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Hit the Road in France

 

 

If you’re tired of summer crowds in Paris, standing 10-deep to see the Mona Lisa, waiting in long lines to ascend the Eiffel Tower. . .travel in France differently. With a road trip! Discover the amazing variety France offers as you hit the open highway. Explore and experience your own adventure. This guide will take you to various regions of France: Brittany, Alsace, Bordeaux, Provence, Central France, along the Spanish border, Normandy, and to Burgundy. Discover how great hitting the road can be!

 

You’ll have 9 full itineraries all over France. Try one or two, then plan others for future vacations. These done-for-you itineraries make your planning easier because they give you the “bones” of your trip. After that, go crazy filling in the fun details. You’ll find plenty of suggestions in each section. A bit of the content of this book originally appeared on Oliver’s France. I expanded that, added more road trips, and created this book. But I knew I wanted to expand it still further, then expanded it again adding even more helpful information to create this revised and expanded version. It’s more helpful and practical, but still easy to pack along for your trip.

 

 

Six Reasons to Take a Road Trip

in France

 

Road trips in France can be among your most wonderful memories. Here are six reasons to consider taking a road trip the next time you visit France or at some point in the future.

 


		When you take a road trip, you’re the one in control. You’ve rented a car, so you’re free to come and go, be impulsive, or change your mind. You can plan as you wish and discover places that may be new to you (and possibly not even in your travel guide!)



 


		You can discover delightful places you encounter as you’re on your way somewhere else. Make an unscheduled stop and create a new memory.



 


		Access places you might have a hard time reaching by train, because of their fixed itineraries and timetables.



 


		Visit smaller villages or coastal gems that aren’t easily served by train. (Or maybe because that picture-perfect walled medieval village is perched on a mountainside.)



 

 


		You can save money if you have several people traveling together. Gas and tolls in France can be expensive. But when you divide these costs by the number of people you’re traveling with, it may actually end up costing less per person. Having a car enables you to drive on national roads instead of autoroutes, thereby skipping tolls. Besides those savings, in most smaller towns, you’ll generally pay less for meals, museums, excursions, and hotels.



 


		Traveling by car enables you to see many interesting places that are close together. This is especially important when you only have one week or 10 days. You’ll want to get the most from your time! (Besides, who wants to spend even more time in the car?) THAT is the beauty of this book, to give you suggested itineraries to places that are in the same general area. It’s an efficient way to vacation.
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Tips for Planning Your Best Road Trip

 


		            Decide which region and which itinerary you like for your trip (or create one of your own) and determine how long you have for the total trip. You don’t have to spend a night in each town on your itinerary in order to enjoy it. If it’s less-important place on your wish list, it may be a great place to stop for lunch and a couple of hours of exploring before heading to your next destination. Other towns will merit two nights’ stay instead of one, which depends on your interest and how much there is to see there.



 


		Where will you land? If you fly into Charles de Gaulle, you can go straight to the TGV (high-speed train) that will take you directly to the bigger city nearest your area of exploration. For example, if you choose the Provence Road Trip, you can take a train from Charles de Gaulle Airport directly to Avignon (12 trains per day.) The “anchor city”, as I like to call it, is listed early in the chapter for each road trip. Once you arrive in your anchor city, you’ll rent a car from there. After your trip, you’ll return it to the same place or rent it in one city and return it to another, then take the train back to your point of origin. Doing it this way saves you road fatigue, since the TGV will cover the biggest distance instead of you doing the driving yourself. This can end up less expensive too if you get one of the early bird prices on your train ticket.



 


		Make your reservations…early. You’ll normally have to make your reservations by March at the latest if you want to travel in summer. Of course, you’ll be able to find deals and vacancies later, but it’s a lot harder and you’ll have fewer choices. I often fly on points, so I have to reserve in January at the latest if I want to get a decent itinerary in May or June and avoid more than one plane change. 



