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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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IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR . . .

SELDOM have two regions had more in common, yet more that divides them, than Normandy and Brittany.

Both share a northern climate, a proximity to the sea, and many of the essentials in their cuisine—apples, seafood, dairy. Both, too, are fiercely proud of their heritage, whether for the horse-riding exploits of Norman conquerors or the music and legends of the mysterious Celts.

And yet . . .

Normandy is known for its Gothic cathedrals, sedate farmland, and bourgeois seaside resorts; Brittany for its pagan-like chapels, primordial woodland, and wind-lashed harbors from another time.

As one of the closest regions to Paris, Normandy has long been a weekend retreat for urbanites looking for country air and rustic cooking. Its history is linked to that of the rest of France. Joan of Arc was burned at the stake in Rouen; Impressionist painters roamed the hinterland; and D-Day, the largest land invasion of all time, with implications not just for France but for the world, took place at the base of the Cherbourg Peninsula.

Brittany, meanwhile, is otherworldly and distinct. Here are mysterious Neolithic monuments, legends of giants, and the forests where King Arthur and Merlin are said to have trod. Its coastline is salty and wild, spangled by hardy lighthouses and wondrous isles, a water-sports paradise crenellated with grand natural harbors and hidden coves. Then there are the Bretons themselves, whose culture swings to its own rhythm, drinking cider from bowls, telling local folktales, and partying with Celtic dancing and song.

Both offer remarkable rewards for the independent traveler. Whether your tastes run to the casinos and elegant promenades of Deauville, or dancing to the wail of bagpipes at a traditional fest-noz (night festival) in some little-known Breton village, there’s more than a lifetime’s worth of things to explore.
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Île d’Ouessant
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TOP 10 EXPERIENCES Normandy & Brittany
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[image: image] Feeling like you’re inside an Impressionist painting in Monet’s garden at Giverny, where the natural world has been tended into a living masterpiece.
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[image: image] Paying your respects at the Normandy American Cemetery and Memorial, a haunting sanctuary on the blustery Norman coast, where the massed ranks of silent graves tell the true cost of the D-Day landings.
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[image: image] Exploring the abbey at Mont-Saint-Michel, the Gothic monument that towers high above a tidal plain and seems like it belongs more to fantasy fiction rather than the real world.
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[image: image] Gorging on both regions’ extraordinary seafood traditions, from a bowl of piping hot mussels and cream to oysters washed down with chilled Chablis, all in sight of the waves from which they were farmed.
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[image: image] Being wowed by the Église Saint-Joseph, a giant poured-concrete kaleidoscope of a building with a Technicolor interior—a stunning example of Le Havre’s modernist architecture.
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[image: image] Pretending you’re a French corsair as you tour the granite ramparts of Saint-Malo, which look like they’ve been carved from the ocean itself.
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[image: image] Swilling cider and watching the dancing to bagpipes at a fest-noz. These Celtic night festivals take place in villages across Brittany and pulse with traditional food, dance, and song.
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[image: image] Beach-hopping to find your favorite spot along the coastline, whether you prefer dramatic, lonely cliffside strands or striped beach umbrellas.
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[image: image] Marveling at the mysteries behind the stones of Carnac, questioning how early Bretons ever managed to drag into place the largest collection of prehistoric standing stones in the world.
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[image: image] Cycling the narrow roads of Brittany’s many different islands, strange and separate worlds from the mainland—from the Île-de-Bréhat, with its dazzling vistas of contrasting scale, texture, and light, to the windswept and ragged Île d’Ouessant on Europe’s westernmost edge.



PLANNING YOUR TRIP

WHERE TO GO

Normandy

GIVERNY, ROUEN, AND THE “IMPRESSIONIST COAST”

A region rich in history, holiday resorts, and natural beauty that has been attracting tourists and inspiring artists for generations, there’s something here for all visitors. Architecture lovers and foodies will find much to enjoy in Normandy’s capital, Rouen, with its elaborate Gothic churches, such as Saint-Maclou and the Notre Dame de Rouen, and its wide variety of modern restaurants updating the deep flavors of Norman cuisine for the 21st century. For those passionate about art, the landscape from the banks of the Seine to the cliffs of the Alabaster Coast—at their most jaw-dropping in Étretat—has been one of the greatest muses in the history of painting. Nowhere is this more the case than at Giverny, where for the latter years of his life Claude Monet set to work building one of the most glorious gardens anywhere in the world, making art from the landscape itself. People with a more contemporary eye in search of something unusual should head to the modernist marvel that is Le Havre, rebuilt after World War II in poured concrete, with buildings like the Église Saint-Joseph and Le Volcan theater offering a view of the future as it might have been imagined in the past. Tourists wanting luxury should head straight for Deauville to relax on its umbrella-dotted beach or to get pampered in the ultra-plush Le Normandy hotel.
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Rouen




In the 19th century, Claude Monet and other Impressionists from Sisley to Renoir began to adopt the Seine region and the Haute-Normandie seaside as their “outdoor studio.” These artists drew inspiration from the spectacular white cliffs of the Alabaster Coast, the harbor at Honfleur, and the boardwalk in Deauville, thus our moniker, the “Impressionist Coast.”
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CAEN, BAYEUX, AND THE D-DAY LANDING BEACHES

