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France: Road trip »

Take the slow road
For nostalgia and charm, France’s Route Nationale 7 beats the autoroute hands down writes Joel Porter

Drive through the French countryside on the
RN7; below,markers for the RN7; boutique hotel
Pantoufle, in the heart of the the hilltop village
ofMarsanne; a patisserie in Aix-en-Provence.
Photos / Unsplash, supplied

F
rance’sRouteNationale7maynot
bewellknownbeyond itsborders,
butwithinFrance, it oncehelda
cultural statusakin toRoute66.
Running fromParis toMenton,on
theborderwith Italy, thishistoric

roadwas themainroute for thoseheading to the
sunnyMediterraneancoastduringsummer
holidays,hence itsnickname, theRoutede
Vacances.

In itsheyday in the50sand60s, itwasa journey
familiar to thousandsofFrench families, famous
for theroadsideeateries, scenery, and inevitable
traffic jams.Suchwas its cultural impact, the
roadwaseven immortalised inasong,Route
Nationale 7byCharlesTrenet,with its refrain
“we’reallhappyonNationale7!”.

Much likeRoute66, anetworkof speedy
highwayseventuallyrendered theRN7
redundant for long-distance travel in the1970s.
Yet, for thosewhobelieve it’s about the journey,
not just thedestination, thisoldrouteoffersa
leisurelyadventure throughFrance’sbest
scenery,villagesandwineregionsbefore
arrivingat theCoted’Azur.

It’snotall romanceof course.Be
warned,you’ll almost certainlyget
stuckbehindaslow-moving
tractor.Youwill pass through
dreary industrial estatesand
goaroundanendless
successionof roundabouts.
Butevenat itsmostprosaic,
there is joy tobehad in
quietlyploddingalonga
narrowroadrather than
hurtlingat 130km/hona
three-lanehighway.

Completistsmaywant to start
the journey inParis, butweelected
todoonly the southernhalf,

beginning inLyonandendingnearNice.Lyon
isanunderratedcitywithamixedreputation,
butwe found it relaxedandcharming inmost
partsandareal treat for food lovers—thecity
ishometo legendaryrestaurants suchasLaMere
BrazierandPaulBocuse.

WestayedatVillaMaia, a luxurioushotel on
thehilltopaboveLyon’sold townwithstunning
viewsof thecityand its twogreat rivers, the
RhoneandSaone.Onenight is enoughto see the

sights, so thenextmorningwepickedupour
rental car (there isa large rental centreat the
trainstation)andhit theroad.

It’snotalwayseasy to followtheold routeas
it’sno longercalled the“RN7”—butmybest
advice is tobreak thedrive into small chunks
andsetyoursatnav to“avoidmotorways”and
“avoid tolls”.Don’tworry toomuchif youstray
abithereand there; following theRN7 is less
aboutprecisionandmoreabout intention.



travel Tuesday, November 11, 2025 | 23

Pick up fresh produce from
Frenchmarkets in small
towns; vintage bottles of
wine fromChateauneuf-du-
Pape. Photos / Unsplash, 123rf

Orange is dominated by the ruins of its ancient
amphitheatre, one of the best preserved in
Europe; end your journey in Cote d’Azur;
below, the RN7 takes you through the Rhone
Valley. Photos / 123rf, Unsplash

Thestretch leavingLyon is in fact oneof
theeasierparts to follow—it’smarked
as the“N7”andyouareguidedbya
successionof famous towns:Vienne,
Valence,Orange,Avignon.Once free
ofLyon’s sprawl,we ignoredsigns for
theAutoroutewithgreat satisfaction
andsettled intoa slowpacealong the
single laneN7,passingsmallvillages,
flat open farmlandandroadside
restaurants,whichadmittedly looked
as thoughthey’d seenbetterdays.Still,
all partof thecharm.