 


		Tips on rental cars. I have a detailed post on renting cars and driving rules in France that you’ll find helpful. It’s called Driving in France: What You Need to Know. (Find this at OliversFrance.com.) Renting a car in advance is crucial. You’ll also save money by reserving it in your home country. I often rent cars through EuropCar (see the Resource section of Oliver’s France or go directly to their site.) They have always seemed reasonable to me and they’re available all over Europe, as the name suggests. I have had equally successful experiences with companies like Hertz or Avis. See if you have discounts available from your credit card company or if you are a AAA member.



 

If you pick up a car in one city and drop it off in another one, expect a higher overall price. Compare prices between dropping your car at the same location and taking a train to your next point. If time is more of an issue, it’s worth the extra cost to end your rental in a different city.

 


		Driving in France. Some driving laws are different in France. First, you must be 18 years old to drive in France. You don’t need an international driver’s license, but you need a valid one. Most road signs are pictures, not words, for the international driving public. Here is a helpful  link for road signs. https://www.autoeurope.com/travel-guides/france/france-road-signs/ to some of the most common signs. Become familiar with them and learn what they mean, for your safety and that of others on the roads. Many of the signs are self-explanatory, but not all of them. 



 

One of the most important differences in driving in France is that, unless otherwise noted on a sign or a thick line on the pavement that indicates a stop sign, those entering from the right have the right-of-way. This differs greatly from driving in the US, and if you aren’t aware, you can have a crash. That would be an unfortunate way to start your vacation! It is also illegal to talk on the phone while driving. 

 

On the autoroutes, there are usually 2 speed limits. A higher one (often 130 km per hour, or 80 mph) , and a lower one for rainy conditions, often 90 km per hour. If you’re just leaving a city or are near one, your initial speed limit is usually lower (80 km per hour or lower), as also happens in your home country.

 


		Avoid the most crowded roads. Beware of traveling at the very beginning of July and at the very end of August. You could be on vacation during this time, but try not to be on the highways then. At least check if the traveling conditions are “rouge”, or red for very heavy traffic. That’s when French people head out for their vacations or return home. The worst traffic jams will be around Paris as people leave the city on the périphérique (beltway). If you’re elsewhere in the country, it shouldn’t be a big problem.



 


		The lowdown on gas and tolls in France.  In France, autoroutes are owned and maintained by private companies. You’ll probably gulp in horror when you calculate the per-gallon price on a liter of gas in France. Then you’ll gulp again when you look at toll prices. My suggestion? Consider the costs of the entire trip and as you break it down per day and compare it with train fare for the number in your car, you’re probably not doing too badly. Overall, you’ll spend more on some things, less on others, and it will average out in the end. And think of the freedom you’ll have with the car.



 

As you drive on an autoroute (indicated by a blue and white sign with the letter “A” plus a number), an upcoming tollbooth is announced by the word “péage” on a road sign. It’s helpful to have change on hand for the tolls, but more often these days, foreign cards are accepted. Generally, toll booths accept Visa and European cards: Carte Bleue, Cofinoga, Maestro, and the Eurocard Mastercard. All tollbooths should have a lane that accepts cash. There are toll pass options such as the U.K’s Liber-T (with special payment lanes) and sometimes an e-Tag (though most of these require a subscription.) When you approach a toll booth, look for the lane that has the green down arrow, which means it accepts all forms of payment. Avoid the orange “t”, which is for those with a subscription and an electronic transponder.

 

You can take national routes instead of autoroutes if you want to save on tolls or enjoy a more scenic (and a bit longer) route. National routes are marked with an N on a green background. There’s usually also a small number on top of the sign. The sign on the side of the road has a number in a red box. The route is also in red on your roadmap if you are using one. On bigger directional signs, national and departmental (smaller) roads will show up in white lettering on a green background. There may be an N in front of the number. Sometimes the first number will differ between the road and your map. For example, the map may say N425 and the road sign may say N25, but it’s the same road. A brown sign indicates a cultural or historic site. Autoroutes have signs marked with an A or E on a blue background and are always toll roads. Sometimes you pay in advance and at other times you take a ticket and pay according to how far you drive on that road.