The huge majority of visitors to this region will be here because of their interest in the events of June 1944, when the largest sea-to-land invasion of all time took place along its coastline. There is so much to see that only the most die-hard World War II enthusiasts should try to take it all in during one trip. Not to be missed are the hauntingly grand Normandy American Cemetery and Memorial and the dynamic remains of the Pointe du Hoc, where D-Day’s impact on the landscape can be seen most clearly. Away from the beaches, the Bayeux Tapestry is a truly unmissable sight, being both an incredible artifact and an evocative visual story of another cross-channel invasion (this one in the other direction) almost 1,000 years ago. The tapestry museum is soon to be closed for restoration, so check that it is still open before planning your trip. In Caen, the Caen Memorial Museum offers an excellent overview of the fighting that followed D-Day and far beyond. An entirely different and more pleasure-oriented experience can be found on the eastern side of the Cotentin Peninsula, where the oysters in the charming historic town of Saint-Vaast are some of the best in Normandy.

MONT-SAINT-MICHEL AND WEST COTENTIN

The abbey of Mont-Saint-Michel is an irresistible draw: The way its Gothic splendor rises with ethereal majesty out of the tidal plain makes it one of the most spectacular monuments anywhere in the world. While here, it’s worth trying one of the enormous fluffy omelets cooked over an open fire at La Mère Poulard and certainly having a stroll on the sands of the bay itself. There’s also more to this region than just the Mont, with classy Granville just up the coast, where you can drop into the house of legendary fashion designer Christian Dior and, if you’re here at the right time of year (February or March), go to the town’s lively Mardi Gras carnival, which attracts visitors from all over France.

Brittany

SAINT-MALO AND THE NORTH COAST

A visit to this region, brilliant for history and hiking, lounging on beaches and luxury, would not be complete without spending at least a day touring the fortified seafront city of Saint-Malo. A walk around its ramparts offers views that will both stir your historical imagination and thrill you purely in terms of color, being a veritable paint chart of blues and grays. More refined visitors might then want to take the ferry across to Dinard to see and be seen on its classy beachfront and try their luck at the town casino. Farther down the coast there’s some fantastic walking, and not all of it too trying even for casual hikers: The trip between Fort la Latte and Cap Fréhel, with its splendid sea views and bracing winds, is sure to be enjoyed by all. Farther still, the Côte de Granit Rose (Pink Granite Coast) offers visitors unusual rock formations, sheltered bays, and incredible birdlife, while the micro-archipelago making up the Île-de-Bréhat constitutes a beautifully textured landscape of glassy waters and rough-faced rock.

FINISTÈRE

Its name literally means “land’s end,” and this region will attract visitors looking for the raw, authentic Brittany. Go to Brest for its laid-back atmosphere and bars full of salty sea dogs looking to spin a yarn or buy you a pint, then head out across some of the most trying seas in Europe to the windblown Île d’Ouessant and experience life at what feels like the continent’s edge. Sample the island’s famous lamb ragout, slow-cooked under heated clods of earth, while you’re there. Water-sports enthusiasts should make their way down to the Presqu’île de Crozon, where in addition to sailing and kayaking, there are some of the best surf spots in France. Inland, Quimper is Brittany’s traditional heart, where you can find the best crepes in the region.

GULF OF MORBIHAN

For those in search of magic, the area around the Gulf of Morbihan and the gulf itself are places of unanswered questions and bizarre but beautiful landscapes. The massed ranks of standing stones at Carnac are one of Brittany’s greatest draws, being the largest Neolithic construction of their type anywhere in the world. The gulf, meanwhile, is almost an inland sea, pocked by mysterious private islands and plied by countless boats. A trip on its waters, whether by kayak or pleasure cruise, is a must. Nearby, a great place to base yourself is the walled city of Vannes, home to much traditional half-timber architecture and ramparts the equal of anywhere in Brittany. This area is also a great spot for bird-watchers. If you’re around the Gulf of Morbihan in early August, feel like a party, and don’t mind bagpipe music, check out the Festival Interceltique de Lorient, a vast, weeklong celebration of Celtic culture. Well worth the journey inland, meanwhile, is the magnificent Château de Josselin. Owned by the same family since the Middle Ages, it’s sure to delight history buffs.

NANTES AND RENNES

This area boasts the region’s two biggest cities: Brittany’s historic capital Nantes and its current capital Rennes. Nantes’s unusual steam-punk-inspired sculpture park, the Machines de l’Île de Nantes, and Rennes’s infamous drinking scene are just two of many elements that will keep urbanites happy. However, city attractions are far from the region’s only draw. Nantes was recently voted one of the best cities in the world in which to ride a bike, thanks to its extensive system of bike paths stretching deep into the surrounding countryside. On a short journey out of town toward the coast, you’ll find the elegant seaside resort of La Baule, and the striking Guérande Salt Marshes, a human-made landscape where Brittany’s famous fleur de sel is produced. Rennes, meanwhile, has powerful links with the farmers of the Breton hinterland, seen at its extensive town market, the Marché des Lices, and an eco-museum—effectively an open farm within the city limits. In the mystical Paimpont Forest, many legends associated with King Arthur are said to have taken place.
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Guérande Salt Marshes



WHEN TO GO

With their mild climate, both Normandy and Brittany are perfectly hospitable for travelers whatever season they choose to visit, though there is a tendency for a number of hotels, campgrounds, museums, and other tourist sights to shut down and for local transport to run less frequently in the winter months, around November-March. Temperatures around this time average about 10°C (50°F), though they can sometimes drop to around freezing in the very coldest months (December-February).