Our first stopwasValence for lunchat
the threeMichelin-starredRestaurantPic,
whichhasbeen in the same family forover
acenturyand isnowrunbyAnne-
SophiePic, theonly female chef in
France tohave the three-star
accolade. It’s a restaurant
synonymouswith theRN7,
havingbeenmoved fromits
original location in the1950s
byAnne-Sophie’s
grandfatherAndre,
precisely to takeadvantage
of the trafficmaking its
waypast therestaurant.
Afterarrivingnearlyhalf
anhour late (itwasanearly
lesson in justhowslowthe
slowroadcanbe), theslight
stressof the journeymelted
awayamongst exquisitelycrafted
dishes suchasProvencal tomato
with lavender, and lambwithbergamot
mint.

SouthofValence, theN7reallybegins toshine
as the landscapeopensoutonbothsidesof the
road, filledwithgreenmeadowsand forests in
thedistance.Wetookasmall detour to thehilltop

villageofMarsanneandspent the
nightat thecuteboutiquehotel
Pantoufle, in theheart of the
village. In the lateafternoon,we
wandered thenarrowmedieval
streetsup toStFelixchurch,
then followedashadedwalking
pathoverlooking thevalley
below.

Thenextmorning,wecut
back to theN7andstoppedbriefly
inMontelimar, famous forbeing

thehomeofnougat.Although
shopssellingnougatwere

conspicuouslyabsent, the townwas
fullyalivewithaSaturdaymorning

market, andwestockedupon fresh local
strawberries, tomatoesandpeachesbefore

drivingon toOrange.
Oneof theroute’s essential stops, theroad
sweeps rightpast theRomanArcde
Triomphebefore leading into theheartof
town,dominatedby theruinsof its
ancientamphitheatre, oneof thebest
preserved inEuropeandwellwortha
visit.

Headingsouth, youenter theheart
of theRhoneValley,wherevineyards
dominate the landscape.Feeling the
vines’ sirencall,westopped forawine
tastingand touratLePrieuredesPapes

andwandered through thevineyards in the
lateafternoonsunbeforespending thenight

atLaMereGermaine, a legendaryhotel and
restaurant in theRhone’smost iconicwine
village,Chateauneuf-du-Pape.

Opened in1922,LaMereGermainewasonce
amust-stop for travellersheadingsouthalong
theRN7.Acentury later, it’sbeenrestoredby
theownerofLePrieuredesPapesandhas
reclaimed its formerglory, completewitha

Michelinstar.
Leaving theRhone, the roadcurves

southeastwardaway fromAvignon,as it trundles
throughtheheartofProvence.Aix-en-Provence
is the region’sbiggest cityandwellworthastop
for lunchandavisit to theoldstudioofCezanne,
thecity’smost famousson.Fromhere, theroad
(nowlabelledas theDN7)headseast througha
seriesof small towns thatwereonceat theheart
of theroute—Saint-Maximin-la-Sainte-Baume;
Brignoles; andLesArcs—manyofwhichstill
display the famousoldredandwhiteRN7road
markers.Westayed thenight in thepretty
medievalvillageofLesArcsand feastedon treats
likepateencrouteandrillettes fromthecounter
of the localbutcher.

FromLesArcs, the flat openexpansesof lush
vineyardsaregradually replacedbypine trees
andcraggymountainsas theroadwindsalong
precariouscliff edges (not for the faint-hearted)
to the sun-kissedpromised landof theCote
d’Azur.

Anyoneof itsbeach townscouldbeyour final
destination, fromglitzyCannes to the laid-back
townofTheoule-sur-Mer.Weheadeda little
furtheralong thecoast toCapd’Antibesandspent
our finalnightat thenewlyopenedVillaMirae,
a luxuriousyet low-keyhotel justaminute’swalk
fromthebeach.Wewalked therockypatharound
thecoastlineandswamintheclearblue
Mediterranean,beforesittingdowntodinnerat
thehotel’s restaurant,Amarines, runby
superstarchefMauroColagreco.

OverprawncarpaccioandaglassofProvence
rosé therewas time toreflect onwhetheroursix-
day journeyalong theRN7hadreallybeenworth
it—ultimately, theautoroutewouldhave taken
us fromLyontoCapd’Antibes in fivehours,but
wewouldhavemissedoutonsomuchalong the
way.OnRouteNationale 7, the journeyreally
is thedestination.


