabaisse at the Bistrot Gourmand and do some shopping along rue d’Antibes and La Croisette. Stay for a couple of nights at the stylish Hotel Le Cavendish near the railway station.

Day 11

Antibes is a perfect day trip from Cannes. Begin the day at the covered Marché Provençal in the old town before enjoying a drink while watching the locals (and tourists) at Le Zinc. Visit the Musée Picasso in the old town and the art and glassblowing studios on boulevard d’Aguillon. Relax on Plage de la Salis or take a boat tour from one of the operators at Port Vauban, the largest pleasure-boat marina in Europe. Head back to Le Cavendish for drinks and a meal at Aux Bons Enfants.

Day 12

Arrive in Nice early (it’s only 30 minutes from Cannes by car or train) for the food and flower market along the cours Saleya, one block from the sea. Stroll through Vieux Nice (the old town) to the MAMAC contemporary art museum and its roof garden. Have a salade Niçoise at one of the many restaurants on the nearby place Garibaldi. In the afternoon, take the free elevator up to the castle ruins on the Colline du Château before a seafront walk along the promenade des Anglais. Stay at Le Negresco (expensive) or Villa Victoria a few blocks away.

Day 13

Leave the car and board bus number 5 behind the Galeries Lafayette department store bound for Cimiez, a historic neighborhood uphill from the old town. Get off at the first stop on the steep hill (a 10-minute ride) for the museum dedicated to Russian-born artist Marc Chagall. Continue on the same bus to the top of the hill, where there’s a Roman amphitheater and, for even more culture, the Musée Matisse, former house of the French painter. Return to the center for supper along the lively rue Dalpozzo.

Day 14

From Nice, it’s a 30-minute drive to Monaco on the A8 autoroute or a 21-minute train journey. Monaco’s Musée Océanographique is one of the highlights of the Riviera. Visit the Casino de Monte-Carlo and play if you want to, or just sit outside at the Café de Paris for some people- and car-watching. Spend some quiet time among the plants and waterfalls in the Jardin Japonais and continue along avenue Princesse Grace for a Chinese dinner at Song Qi or an Italian meal at Avenue 31. Walk back up to the place du Casino and finish the tour with a late-night drink in the Buddha Bar … or even head back into the casino if you’re feeling lucky.
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Best of the Outdoors and Nature

Southern France is perfect for both serious outdoor enthusiasts and people who prefer a leisurely stroll. Those who love nothing better than filling their holiday with activities will be thrilled at the breadth of hiking, kayaking, biking, and bird-watching available here.

Hiking

• Hike to the top of Mont Sainte-Victoire. There are four exhilarating routes to choose from at the Saint-Antonin-sur-Bayon Maison Sainte-Victoire Visitor Center.

• Hike the iconic Sentier Martel, which plunges you into the heart of the Gorges du Verdon.

• Hike from Monte-Carlo to La Turbie. Starting at the Monaco train station, make your way up to the village of La Turbie and its famous Roman monument, the Trophée des Alpes, taking in the Tête de Chien (a rock named for its resemblance to the head of a dog) and incredible views of the coast.

• Hike from Carnolès to Roquebrune village. Following the coastal path, take in views of Monaco; Le Corbusier’s modernist cabin, Le Cabanon; Eileen Gray’s Villa E-1027; and a 10th-century château.

Cycling

• Rent a bike and ascend Mont Ventoux. There’s no shame in taking an e-bike, as the White Giant of Provence gets the knees of even professional cyclists quaking with fear.

• Take the 2-hour Cavalon Velo Route from Coustellet to Castellet, taking in some of the Luberon’s most picturesque villages.

• Mountain biking in the rugged Massif de l’Estérel offers exhilarating views of the coastline and eastern end of the rust-red hills.

• Riding to the Col de la Madone above Menton is on most serious cyclists’ bucket lists, and it’s easy to rent a top-of-the-line racing bike in Menton, Nice, or Monaco.