If You Have . . .

FOUR DAYS
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Head straight for Caen or Bayeux and use one of them as a base to explore the D-Day landing grounds. On day 3, set off early to see Mont-Saint-Michel. Spend the day exploring the monument, then carry straight on to Saint-Malo. You’ll wake up in Saint-Malo and have time to explore the coastal citadel.

ONE WEEK
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Before making the four-day journey, start in Rouen and follow the Seine to the coast to see Le Havre. Cross the Pont de Normandie and drop in on Honfleur before spending the night in Deauville or Trouville for a day of relaxing and pampering. Then, carry on to Caen or Bayeux.

TWO WEEKS
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Continuing on from the one-week itinerary, head east to spend a few days relaxing on the Emerald Coast and hike the Cap Fréhel. Then visit Brest, where you can launch an overnight expedition to the Île d’Ouessant. When you return to the mainland, head down to Quimper, where the heart of Breton culture resides.



For both regions, things start to pick up in April, with average spring temperatures about 15°C (59°F). Though it’s usually still too chilly for a beach holiday around this time, April and May are great months to enjoy walking through the landscape, and many of the top tourist sights are relatively undisturbed. Things don’t get really crowded in the summer until July, when French kids break for school holidays, and August, when most workers take their annual leave in a tradition known throughout France as “la pause.” Temperatures around this time average 22°C (72°F) and seaside resorts can get very busy, so booking ahead for most things is practically essential. At the same time, both Normandy and Brittany are at their most convivial at this stage: It’s when they have the nicest weather and the best conditions for swimming. Moreover, museums, other sights, and water-sports centers will all be keeping their longest hours, with some opening only for this season.

June and September have almost as good weather, with average temperatures of around 20°C (68°F), but not being fueled by the school holidays, places can be surprisingly quiet, except on weekends. Note that the D-Day Landing Anniversary is on June 6, with events spanning the couple of weeks before and after that date. By October, things have started to wind down, particularly campsites, though the fall colors in both regions can be the equal of those in New England, especially if the summer has been hot.

Of course, there’s also some appeal to heading out to the ragged edges of the regions in the middle of winter, renting a cottage on the Île d’Ouessant, say, and battening down the hatches, creating a cozy little isolated bunker against the Atlantic storms. Normandy is, on balance, the more “year-round” destination, having more big-name sights with regular opening times throughout the year, such as the Bayeux Tapestry, Mont-Saint-Michel, and most of the D-Day beaches and the museums associated with them. Note: Monet’s house and garden at Giverny is not on this list, being largely outside and dying back in the winter.
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BEFORE YOU GO

Passports and Visas

UNITED STATES, CANADA, UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA, AND NEW ZEALAND

A visa-waiver program allows individuals from all the above countries to stay in France and the entire Schengen area (a group of 26 European nations with no border controls between them) for up to 90 days within a 180-day period, as long as they have a valid passport. Due to start in 2025, this will take the form of a pre-travel registration system known as the European Travel Information and Authorisation System (ETIAS). The portal is yet to go live for this yet, and given it was actually promised several years ago, the 2025 start date may be optimistic. In the meantime, you will still have to fill your details in, but on another system known as the EES. Details can be found here: https://travel-europe.europa.eu/ees_en. The system will be similar to the US ESTA program, meaning that the majority of applications will be processed within 72 hours if not sooner, and once an application has been approved it will be valid for three years. Further information about the program can be found here: www.schengenvisainfo.com/etias.

EUROPE

Travelers from EU countries are allowed to travel in France for as long as they want without visas, though they should inform authorities if they plan to do so for more than 90 days at a time.

SOUTH AFRICA

South Africans must apply for a Schengen visa, which can be done via French authorities, no more than three months and no less than 15 days before their date of travel.

Reservations

In general, there are very few sights or activities in Normandy or Brittany that require reserving very far ahead of time, even in the high season. Even Mont-Saint-Michel, Giverny, and the museums around the D-Day landing beaches—the regions’ three largest tourist draws—seldom get so overrun that you can’t turn up on the day and expect access after a short wait. This being said, reserving ahead, especially with Mont-Saint-Michel and Giverny, especially in the height of summer, can never hurt.

It’s worth your time booking ahead for specific guided tours that you might want to go on around the regions, particularly the better rated, more bespoke ones in the high season, which can fill up fast. Also plan in advance if you or your kids want to get involved in any of the water sport activities offered around Normandy and Brittany, from kayak lessons to boat rental. Group lessons can get booked out months ahead in the high season, while at other times of year they may only be available by advance request.

Aside from that, try to keep aware of any particularly buzzy festivals or events. On rare occasions temporary exhibitions at regional art museums, which have been getting a lot of press, can sell out quickly, especially at weekends. Few regional festivals, meanwhile, ever get truly overrun, with perhaps the main exception being the Festival Interceltique in Lorient, which is a truly international affair. If you’re planning on going to that, it’s worth sorting out as much as you can, including accommodations and specific concerts, ahead of time.

What to Pack

In general, traveling in Normandy and Brittany does not require specialized gear. Given that rain is likely in any season, packing a waterproof jacket and an umbrella is advised. Conversely, sunscreen is needed for protection against the strong coastal sun. Electrical sockets in France require round, two-pin plugs, so bring an adapter or two to keep your devices charged. Otherwise, what to bring depends on what you’re planning to do, whether it’s hiking (appropriate footwear) or just staying by the beach (swimsuit).