 

You’ll discover fun things off the beaten path by taking the national routes, and usually they are very good roads with a fairly high speed, though lower than the autoroutes.

 


		Make your road trip special. When you go off the beaten path, it’s easier to discover special things particular to that area. You’ll make your own memories!



Here’s one option: As you drive, you may encounter a sign that reads, “Village Etap”. What is that? It’s the designation of a village that’s a good place to stop for a break, to visit, or to have a picnic. An “étap” is a stage or a step along the way to where you are going. It’s a worthwhile detour you may enjoy, if you have the time for a new discovery. 

 

Other ways to make your trip memorable… Think of what is special about the region you’re visiting. What is it known for? If you aren’t sure, you can make it a challenge to find out. Some of those specialties are mentioned in this book.

 

Every region of France has food and drink specialties you can try while you’re there. There may be something delicious the area is known for. You can also learn more about the local people by observing how they do things, go about their business, or entertain themselves. For example, all over France, playing bocci ball (or “les boules”, as they’re called in France) is a common pastime in parks. 

 

 

 

About Train Travel

 

Here are some tips about train travel since you’ll likely use a TGV fast train at some point, especially to get to your “”anchor”, the town where you’ll begin and end your circuit. You can often find steep discounts for train fares for frequently traveled routes, which will include larger cities and towns. 

 

This is especially true for Ouigo routes, run by SNCF, the national train service network. Ouigo trains have only second-class seats, making them very cheap on certain routes. Inoui is another name, also by SNCF, and offers more amenities. They offer both first- and second-class seats.  Even there you can find good early-bird discounts, though be mindful that certain days, such as Friday evenings and Sundays, will always be more expensive. Consult SNCF-Connect.com for rates. You likely won’t be able to buy tickets until four months ahead of time, but you can set up an alert online and they’ll let you know when train schedules are posted. 

 

If you are aged 60 or older, you can get a senior discount. The same is also true for those under age 27 with the Advantage Jeune Card. You first purchase a Card for 49€ and it’s good for a year. Though it might be of limited value if you make only one trip to France, but it might still end up paying for itself, since you’ll save up to 30% on first- or second-class seats. You can calculate the advantage to see if it will result in a savings. Children ages 5 to 15 can get tickets for 50% off. In any case, reserve your seats early for the best routing and pricing on SNCF-connect.com.

 


Alsace

 

First on our list of unforgettable road trips is Alsace, a swath of French land close to Germany that has a cultural flavor all its own. The famed Alsace Wine Route, just over 100 miles long, encompasses 118  towns and villages, with over 300 wineries. This itinerary covers only 7 towns (and one castle), so you’ll see it’s highly expandable! On this route you’ll see the highlights from north to south… Strasbourg to Colmar. You can just as easily take the route in the opposite direction, from Colmar to Strasbourg. 

Even if wine isn’t your thing, you’ll still want to experience the villages, vineyards, and picturesque countryside this region offers. It’s well-known for hiking and biking, too. (You’ll see some bicycling information a little later in the chapter.)

Not far are the lovely Vosges mountains for hiking or panoramic beauty. Alsace has a distinct cuisine, including Tarte Flambée and Choucroute. Alsatian wines, including Riesling, Pinot Noir, and Gewürztraminer, are valued around the world. (Read more about Alsatian Wine in just a few pages.)
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You can use this itinerary as a skeleton and modify the route according to your desires and how much time you have, or simply use it as is. (I don’t think you’ll be disappointed by any of the included towns and villages!) For example, if two villages seem similar, you can leave one out and take a vineyard tour instead. Throughout the book, you’ll find suggested side trips as well. All these towns are relatively close together for easy driving and short distances between them.