Kayaking

• Rent a kayak and go with the flow down the River Sorgue, stopping for a refreshing swim in the summer.

• Hugging the coast in a kayak is a wonderful way to see the Calanques, just east of Marseille.
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the Calanques



• Paddling across the Haddock Strait toward the Île d’Or off Le Dramont is a popular route for kayakers, inspired by a story from Hergé’s Tintin series.

Camping

• View Les Alpilles from Monplaisir campsite, which is a short walk from the charming town of Saint-Rémy-de-Provence.

• Pitch a tent in the heart of the Luberon Nature Park at beautiful Camping des Sources, located just outside of Gordes.

• Sleep outside near the renowned Luberon village of Lourmarin at Les Hautes Prairies campground, which has tent sites and cabins.

• Just north of Fréjus, the Domaine du Colombier is an “open-air hotel” set among pines and olive trees with a water park, a fitness center, and plenty of restaurant options.

• The Toison d’Or campsite backs onto the Plage de Pampelonne in Ramatuelle and gives campers access to the wonderful white sand of the region’s best beach, almost deserted in the early mornings and after dusk.
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Wine-Tasting in Provence

Visiting a vineyard should be an intimate experience. Ideally, you’ll meet the owner or a member of the family, or a staff member involved in the winemaking. You should be able to wander amid the vines and crouch down and crumble the soil between your fingers. Poking your head into the cellar where the wine is made is always fun. Usually, there’s a pungent smell of fermentation. The best way to ensure a good visit is to call in advance and express an interest in the wines of the vineyard. If you do so, you’ll be greeted with open arms and plentiful bottles to taste. The following is a suggested three-day itinerary to sample some of the best wines in Provence.

Day 1

Arrive in Avignon. Rent a car and immediately head 30 minutes north to Châteauneuf-du-Pape. The suburbs of Avignon give way to a sea of vines on either side of the Rhône. Upon arrival at Châteauneuf, head to the tasting rooms of Beaurenard. As well as a Châteauneuf-du-Pape, there’s an excellent Rasteau full of spices and ripe fruit (€18/bottle). Have lunch at La Mule du Pape, a popular choice in the center of town.

In the afternoon, head into the nearby Dentelles de Montmirail. Stop at Domaine Goubert just outside Gigondas, where the wine is full of undertones of tobacco. Stay at Hotel les Florets outside Gigondas. Jump into the pool before an indulgent supper.

Day 2

Explore the village of Gigondas in the morning before driving 30 minutes to L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue for lunch at the Café Fleurs. The restaurant has a carefully curated wine list that features the best local producers. After lunch, drive 30 minutes through the olive groves east toward the Luberon. Stop outside Bonnieux at vineyard Château Canorgue, where there are more than 10 different wines to taste.

Drop out of the Petit Luberon to the village of Lourmarin in the southern Luberon. Stay at Le Moulin de Lourmarin in the village center. Explore the village and then pop 2 km (1.2 mi) up the road for a tasting at Domaine La Cavale, which offers cellar tours and tastings of local wines, as well as great wines from around the world.

Day 3

Drive 45 minutes south to Château La Coste, just outside Aix-en-Provence. Earn your tasting by first taking the modern art trail through the vines. The walk is dotted with installations by famous artists. Afterward, enjoy lunch in one of the vineyard’s several restaurants.

Then head south for another hour to Domaine Tempier outside Bandol. There’s no fanfare or grand buildings, but this modest vineyard happens to make one of the best reds in Provence. The center of the domaine is a simple house surrounded by vines set at the end of a row of trees. The tasting room has a family feel, and the aged red is among the best you are ever likely to taste. Afterward, stay at the Hotel du Golf on the Plage Anse de Renécros in Bandol.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Best Waterfront Dining

Food is a big part of the Southern France experience, and a silver platter of gleaming seafood alongside a glass of iced rosé and starched white table napkins is a vision of holiday extravagance.