TRANSPORTATION

Car

Traveling by car is the best way to get the most out of the two regions. Normandy and Brittany are well connected by a number of highways, some of which are toll routes, but the true depth of their charm lies in their many small roads that wind their way through every inch of the two regions’ beautiful countryside. In France, drivers drive on the right. Gas stations are not always plentiful, especially on the backroads, and it’s always worth filling up when you can.

Air

Most people accessing Normandy and Brittany by air will be doing so via Paris, which is a major international hub with three separate airports, serviced by many of the world’s biggest airlines. Several towns and cities in Normandy and Brittany have their own airports, but there are very few distances in the region that warrant a flight, either for economic reasons or in terms of saving time. It usually makes more sense to take the train.

Train

No trains run directly from abroad to either Normandy or Brittany. As with flights, you’ll either have to travel via Paris or, in the case of the Eurotunnel, Calais. The latter service is a good, fast way of getting a car to France from the United Kingdom, though a significant amount of driving is still required to get to Normandy or Brittany after that. Paris, meanwhile, is connected by train to numerous European countries. In Normandy and Brittany, all trains are run by the SNCF. The French are justifiably proud of their intercity national train service, which is one of the fastest and most efficient in the world, but prices can be high. Booking just a week in advance can significantly reduce costs, however, and most of Normandy, being much closer to the French capital, is cheaper to reach.

Another disadvantage of rail is that only large towns (Rouen, Caen, Saint-Malo, Rennes, Brest, Quimper, and Nantes) are easy to travel between, and not all of them are directly linked. Branch lines (run by SNCF subsidiary TER) reaching out to smaller destinations do exist, but they do not always connect to one another, apart from at major transport hubs.

Bus

France’s long-distance coach service companies took a major hit during the pandemic, and are yet to fully recover. There are still some BlaBlaCar Bus and Flixbus routes between Paris and some major towns, but these are increasingly scant and infrequent. Local rural bus services between villages and even towns, however, are still going strong. They tend not to run that many trips a day, with most based around commuting hours in the morning and late afternoon, but they are more reliable than their often-deserted stands and hard-to-read timetables might suggest.


Mastering a few essential French expressions enhances your interactions with locals. Here are some key phrases to keep in your linguistic arsenal:







	Hello/hi
	Bonjour/salut



	Excuse me
	Excusez-moi



	Thank you
	Merci



	Where’s the restroom?
	Où sont les toilettes?



	How much is this?
	C’est combien?



	Good-bye
	Au revoir






Ferry

Ferry is one of the more romantic ways of arriving in Normandy or Brittany. There are ferry ports along both coastlines, and boats run throughout the year—though more in summer—with crossing times from the United Kingdom ranging 4-8 hours, or 14 hours from Ireland. Prices vary depending on the route, whether you’re a foot or car passenger, size of vehicle, and time of year. Operators include Brittany Ferries, DFDS Ferries, and Irish Ferries. Traveling with a regular car in high season, booked in advance, will cost around €200 round-trip. Plenty of smaller boat services connect Brittany’s islands with its mainland; these are inexpensive and run throughout the year.
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Saint-Malo ramparts
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MAKE IT A GREENER TRIP
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You can explore Normandy and Brittany while minimizing your impact on the environment. Make eco-conscious choices about transportation, accommodations, and activities that reduce carbon emissions and minimize waste. Be mindful of waste reduction and recycling, and support local communities and economies wherever you go. Not only will this make your journey more sustainable, but also you’ll find yourself forging relationships with locals and enjoying higher-quality goods and foods. While you experience the beauty of Normandy and Brittany, do your part to contribute to its preservation for the generations of travelers to come.

[image: image] Visit off-season

With their mild year-round climate and plenty of industries geared toward things other than tourism, Normandy and Brittany are great destinations even in the winter months, when your presence won’t contribute to the overwhelming of local services, and you’ll get a better understanding of how real life functions here.

[image: image] Let the train take the strain

France has an extensive and fast rail network, and taking the train is often not only much greener, but much more convenient and cheaper than flying or driving.

[image: image] Bike

Normandy and Brittany are a cyclist’s paradise. In places from Rouen to Caen to Nantes, bike-share systems are easy to sign up for and are supplemented by extensive urban bike lane networks, making cycling one of the cheapest, greenest, and fastest ways to get to know the lay of the land.

[image: image] Stay at eco-friendly accommodations

There are now plenty of hotels and B&Bs across Normandy and Brittany dedicated to maintaining a low environmental impact. These can be spotted by their accreditation, so look out for Écolabel Européen or Green Key certificates on their websites or in their windows. There are also plenty of excellent campsites to choose from, which will also lower your carbon footprint.

[image: image] Shop at local farmers markets

France has its supermarkets like anywhere else, but every town and nearly every village will also have a farmers market taking place either once or twice a week. As well as being sights worth seeing in themselves, such places have direct links with the local farmland and are a great way of getting the best seasonal produce and supporting the local economy.
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Gulf of Morbihan
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TRIP IDEAS AND ITINERARIES Normandy & Brittany

BEST OF NORMANDY & BRITTANY

There really is so much to see in Normandy and Brittany that being able to tackle it all in under 10 days is all but impossible. The tour below, then, is far from exhaustive. Instead, it concentrates on the most iconic sights and experiences of the regions, where history really seems to come alive before your eyes. It’s also a reasonably easy journey to make all on public transport, which cannot be said for every trip you might plan here.