 

Getting there

Strasbourg and Colmar are the largest towns on this route. Strasbourg is to the north and the starting point of your road trip. You’ll reach the other stunning destinations along the way then finish in Colmar. Although you can start at either end,  traveling north to South might make more sense if you’re coming from Paris, because trains to Colmar usually stop in Strasbourg first.

If you fly into in Paris, you can take a train from there to either city to begin your road trip. Rent a car from your arrival city, whether Strasbourg or Colmar. You can pick it up in one city and drop it off at the end of your trip in the other, or simply make a circuit. That’s quite possible due to short distances. You’ll tour more and drive less!

Quite a few trains are available daily. Keep in mind:

From Paris to Strasbourg, there are about 28 trains per day, and many of these are direct, depending on the day. The TGV (high-speed train) takes only 2 hours, but this also depends on routing. In any case, it’s an easy trip!

From Paris to Colmar, there are 18 trains per day and 3 are direct.  These will take about two and a half hours. The non-direct trains stop in Strasbourg first, then continue to Colmar.
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There are also flights directly to and from Strasbourg. If you’re starting in Colmar, you could fly into Freiburg, Germany or Basel, Switzerland and take a train or taxi. It’s not the cheapest way, but it is possible!

 

 

Alsatian Wines at a Glance

 

While you’re in Alsatian wine country, you’ll have numerous opportunities to taste a variety of top-level wines from the region, buy one or more bottles, and learn more through museums, guided visits through vineyards, or workshops. There are even various wine festivals throughout the year. 

 

Many soil types exist all over Alsace, so one domain (wine producer) might have parcels of land in several different towns so they can produce different types of wine. Alsatian wines are less famous than Bordeaux and Bourgogne wines, but they are very good. These wines are mostly white, except for the Pinot Noir. (Pinot Noir grapes also grow in the Burgundy region.) The main grapes in Alsace are Pinot Gris, Gewürtztraminer, Riesling, Muscat, and Pinot Noir. 

 

If you’re a white wine-lover, keep this in mind: In Alsace, the Riesling and the Muscat are drier than in Germany or elsewhere in France. Gewürztraminer is sweeter. Pinot Gris is dry but fruity so it can seem sweeter. 

 

 

Bicycling Through Alsace

 

Alsace is a perfect place for bicycling. Not only is the terrain ideal for all levels and the countryside as well, but an entire tourist industry exists for bicycling. That means you’ll be able to find whatever you need, whether information on routes, bike rentals, or other tips.

 

If you are a bicycling enthusiast, you can combine your itinerary with visits to local vineyards, since bike paths parallel the Wine Route. Local tourist bureaus can supply biking itineraries, set up rentals, and advise on other aspects of your trip. You can travel uniquely by bike (and safely) from the town of Marlenheim  (north end) to Thann (south end). Vineyards and directions are marked on signs along the route. Consult the web site, www.alsaceavelo.fr, for more information.

 

Now, on to our first destination of this memorable road trip: Strasbourg.

 

 


Strasbourg

Strasbourg is known as the northern gateway to the Alsace Wine Route, even if it is a bit further east. You shouldn’t miss Strasbourg while you’re so close by! It has some similarities with Colmar, such as colorful half-timbered buildings and canals. But Strasbourg is much larger, with a population of nearly 300,000. Strasbourg is also the site of the European Parliament. Even though it’s a larger city, it has its share of cobbled alleyways, historic buildings, a river, and many photogenic spots. Both have bragging rights as the most beautiful cities in Alsace. Come visit both and decide for yourself! 

Strasbourg has the same charm as the Alsatian Wine Route towns you’ll encounter on your journey, but with the energy and vibe of a larger city. The historic center of the city is called the  Grande Ile, or the big island. It’s easy to see where that name came from. The Ill River encircles this part of Strasbourg, and it does look like an island, especially on the map. The entire “island” is a UNESCO World Heritage site, because of its history and architecture. Strasbourg is likely to be a favorite on your itinerary!