Most beach restaurants are open from April until October. Ones actually on the sand often disappear completely in the autumn and are rebuilt in the spring. Others are boarded up and may reopen briefly for a week at Christmas, attracting regulars and winter tourists. These waterside restaurants are all worth planning a trip around:

MARSEILLE AND CASSIS

• In Marseille, escape from the crowds to the hidden Vallon des Auffes inlet and eat sensational bouillabaisse at Chez Fonfon.

• Chez Gilbert in Cassis is hard to beat for portside atmosphere and great seafood.

• Le Château between Marseille and Cassis in the Calanque Sormiou offers an idyllic setting.

THE VAR COAST

• L’Espérance, just outside Bandol, serves sublime food in a sublime setting.

• O Petit Monde on Plage Portissol in Sanary-sur-Mer offers great food accompanied by the sound of breaking waves on the nearby rocks.

NICE AND THE RIVIERA

• Le Galet is the pick of the beach restaurants on Nice’s famous seafront promenade. It’s a fun, family-friendly place for a beachside lunch, but it still feels pretty glamorous.

• Located at Plage Mala, one of the most undiscovered beach resorts on the Côte d’Azur, Eden restaurant-bar serves great seafood, burgers, and fries.

• Among the row of private beach clubs on Juan-les-Pins’s seafront, diners eat with their feet in the sand at Le Colombier.

• In Théoule-sur-Mer, in between Cannes and Fréjus on the Baie de Cannes, La Cabane du Pêcheur is the epitome of seaside relaxation.




Best Cooking Schools and Classes

Cooking holidays are increasingly popular in Provence. You could build a whole week around cooking classes or just schedule half a day. Cookery classes are often combined with market tours, with the ingredients being purchased in the market. Here are some of the best classes available:

AIX, SAINT-RÉMY-DE-PROVENCE, AND MARSEILLE

• Provence Gourmet (www.provence-gourmet.fr) offers a friendly home cooking experience with local chef Gilles. Gilles was born and raised in Marseille and lived in the United States for four years. His courses often include vineyard visits and market visits in addition to the cooking class. Prices from €160.

• L’Atelier des Chefs (www.atelierdeschefs.fr), a cooking school right in the center of Aix, offers a variety of different classes and start times. Check the website for details.

THE RIVIERA

• Les Petits Farcis (www.petitsfarcis.com) in Nice is named after the local “stuffed vegetables” dish. Food writer and teacher Rosa Jackson and her team of English-speaking experts offer market tours, hands-on cooking classes, and lunch in the delightful surroundings of the old town. They also hold pastry- and macaroon-making workshops for groups of up to eight people in their stylish, air-conditioned studio. The market tour and cooking class costs €200 per person, and the pastry workshop is €95.

• La Peetch (www.lapeetch.com) is a residential cooking school in the holiday home of former TV host and French cookery icon Julia Child. Run by Makenna (who attended the same school as Julia), her husband, Chris, and a small team of foodie experts, the Courageous Cooking School occupies a rural setting in Châteauneuf-de-Grasse. The all-inclusive cottage accommodation sleeps eight for a six-night stay of recipe-free cooking and restaurant dining.

• L’Amandier (www.amandier.fr) restaurant in Mougins offers weekend cooking classes in French with Michelin-starred chef Denis Fétisson. The village also hosts an annual gastronomy festival, Les Etoiles de Mougins, every September where some of France’s top chefs offer hundreds of cooking classes to the public.
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Hidden Riviera

The Riviera is one of Europe’s most popular holiday destinations, but in high summer the coast can feel overrun with tourists, the roads and ports are busy, the trains are crowded, and the restaurants are full, so it’s nice to know that some places remain calm and relatively secluded even during July and August. These three locations are a little off the radar and ideal for those who want a calmer, more relaxed time, while still offering access to the lifestyle and activities of the Riviera. The pace here is a little slower—you may find yourself wanting to extend your trip by a few days or even a week amid this serene environment.