Day 1: Rouen

Start your trip in Rouen. Spend a morning exploring the sights of its old town, a sprawling network of lively roads overshadowed by half-timber houses, where highlights include the fascinating Gros-Horloge, an elaborately decorated 14th-century astronomical clock; the towering Notre Dame de Rouen, among the finest Gothic cathedrals in France; and the intricate sinister carvings in Saint-Maclou Ossuary, a perfectly preserved medieval courtyard that was the site where plague victims were buried in the 1500s. Then spend the afternoon exploring the Musée des Beaux-Arts, one of Normandy’s most extensive art museums, with a large collection of Impressionist artworks as well as masterpieces from the Renaissance, before dinner in one of Rouen’s top-end restaurants.

Day 2: Giverny

72 km (45 mi)/1 hour driving, 40 minutes by train

Leave Rouen for a day trip to Giverny, the former home of Claude Monet, leading figure of the Impressionist art movement. Try to arrive as early as you can to beat the crowds and spend the morning exploring the House and Gardens of Claude Monet—Giverny. Entering this house and garden that once belonged to the artist feels like stepping into a painting. There’s an explosion of color, and, particularly around the famed lily pond, every aspect looks like a Monet masterpiece. Then get some context on the Impressionist movement by having a look around the Musée des Impressionnismes, with its constantly changing collection. Have a look at Monet’s grave at the Église Sainte-Radegonde before heading back to Rouen for a hearty, traditional dinner.

Day 3: Deauville

92 km (57 mi)/1 hour driving, 1.5-2.5 hours by local train

Head west toward the luxury seaside resort of Deauville for a real change of pace. This town isn’t really about taking in the sights so much as it is soaking up an atmosphere of luxury and class. If you’ve got the cash, book yourself into Le Normandy hotel, the flagship establishment of the luxury Barrière chain, which runs many high-end hotels, casinos, and spas along the Norman and Breton coasts. (If you’re not feeling so flush, try the Hotel Flaubert, a classic seafront hotel straight from the 1950s, in Deauville’s slightly earthier neighbor, Trouville.) A good day would include picking up some tasty pâté and cheese, wandering casually to the town’s art deco Promenade des Planches, renting a deck chair and an umbrella, and relaxing on the fine sands of Deauville Beach while enjoying your snacks.

Day 4: Day Trip to Honfleur

17 km (11 mi)/30 minutes driving or by bus

Keeping Deauville/Trouville your base, make the half-hour trip, either driving yourself or boarding a local Bus Verts, out to beautiful Honfleur, 17 km (11 mi) up the coast. Here, you can take in the town’s stunning Vieux-Bassin (Old Harbor) and the wooden church, Église Sainte-Catherine, that still looks something like a Viking drinking hall. Then, spend the afternoon exploring one of Honfleur’s museums; the Eugène Boudin Museum is the most interesting, home to artworks from the Honfleur native and one of the precursors of Impressionism. There are also some great views of the Pont de Normandie from its top floors. Head back to Deauville for dinner.

Day 5: Bayeux

80 km (50 mi)/1 hour driving, 2 hours by local train

Make for Bayeux, a charming rural town west of Deauville famous for a certain tapestry. This is also an excellent base for visiting the D-Day landing beaches. If it’s open, the tapestry really should be your first port of call, housed in the Museum of the Bayeux Tapestry. This nearly 1,000-year-old length of embroidered fabric viscerally tells the story of the Norman conquest of England back in 1066 and is accompanied by a museum that elaborates on the era in which it was made. Unfortunately, the museum is set to close for refurbishment in September 2025, but there are still plenty of other delights in Bayeux that make the town worth the visit. For a start there are some excellent restaurants, which you might want to try for lunch, then spend the afternoon meandering through the city’s old town, taking in the various half-timber buildings and splendid Gothic cathedral.
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TOP EXPERIENCE

BEST BEACHES

The coast of Normandy and Brittany ranges from long, low-lying stretches of sand to dramatic white cliffs and craggy granite inlets. Brittany alone boasts a third of all of France’s coastline, and so it’s no surprise that there are beaches here that are perfect for various activities and tastes.

BEST PEOPLE-WATCHING

Deauville Beach: Famous throughout France for its colorful parasols, Deauville’s beach is glamourous beyond compare, with its uninterrupted sands and long promenade lined by beach huts.

BEST BEACH PARTIES

Plage de Bon-Secours: Directly outside Saint-Malo’s ramparts, the Plage de Bon- Secours is both a swimming spot and a sightseeing opportunity. It abounds with the life of the town, especially in the summer.

CALMEST WATERS FOR SWIMMING

Plage Saint-Guirec: Located on a beautiful deep bay, this beach offers peaceful, safe swimming within easy reach of all Saint-Guirec’s bars, restaurants, and other amenities.

BEST SURF SPOT

Plage de Goulien: Looking out to the Atlantic, Goulien is one of the most easily accessible surf spots in Brittany, good for both beginners and experts alike.