If you make Strasbourg your first stop, you can build in two or more days at the front end of your travels. That way, you can explore the city before renting your car and hitting the road. And believe me, there’s plenty to see there.

It’s easy to get around downtown. Not only is it very walkable, but there’s a tram with several lines to get you around. You can get a 24-hour pass, called Pass 1 Jour, for 4€60. With this pass, you can make unlimited trips on the tram or bus. There is a pass for 2 to 3 people that is available for 24 hours for 10€40. This is handy for couples or three friends, though you can do the math and see what is most reasonable. You might prefer to buy the single-user 72-hour ticket for 10€40, or take single trips for 2€10. The rechargeable pass is called Badgéo, and you can buy 10 trips for 17€30, if you’ll be staying for a longer time. (Phone apps for tickets are also available.) 
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Compared to Paris, Strasbourg is a mid-sized city, making it easier to get around in a relaxed way. Don’t be intimidated by its reputation as the administrative capital of the European Union, located to the northeast of the historic center. 

Start your visit at the Office of Tourism, located at 17 Place de la Cathédrale. As the address indicates, the office is close to the magnificent Strasbourg Cathedral, which you won’t want to miss. More on that later! The tourist office can give you a walking map and tips on many other worthwhile destinations in the city. Get information and tickets for museums, boat tours, and much more. It’s open daily from 9 am to 7 pm.

Here are some things you can do in Strasbourg.

The best activity to get an overview (and be enchanted in the process) is to stroll the Old Town. Enjoy the multitude of flowers, canals, and bridges around you. Walking paths trail alongside the Ill River and many canals crisscross nearby as well. You may even want to take a boat ride (Batorama and Marin d’Eau Douce are two companies.)

 

Head to Cathedral Square (the heart of the city) to see the amazing Strasbourg Cathedral, whose spire is visible from around the city. Its official name is Cathédrale Notre-Dame-de-Strasbourg. The cathedral contains the famed Astronomical Clock, built in 1547. 
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Strasbourg Cathedral

 

The massive yet magnificent cathedral was built in 1439, though the crypt and the footprint remain from the year 1015. A stunning example of Gothic architecture, it also has elements of the Romanesque style. Until the Eiffel Tower was built in  1887, the Strasbourg Cathedral was the tallest structure in Europe. The architecture is stunning, inside, and out. Eighty percent of the stained glass is original, remarkable in itself, considering the many wars and conflicts that took place over the centuries. Surrounding the cathedral is a large square lined with restaurants, shops, cafés, and filled with many tourists.

 

Another notable church is the St. Thomas Church. This Protestant structure of pink sandstone is considered the cathedral of Lutheran Protestantism in Alsace. It dates back to the 13th century, but wasn’t finished until the 1400s. It contains an organ once played by Mozart.

 

You won’t want to miss La Petite France, a district on the west side of the Grande Ile, or historic quarter. This area is surrounded by canals, some with flowing white water and boat locks. Cafés and restaurants, as well as buildings from the 16th and 17th centuries fill the historic streets.

Strasbourg has four bridges and numerous canals, many bedecked with flowers. If you enjoy museums, there are over 100 museums of different themes. To learn more about Strasbourg history and Alsatian life throughout the centuries, check the Strasbourg Historical Museum and the Alsatian Museum. For modern art, you’ll enjoy the Musée d’Art Modern et Contemporain. The extensive culture and great Alsatian food will give you plenty to see and enjoy.

 

While you’re in the Grande Ile, be sure to visit the Barage Vauban, a 17th century dam, which you can visit and climb on top for a great view. 
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Barage Vauban

 

To the north of the historic center, you’ll find an area known as Neustadt (or New City), which is a stunning example of 19th-century German architecture, with wide avenues and squares. (Strasbourg was part of Germany in 1870.) In that area, you’ll see the Palais du Rhin, formerly the emperor’s residence, as well as the National and University Library, the second largest in France. Both buildings have domed roofs. Alongside is the National Theatre of Strasbourg.

