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This Low-Key, Bicycle-Filled French Island Is Where You
Should Unwind this Falll

BY JO RODGERS
Hovanber 4, 2024
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OFF the windswept western coast of France, around two and a half hours by car north of
Bordeaux, the lle de Ré is often invoked as Europe’s answer to Martha's Vineyard:
ourdoorsy, a litde Ia-di-dah, and a watering hole for city-dwellers on holiday,
particularly during the summer. The oceanic climare is mild and breezy year-round,
hewever, so if you arrive in August pulling a suitcase of swimwear, you might spend an
entire trip beneath your beach towel. But in the autumn, ence the crowds thin, the
pilm—;[ippl.ed island becomes a haven of clear crn:ling trails (over GO miles of well-tended

pal|15] and ].mming sk!r SUNSETS,
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The scenery is the big-ticket draw: weathered harbor towns and ride-up oyster huts,
sandy beaches popular with kitesurfers, and vineyards of Ugni Blanc grapes, used for
making Cognac. Much of the interior landscape is covered in salt marshes, and you'll
see honesty-box sea salt shops throughout the island. The restaurants are come-as-you-
are and the nightlife is scant, but if your idea of a vacation is an ocean view and a stretch

of the legs, here are the places to know abour on the fle de Ré.

Where to Stay

olel de Toiras
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Ser directly on the harbor in Saint-Martin-de-Ré, a photogenic port town surrounded
by centuries-old stone ramparts (built to stymie British invasions), Hotel de Toiras runs
through several historic buildings that have been spliced rogether, including a 17th-
century shipbuilder’s house and an 1 1th-cenury wower (adapred into a cireular reading
nook in the George Washington suite). The interiors are a pacan to nautical good raste,
decked with antique oil portraits, brass chandeliers, and white wainscotting. Eighteen
bedrooms are traditional, many with crown canopics and chingz, and some with
spectacular harbor views over the tidal quay. An interior courtyard blooms with chin-
high hydrangeas and Chinese plumbago, and there are cases of Chateau Clarisse, a
winery in Berdeaux run by the owners of the hotel, stacked in the creamy ltalian marble
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the moored sailboats bob from the terrace.

BOOK HOW

a Clarisse
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A five-minute walk south of Hotel de Toiras and the wharf, on a neat, cobbled
backstreet, Villa Clarisse feels like a home rather than a business, and is often booked by

travelers on lenger trips. Nine rooms and suites are spread throughout an 18th-century
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behind the house, with a swimming peol and spa at the end of the lawn. There isnt a

restaurant on ™y I.‘I.It a iiOI'I'IK'ﬂ E!.'-illl']t' l&i(i.'l'li‘l'l urns out ]'IU'L iJIL‘de:lS[! on a wulkhom‘

Lacanche, and there’s a self-service bar in the evenings (just write down what you
uil a

are light and uncluwered: beadboard, whitewashed walls with woeden beams and stone

poun.-d and c|u."\"|| bill you later). In |-:;';'p'|1g with the tran osphere, the interiors

accents, and gauzy curtains that drift on the wind.

BOOK HOW

Where to Eat
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Le Serghi

A siylish bistro set alongside the Clemenceau quay, Le Serghi has a sophisticated,

ingredient-led menu focused on provenance—il you're interested, they'll fill you

he chef-ocwner,

exactly who baked your bread and I'omgcd vour girolles.

']'rwlgt'u. had a lauded career in Paris before apening the restaurant in 2021 :t[unpidc



hiis wife, Marie Tredgeu-Foulon. The rerrace out front has an expansive view of the
harbor: it's a great perch for watching the sun go down.,

This near-as-a-pin delicatessen opened in Saint-Clément-des-Baleines, on the western
side of the island, in 2023, and became the go-to place for picnic supplies. Cyele over
with a basker on your arm o pick up berber de Prosence potato salad, stuffed romaroes,
and chocolate chip cookies with black sesame. There's a good selection of wine for
akevway oo (bring your own corkscrew).

George's Restaurant

The suntrap terrace restaurant at Hortel de Toiras is arranged so that guests can warch
the tide wash in and out, with low white sofas facing the wharf and dining tables under
oversized umbrellas. Plcjlly of hotel EUCSTS eat there dail}'. but the attractive situation
makes it a destination for people all over the island. The food is refined—escargor, foie
Bras, lobster ravioli—but the service is relaxed and :cmmlimdalillg. No one will rush
you if you want to linger over your baba awe b with a far book.

What to Do
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Rent a Bicvele

Om the first moming after you arrive, walk over to the nearest bicycle rental place
(they're a dime a dozen) and reserve one for the duration of your wrip. Much of the
island is not accessible by car. and a bicycle is the best means of getting around and
exploring. Though the terrain on the [le de Ré is mosily flar, spring for an electric bike:
vou'll be grateful for the extra juice at the end of a long day. Make sure you've got a lock

and a roomy fromt basket too.

Explore the Oyster Huts

Owster farming is a major industry on the island, and of course, people have favorite
spors—La Cabane Océane in La Flote-en-Ré is usually the fiest place our af anybody's
nvouth—but the ideal hut is ussally the one you happen to be passing when the meod
strikes. The northern coast and marshes are especially rich in oysver shacks; you'll see
them dimcll}' next to the qﬂ:lc pﬁ.tlls. often with simp]c ﬁ:i]ding tables and chairs set our,
and bicycles piled by the entrance. Some of the restaurants are only open in the
summer, so it’s worth checking ahead if you have your eye on somewhere specific. Look
for the oyster vending machines, too (the oysters are sold closed, so be prepared 10
shuck).

Wine Tasting

There are over 1500 acres of vines on the island, pmducing a wide variety of wine,



Pineau (a regional fortified wine), and Cognac. Domaine Arica, located just outside of
Loix, produces organic wines in view of the ocean—its an unusually pretey setting, and
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https://www.vogue.com/article/ile-de-re-france-guide