BEST CLOTHING-OPTIONAL BEACH

Plage du Dotchot: Plage du Dotchot is an officially sanctioned naturist beach—though swimsuits are also accepted should you want to experience its beauty without baring all.
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Crozon Peninsula coast





Day 6: D-Day Beaches

60 km (37 mi)/1.5 hours driving

Still based in Bayeux, head north to spend the day exploring the D-Day beaches; if you don’t have your own transport, by far the easiest way to do this is with a tour company. First make for Omaha Beach, where the US forces met the fiercest resistance of all the invading forces on that bloody day in 1944. On this blustery front you’ll get a real sense of scale of the whole operation. Then go to nearby Pointe du Hoc, where some of the deepest scars of the battle can still be seen in the shape of blown-apart German bunkers and craters gouged out of the landscape. Stop for lunch, then carry on just a short drive down the road to the almost impossibly moving Normandy American Cemetery, where the rows upon rows of sedate white gravestones offer a blistering reminder of just how many lives had to be sacrificed to secure Europe’s freedom. After an emotionally draining day, return to Bayeux for dinner.

Day 7: Mont-Saint-Michel

177 km (110 mi)/2.5 hours driving, 4 hours by train

Leave Bayeux as early as you can (in order to experience this day as suggested, you’ll have to take the 6:39am train direct from Bayeux station, which is early but worth it!) to make a hit-and-run visit to Mont-Saint-Michel. Before arriving in the Mont’s parking lot, stop off to pick up a picnic. If you’re coming in by train, that will mean going to one of the shops in Pontorson, the inland town where you’re dropped off, before taking the short bus ride the rest of the way. If you’re still early enough to be ahead of the crowds, it’s better to walk across the causeway than take the bus, allowing the dramatic details of Mont-Saint-Michel to emerge slowly and give you a chance to really appreciate its fantasy-novel form.

Once you’re through its main gate, head straight up the Grande Rue, ignoring the trinket sellers and making directly for the abbey, which is the island’s real draw: You want to have as much time as possible to appreciate its layering of historic detail and stunning views of the surrounding bay before the crowds arrive. After your tour is complete, settle down for your picnic lunch in the abbey’s gardens—this is far more economically expedient and relaxing than visiting one of the island’s many hyper tourist-trap restaurants. Take the ramparts to get back to the bay, reveling further in the excellent views, then dig your toes into the wet sands that surround the monument’s walls before hopping back on the shuttle bus to get back to your car or the train station.

Push on to Dinard, a delightful town in its own right, and a good base from which to explore Saint-Malo. This is a further 60 km (37 mi) by road and should take just under one hour driving. By train, this will take two hours as you will have to go via Rennes, then Saint Malo where the line 16 local bus takes you into Dinard.

Day 8: Saint-Malo

Take a 10-minute early morning ferry, run by the Compagnie Corsaire, from Dinard to Saint-Malo, and enjoy your first real look at the famous walled citadel as it was meant to be seen, growing from out the waves. The first thing to do when you get there is go on an extended wander around its ramparts. These provide great views out to sea and across the yellow-lichen-spangled gray rooftops of the town itself. End this tour by popping inside Saint Vincent Cathedral. Its towering spire is one of the icons of Saint-Malo, while inside is a relatively quiet space, away from the town’s sometimes-oppressive tourist crowds. When the sun is shining, the light that shines through its great rose window is nothing short of miraculous. Spend the afternoon relaxing on the Plage de Bon-Secours under the shadow of Saint-Malo’s walls. If you’re feeling restless and the tide’s out, you can always make a pilgrimage to one or both of the town’s tidal islands, the Grand and Petit Bé, where there are again some excellent views. Take the ferry back to Dinard in the evening, and if you’ve got the energy, try your hand at gambling at the Casino Barrière.

Day 9: Rennes

64 km (40 mi)/1 hour driving and by train

Head down toward Rennes as the final base for your journey. The modern capital of Brittany is a food lover’s dream, and if you’re lucky enough to be able to time your trip in order to arrive here on a Saturday, checking out the town’s Marché des Lices is an absolute must. If it’s not Saturday, a similar experience can be had at the town’s Halles Centrales, where a covered market selling top-end local produce is open every day. After lunch, spend your afternoon wandering the old town, which has an embarrassment of beautiful half-timber houses—the 16th-century Maison Ti Koz is a real highlight. Finally, take in a bit of urban culture at the Opéra de Rennes—one of the smallest opera houses in France, it nevertheless boasts a very respectable program of national-quality shows.

Day 10: Day Trip to the Paimpont Forest

48 km (30 mi)/50 minutes driving, 1 hour by bus

End your exploration of Normandy and Brittany with a day trip to the Paimpont Forest from Rennes. Head out early to get a refresher on the myths of King Arthur at the Centre de l’Imaginaire Arthurien (many sights in the forest are associated with him). Have lunch, then hire some bikes and make the forest your playground. There are plenty of intriguing spots to be explored: the tomb of Merlin the Magician and the Fontaine de Barenton, where he is said to have taught his spells to Nimue (aka, Lady of the Lake), are just a couple. Return to Rennes in the evening and spend the night drinking away and toasting the end of your trip on the town’s infamous rue de la Soif, the street with more bars on it than any other in France.


BEST PLACES TO HIKE AND BIKE

Normandy and Brittany are a walker’s paradise, especially with that fabulous coastline. These regions are also excellent for those wishing to explore on two wheels and join in the general love that the French have for the humble bicycle. Here are a few of the best places to hike and bike:

HIKING

• Étretat: Walk the cliffs and beach to connect with a landscape that inspired many Impressionist painters yet remains surprisingly untouched by tourism.

• Emerald Coast: Walk the section of the GR34 around Cap Fréhel, checking out the spectacular views along the coast and the fantasy-novel scale of the Fort la Latte.