 

European Parliament Building. Take tram line E toward this important and beautiful structure, which is the voice of citizens in the European Union (their slogan.) It is one of three buildings (also in Brussels and Luxembourg) dedicated to the Parliament, and each serves a different function. Entrance is free. You can go to the large semicircular room when the Parliament isn’t in session and listen to a multimedia guide (or download it in advance.)
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The Palais Rohan has been compared to the Versailles Château and is worth a visit. Inside, you’ll find three museums, the Archeological Museum (Le Musée Archéologique), The Museum of Decorative Arts (Le Museé des Arts Décoratifs), and the fine arts museum (Le Musée des Beaux-Arts). It’s time-efficient to visit three museums without changing buildings! 

 

Though there is much more to see all over the city, this section will finish off with the important topic of markets in Strasbourg! Outdoor market days are Wednesday and Saturday from 7 am to 6 pm at Place Broglie. On Tuesdays and Saturdays, there is a market at Boulevard de la Marne. There are also special markets for flowers, books, and collectibles.

 

If your road trip (or any other visit) is in late November or December, you shouldn’t miss the world-renowned Christmas Market (Marché de Noël or Christkindelsmärik), which has occurred each year since 1570! This market draws 2 million visitors per year, and for many good and festive reasons! Enjoy the many markets all over the historic heart of Strasbourg. Alsace is famous for Christmas markets, but Strasbourg is the largest. (Colmar has one, but it’s smaller and calmer, if you prefer!)

 

In markets year-round, you’ll find Alsatian pottery, linens, and decorations. Of course, there will be even more specialties, lights, decorations, and festivity at Christmas!
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Christmas Market in Strasbourg

 

 

As you can tell, there is a lot to see and do in Strasbourg, so I recommend allowing at least two days before continuing your Alsace Road Trip.

 

 

 

Obernai

Following your stay in Strasbourg (or if you plan to keep moving once your train arrives), pick up your rental car. Drive west for about 30 minutes to the town of Obernai (pronounced ober-nay), on the eastern side of the Vosges Mountains. Now you begin your small-town Alsace visits! 

You’ll find free parking outside the city walls, or ramparts. Then walk five minutes into the Old Town.

This medieval town of 12,000 residents is a great jumping-off spot for your wine route. Without delay, you’re plunged into the world of half-timbered buildings, many of them 400 years old, and a double medieval wall that surrounds the town. You won’t see a double wall very often.

One of the walls is now a wooded walking path that encircles the town. It’s a pleasant way to get an overview of the historic center while strolling under shade trees. 

Once you’re inside the historic Old Town, look for the bell tower. It’s a picturesque centerpiece for the town, but also houses the Office of Tourism. There you can get a map of the town with a suggested walking path and  descriptions of notable things to see. The tourism office can also give you information for your visit, such as a ride on the little train around the historic sites of the town. (One of these sites is a well dating from 1579!) 
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If you’d rather explore Obernai on foot, go first, map in hand, to get a better look at the Bell Tower, built in the 13th century. It’s nearly 200 feet tall and all that is left of the Virgin’s Chapel. It has also served as a belfry and a watch tower. Try to get a look at its ornate roof. The Bell Tower is closed to the public, but impressive enough from the outside. 
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Halle aux Blés

 

Attached to the tower is the Hôtel de Ville, or town hall, which was the Court of Justice for the middle class in 1370. Notice the attractive neo-renaissance details, which were added later.

To the right of the tower is the Place du Marché, a wide expanse where a market has been held weekly since the year 1301. It’s the center of the Old Town. The Rue du Marché continues from there, and along each side are restaurants, shops, and cafés, as well as lovely half-timbered buildings. 

You’ll find La Halle aux Blés (corn exchange) on the same street. It was originally a butcher’s shop built in 1554. The Renaissance façade also has Gothic features. It includes carvings of two
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