
  A Hike in Provence. 
 
  By Herb Windolf 
 
 A few years ago, my wife and I took a hiking trip through Burgundy and Alsace with Randonnée 
Tours. Such trips can be booked with any number of friends participating. The tour operator books 
overnight stays in hotels or B & Bs along the route, with their local rep transporting the luggage from inn 
to inn so that  hikers carry only a day pack. 
 
 In 2004, the time had come for us to experience a bit of Van Gogh’s Provence. We invited an 80- 
year-old neighbor friend, a tough-as-nails hiker to join us. From Marseille we took the train up the Rhone 
valley to Orange near Avignon. A taxi was waiting at the station to take us to our stating point, the ancient 
town of Vaison la Romaine, not far from Mont Ventoux, highest mountain in Provence. 
 
 Vaison, the “Pompeii of France”, dates back to Roman times when it had a population of 10,000 
vs. today’s 6,000. It lay on the Agrippan Way leading from Arles to Lyon. A retirement place for Roman 
legionnaires, it had a beautifully located theater and all the conveniences a Roman could expect, with two 
aqueducts to bring in water. Much has been excavated and restored. A little museum has some splendid 
displays. A Roman bridge still spans the Ouveze River. A medieval village, beautifully maintained and a 
castle ruin, all on a protective hillside, overlook modern Vaison, once called Vasio Vocontiorum. We 
walked the steep narrow streets of the old town several times in the two days we had allotted and enjoyed 
a  couple of excellent four-course dinners in its restaurants. My wife could not resist purchasing fabric for 
a table cloth in the typical colors of Provence. 
 
 Our route description challenged us with a 22 km hike for the first day from Vaison to the village 
of Gigondas. We had agonized whether to do it all, or to cut it in half by taking a taxi to the midpoint as 
recommended by the tour operator’s self-guide instructions. But our gung-ho octogenarian friend Grant   
was all for doing the whole thing. So we did – kind of. The local rep had advised us that the first part of 
the hike was not very interesting – and that turned out to be true. Up and down through forest and brush, 
into and out of ravines slippery from a night’s sprinkle. By midday we had arrived at the hill town of 
Seguret, by which time my wife Ute had had enough and I needed to beg a not-too-cooperative bistro 
owner to call a taxi for her - which he did, once I told him it was for my wife - not for me. In ten minutes it 
arrived and in another ten she was at our destination, the Hotel Les Florets. Grant and I continued the 
hike on foot, which from there turned out to be very lovely. It took us four hours to complete. 
 
 The hotel was located outside Gigondas near the Dentelle Mountains, an uplift range of 
limestone, clay and salt and, as its name says, looks like a row of teeth. We had two days to recuperate 
from our exertion. The English-speaking hotel owner provided us with plenty of red Domaine wine and 
excellent food. Hilariously, when I asked him one evening to suggest the most pungent, potent cheeses 
from the cheese cart, he said: “I hate cheese”, to which I responded: “But that is utterly un-French”. 
Having two days at Les Florets we took a taxi to the nearby hill town of Sablet to look around. 
 
 The trails, sometimes narrow foot paths, sometimes forest or agricultural roads, are marked by 
blazes. The routes mostly follow established long-distance hiking trails. Sometimes, though, some 
reconstruction has recently occurred or a mistake crept into the route description and the hike became a 
brief orienteering adventure. From then on, our daily hikes took us through open woodlands, vineyards 
and fields, along beautiful vistas of an ancient, well-maintained and cultivated landscape,  reminding us 
at times of Tuscany and Umbria. Sometimes the call of a cuckoo followed us. By now we had smartened 
up and asked our local rep to give us a ride part way when he transported our luggage to the next inn. 
Some may call it cheating, but we felt to have paid  our dues to Provence on the first day’s 22 km. 
 