• Crozon Peninsula: Hike the Pointe de Pen Hir for dramatic, regularly changing landscapes of cliffs and coves.

BIKING

• Rouen to Le Havre: Cycle the banks of the Seine from Rouen to Le Havre, enjoying the many abbeys nestled in the bucolic idyll of Normandy’s hinterland, crossing the river on free ferries whenever you feel the need.

• Île-de-Bréhat: Cycle the beautiful, silent, and completely car-free island, where every turn yields a stunning vista of the archipelago of which it is a part, gracefully cradled by a silvery sea.

• Nantes: Cycle the greenery-filled routes around Nantes, such as the path along the River Erdre, that have led it to being voted one of the best cities for cyclists anywhere in the world.
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FIVE-DAY GETAWAY TO BRITTANY

Sitting on the edge of France, stretching out into the Atlantic, Brittany has long had an edge-of-the-world quality in the eyes of many. Indeed, Finistère literally means “land’s end.” This journey takes you from the urbane Nantes, through the region’s increasingly magical landscape—the Gulf of Morbihan belongs in a fantasy novel—out to its most distant outcrop, the wild and windswept Île d’Ouessant. It’s easy to travel this route using public transport alone.

Day 1: Nantes

Begin in Nantes, exploring the Château des Ducs de Bretagne, the ancient fortress that was once the home to the rulers of all Brittany. From the ramparts of this impressive building, you can get views out across much of this vibrant artistic city. Grab a crepe, then get some shopping in at the spectacular, covered Passage Pommeraye—basically a mall from the 1840s. Later, visit one of the most unusual attractions in all of France at the sculpture-garden-cum-theme-park Machines de l’Île de Nantes.

Day 2: Vannes

Take the train or drive the 129 km (80 mi) to the glorious walled city of Vannes, right on the Gulf of Morbihan—the journey should take about 1.5 hours. The first thing to do there is explore the city ramparts and the Château de l’Hermine. After that, you can enjoy the town’s laid-back nightlife—perhaps taking in dinner and some jazz on the boat Le Piano Barge, moored just outside of the old town.
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Day 3: Gulf of Morbihan

Time to explore the Gulf of Morbihan itself. The best way to do this is to join a boat tour with the Compagnie du Golfe. Plenty of different tour options are available, all of which take in at least one of the gulf’s major islands, and can be booked according to the weather and your stamina. If you choose the Île-aux-Moines, make sure to try oysters, which are served fresh as they come, overlooking the beds where they’re grown. Then, sail back to Vannes for dinner.

Day 4: Brest

Spend a leisurely morning soaking up the last of Vannes. Have lunch in town, then hop on the train or drive to Brest (193 km/120 mi, 2 hours driving or 3 hours by train). You ought to arrive in the port town before nightfall, in time to sample some of its characterful street life.

Day 5: Île d’Ouessant

Get up early and head for Brest’s port to catch the boat out to the western edge of Brittany, France, and Northern Europe: the Île d’Ouessant. When you arrive after the leisurely 2.5-hour journey, hire a bicycle at the harbor and start to explore—from the views of the famous La Jument lighthouse to the raw power of waves crashing (thanks to the Fromveur passage), there’s plenty to see. Then, it’s back on the boat to Brest for a celebratory final dinner and reminiscences of all you’ve seen.
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NORMANDY & BRITTANY’S BEST ROAD TRIPS

THE SEINE

Follow the Seine from Rouen to Le Havre through some beautiful rolling countryside, pretty fruit orchards, and past a number of vast abbeys. The D982 road allows for driving a fast straight line, from which you can dip out to see the sights, or you can cling to the riverbank, drive slowly, and not miss anything. You can also zigzag back and forth across the river itself, using the free car ferries that dot its edges. This is a trip that could take under two hours, but there’s easily enough here to keep you occupied for as many as three days.

THE NORMANDY BEACHES

Most visitors to the D-Day landing beaches give themselves an inland base, such as Caen or Bayeux, and strike forth from these towns, stitching together the sights via day trips. If you have time, however, try meandering along the coast. As well as being picturesque, such a trip awards an appreciation of the sheer scale of the Normandy landings—it’s an 80-km (50-mi) stretch, but by taking the coastal route it seems even longer, especially when you factor in the attractions along the way. Start just north of Caen, then wend your way west toward Omaha. With stops, this could take as long as five days.

THE EMERALD COAST TO MONT-SAINT-MICHEL

When it comes to the Breton coastline, it’s hard to go wrong, but a trip east from the almost resort-like beauty of Saint-Briac, through the wildness of the area surrounding Cap Fréhel, stopping in Dinard and Saint-Malo for culture and history, then heading across the low-lying landscape toward the great towering goal of Mont-Saint-Michel, is surely hard to beat. This drive promises a glut of natural beauty, as well as some spectacular oysters. Without stops, this is a trip that takes barely an hour, but if you want to do it properly, stopping to dine, swim, and walk, a week is a conservative estimate!
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SPOTLIGHT ON Villages and Markets of Normandy & Brittany

Among the greatest draws of Normandy and Brittany, and far away from the headline-grabbing sights and museums, is the lived-in loveliness of the regions’ villages, along with the street markets that set up weekly, bringing the wonderful flavors and textures of the countryside into the nearby towns. Below are just a few examples of the villages and markets that are featured in this book. It cannot be emphasized enough, however, how much they represent just the tip of the iceberg. One of the true glories of this part of France is the sheer extent of its living traditions, still largely unblighted by the sprawl of modernity, and energized by a vibrant farm culture.
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NORMANDY VILLAGES