Menton

Day 1

After settling into your delightful room at the charming Sous l’Olivier B&B, have breakfast on the promenade du Soleil overlooking the Mediterranean, walk through Marché des Halles, and spend some time at the Musée du Bastion, getting familiar with the work of avant-garde French writer and artist Jean Cocteau. Wander through the old town, perhaps stepping into the magnificent baroque Basilique Saint-Michel Archange, and pay a visit to the many international residents of Menton’s cemetery. Spend late afternoon on the Sablettes beach or wandering through one of Menton’s many botanical gardens.

Le Cannet

Day 2

Head west along the coast to Le Cannet either on the A8 autoroute (about 1 hour) or on the slower coastal roads. Your base for the next two days will be La Villa d’Emma, a pleasant bed-and-breakfast with a pool. It’s close enough to visit Cannes if you want to do some shopping or enjoy the nightlife.

Spend some time on rue Saint-Sauveur, where there are some great restaurants, and enjoy a meal on the place Bellevue overlooking Cannes. Pass in front of the many murals dedicated to the artist Pierre Bonnard and visit the Musée Pierre Bonnard on Le Cannet’s main boulevard. Follow the Sur les Pas de Bonnard route, a 2-hour walk tracing where Bonnard set up his easel around the town that takes you along the covered Siagne canal. Head to Le Bistro des Anges for a moonlit supper on the hillside overlooking Cannes.

Day 3

The beautiful village of Mougins is only 10 minutes’ drive away on a hilltop toward Grasse. Spend the morning taking in the art galleries and wandering around the village before lunch. In the afternoon, visit both the Centre de la Photographie de Mougins and the FAMM (Femmes Artistes du Musée de Mougins), which has an exceptional collection of art from more than 80 women from all over the world. Dine at one of the restaurants on Mougins’s main thoroughfare, or head back to Le Cannet for a meal at Le Coin Gourmet.
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Mougins



Ramatuelle

Day 4

Check out of the Villa d’Emma and head west once more, this time to Ramatuelle, an old village ingeniously built in the shape of a snail, its narrow lanes spiraling into each other. Spend the morning enjoying the shops, restaurants, and cafés before heading out for some wine-tasting in the many vineyards that dot the area surrounding the village, some of the oldest in France. Make your way to the famous Plage de Pampelonne in the late afternoon, after most of the visitors have left, and take advantage of the less crowded beach clubs for an indulgent dinner. You’ll spend the night at one of Toison d’Or’s luxury cabins, one of the lucky few that gets to skip the traffic back to Saint-Tropez and enjoy this special part of the coast when it quiets down.
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Ramatuelle




Best Beaches

France’s Mediterranean coastline offers a huge range of beaches, from the turquoise waters of Marseille’s calanques to the craggy red coastline of the Estérel and the designer gravel at Plage du Larvotto in Monaco. Here is a small selection of some of the region’s best beaches:

• Plage de La Pointe Rouge, Marseille: Go full bling and wear the most expensive designer shades you can afford on Marseille’s hippest beach.

• Plage du Bestouan, Cassis: Escape from the portside hubbub to this secluded cove with a view over the Med toward Cap Canaille and Europe’s highest sea cliff.

• Plage Anse de Renécros, Bandol: This moon-shaped sandy bay with a narrow entrance has lagoon-blue waters and is sheltered from the wind.

• Plage des Marinières, Villefranche-sur-Mer: Easy access from the train station and plenty of parking help make Villefranche’s long curve of sand a great place for a beach day.

• Le Grande Plage, Juan-les-Pins: The gentle slope into the water makes this an ideal place for families to spend the day on the sand.

• Plage de Pampelonne, Ramatuelle: Expensive clubs welcome yacht parties, but there is space for everyone, including sections for naturist sunbathers and water sports enthusiasts.
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