 From Les Florets, at Gigondas, the trail now led to the town of Le Barroux and our next hotel, Les 
Geraniums. We, however, started only at the village of Beaumes-des-Venise, halfway along the trail 
route. Although we never used the topo map provided, we had been wise to avoid some of the steeper 
hillsides here. Le Barroux turned out to be another pretty hill town, fun to walk, with an old castle on top of 
the hill. Our tour description told, that it had been sacked by retreating German troops in 1949. We were 



amazed that my fellow-Germans were supposed to have held out that long in Le Barroux. Pity they had to 
wreck it, though.  Sitting on the hotel terrace with a view across a valley, we enjoyed a bottle of red wine, 
which friend Grant had to pay for because of a bet he’d lost. Then we had another delicious four-course 
meal at Les Geraniums. It has been my experience, that, despite all the walking, I generally gain about 4 
lb on every such trip, whether it be in France or Italy. I therefore caution the reader to seriously consider 
this side effect before rushing into such a booking. 
 
 Next we were off to the B & B, La Demeure du Manon in Malaucene. This time we didn’t “cheat”, 
but hiked the 11 km without the aid of transportation. This section of the hike led through a more open 
countryside of fields and always, always vineyards. And, in this early May, the scent of the famous “Herbs 
de Provence” accompanied us on most stretches of our hikes, whether through woods or fields. At some 
point, when taking our snack lunch at a field’s edge, a couple came by. They turned out to be Dutch 
vacationers who often spend their annual holiday in this same location. We had an enjoyable talk with 
them. An enclosure we passed along the trail had a sign posted that truffles were protected here. 
Upturned soil in various locations told us of the presence of wild boar and the need for the enclosure.  
 
 The final leg of the day’s trip led over a range of hills through scrub oak forest. At many locations, 
the trail was bordered on the upslope by an ancient wall as if it had once been an old roadway connecting 
settlements. Then, suddenly, I spotted a massive stone structure in the woods, a bit off the trail. It turned 
out to be a borie, built of massive limestone slabs piled on top of each other, walls and ceiling forming a 
domed enclosure. Quite roomy, but cold inside, the former occupants must have been very sure of their 
handiwork to dwell inside such a construct. Later we learned that such bories were built from time 
immemorial to well into the 19th century at various locations in France as well as other places in the world 
whenever fields needed to be cleared of stones and timber was scarce.  
 
 Off the mountain, we arrived in Malaucene at the mansion of La Demeure du Manon, originally 
the police station, now beautifully and tastefully converted by Madame Sylvie Blanc to a B & B. The large 
peaceful garden in back with its sitting areas, pool, fruit trees and frog pond was a delight. Even more so 
was the hospitality and graciousness of the owner. Fortunately, we had two days here to enjoy the 
countryside, the hospitality, the nightly frog concert and  once again - the good food at a restaurant 
across the street. Madame Blanc took us on a 15 min ride to Vaison to experience the local market, a 
sight to behold: everything from cheap and not-so-cheap clothing, garden supplies, flowers, cheeses, 
meats, fish, and what not was being offered. 
 
 And then it was time to leave again. François, our rep, gave us a ride to Le Crestet, this truly a hill 
town, ancient and most beautiful, with a number of foreign painters depicting the sights from a small plaza 
at the top, flanked by a castle ruin. The place is so steep, that a passage from one level to the next is 
chiseled into the rock. Even my slight acrophobia did not deter me from climbing the stairs in the 60º 
slope. From Le Crestet, a pleasant hike through the woods, where we met an English couple on a similar  
excursion, took us back along our circular route to Vaison la Romaine. 
 
 Next day the taxi dropped us off at the railway station in Orange. There it turned out that the 
French railroad workers had gone on one of their one day strikes. Stuck! A bus to Marseille? But from 
where in Orange, dragging our luggage? And would we still catch our flight? Well, there are always taxis! 
For the small charge of 160 Euros we made it in time for our flight. And in the departure terminal we two 
men were “treated” to a French farewell. Needing to use the washroom and upon stepping to the urinal, I 
was greeted by a sudden puff of warm air, causing me to jump back involuntarily. Fortunately, there was 
no one in the room to laugh. I cautiously approached the device again only to be greeted by another puff. 
Knowing now that I could not avoid being “puffed”, I held my position. I could not help, though, exposing 
my friend, Grant, to also encounter this unique and inexplicable French experience. But by that time, we 
already had plenty of experience in jumping and walking across the beautiful Provence countryside. 
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