With their half-timber houses, colorful flower beds, ancient parish churches, sleepy cafés, quite often fantastic bakeries, and hidden gem restaurants, Norman villages can feel the very epitome of rural France. Here are places where history can be read at a glance, with some parts of them reaching all the way back to the Middle Ages and even before. In the case of some, those like Bayeux or Caudebec-en-Caux, which are in fact small towns, it can be fun reflecting how once, when they were founded, their scale actually constituted a major urban hub, but while the likes of Paris or London continued to grow, they remained as if frozen in time, becoming progressively quainter by comparison, and yet retaining the liveliness and connection to the land of ages past. Several such villages were tragically damaged significantly in the weeks and months following the D-Day invasion of World War II. In many places, however, the restoration has been meticulous—something evidenced by the modern-day similarity of these villages to those that escaped the war unscathed.

• Giverny: Monet’s final resting place is also a picture-perfect Norman village: small, perfectly formed, and a wonderful taste of what the rest of the region has to offer in abundance.

• Caudebec-en-Caux: This flower-drenched riverside haven boasts a spectacular small church.

• Bayeux: Home to far more than just a tapestry, modern Bayeux is resplendent with buildings both large and small from the Norman past.

BRITTANY VILLAGES

Largely lacking the excessive quaintness of their Normandy counterparts, villages in Brittany nevertheless have romance all their own, tending to consist of squatter, granite buildings, buttressed against the peninsula’s harsher elements. Here too, are mysterious, Celtic-inflected churches, with almost pagan-seeming carvings adorning their inner and outer walls. In rural Brittany, you’ll find a more obviously lived-in quality. The people of the region tend to be more gregarious than their neighbors, with even the smaller places boasting bars, which will remain propped up until the early hours by the same locals who energize the famous local festivals—the fest-noz—when they come around. Of course, these are only generalities, and counterpoising the rough and ready quality of some Breton villages is that many more than could be reasonably expected also play host to some quite spectacular châteaux or castles.

• Roscoff: Craggy and charming, this port town feels like it was carved by the sea from the coast itself. It’s the perfect place to get cozy with a soup made of the local onions, which are quite possibly the best in the world.
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• Josselin: A quiet picturesque village on the bend of a river, Josselin happens to be home to one of the most beautiful châteaux in all of France.

• Vitré: The towering medieval walls of Vitré seem to have kept the whole modern world at bay.
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COVERED MARKETS

Mostly dating from the 19th century, and built accordingly as beautiful wrought iron pavilions, the covered markets in both Normandy and Brittany are often important central gathering spots in many medium-sized and larger towns. Thoroughly ensconced in town life, they tend to open daily, rain or shine, and are some of the best places about to buy high quality, local produce (though don’t expect it to be sold cheap), or indeed just enjoy a visual feast. Some markets also have street-food stalls, where you can buy freshly cooked on-the-go meals for cheaper than you might in the surrounding restaurants. Many such covered markets are expanded on certain days of the week, when the local street markets come to town.

• Deauville Covered Market: About as posh as a market gets, and as much a place to be seen as it is to shop in, this elegant structure nevertheless abounds with plenty, boasting glorious produce from both land and sea.

• Trouville Fish Market: Not a covered market so much as a permanent one occupying Trouville’s long dockside, here is one of the most evocative places to buy fresh fish in Normandy, backed as it is by the fishing boats that many of the glorious, silvery fish, mussels, lobsters, and more have literally just been landed on.

• Marché Couvert Concarneau: A sturdy, enclosed building that almost puts you in mind of the food hall in a department store, Concarneau may be known as a fishing port, but here you’ll also find the seasonal bounty of the Breton hinterland, lavishly displayed.
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STREET MARKETS

No visit to Normandy and Brittany should be considered complete without a trip to a street market. Bursting into life every week in towns and villages across the region, they offer the best and freshest displays of local, seasonal produce, from gooey cheeses to newly landed fish, and are an essential aspect of both culinary and social life wherever they’re found. A quick Google search should be enough to verify which day the local market is taking place in your locale. After that, head along with your own shopping bag and some cash (few are the market stalls that take cards) to do your shopping. Expect to be warmly welcomed by the stall-holders, even if you’re only there to take pictures. Be aware that mostly you should point to the produce you want to be bagged and weighed, rather than doing it yourself. Many such markets expand beyond offering just food, and can be a great place to hunt for flowers, bric-a-brac, or cheap clothes, as well.

• Cherbourg Flower Market: A vibrantly beautiful section of the food market held in place du Général de Gaulle on both Thursdays and Saturdays, this port town’s flower market offers a brilliant explosion of color throughout the year. It’s wonderful to explore with a camera, or just your nose!

• Dinard Street Market: The Esplanade des Halles in Dinard hosts one of the largest markets in all of Brittany. There’s food here, yes, but also clothing, and antiques from local attics and collectors. This is a great place to pick up an unusual souvenir.

• Marché des Lices: One of the oldest markets in Brittany, and the second largest food market in all of France, the Marché des Lices is directly connected with hundreds of regional producers and has been serving the people of Rennes every Saturday for over a hundred years: a foodie’s Valhalla!


IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR . . .
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