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he midday sun was shining as I
stared around the circular
“square” of Place Graslin. In the
middle, a ground-level fountain
bubbled sporadically. A few small children
were running over and back across it, trying
to time their run and not get soaked. Around
the fountain was a ring of green art-decostyle street lights that looked like some kind
of beautiful bionic trees.
“It’s all part of the gradual pedestrianisation of the city centre,” explained our
guide Sandrine, as we stared around. “The
pace of change in Nantes is very dynamic.”
The ornate opera house Théâtre Graslin —
open to the public to visit all through the day
— dominated the northern side.
She went on to tell us how the first pedestrian street in Nantes city centre was met
with fierce local opposition. How will people
get here? How will the deliveries arrive? But
since then, everyone has learned from experience the pedestrian streets are the ones
where people want to be, where they can
relax and where they will do most of their
spending. It’s good for business and it’s good
for the psychological well-being of the city.
Welcome to one of the most vibrant cities
in France, if not all of Europe and run by Socialists for almost 30 years. In the late 1980s,
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Nantes was on its knees. The former capital
of Brittany (it hasn’t been since the 1950s,
but you still see graffiti telling you otherwise) was the centre of military ship-building for several decades and when the shipyards finally closed, it looked like the only
future was a disastrous one.
They hadn’t counted on the spirit of the
Nantais. Under the guidance of miraclemayor Jean-Marc Ayrault, the city went
about the business of transforming its millions of square feet of industrial wasteland
into creative space.
This was no hippy dream, but a serious
undertaking that has made the place profitable once more and which has turned
Nantes into one of the most sought-after
cities in France, regularly featuring on lists
of the best places to live in the world.
You can see many examples of this creative and innovative spirit, such as the former LU biscuit factory overlooking what was
once a branch of the River Erde and which is
now a café and multiple-age-group fun
hangout (have you ever played 3-D basketball?), or the Pizzeria down at the Hangar à
Bananes which bills itself as the largest in
the world.
The ultimate example, however, is the Ile
des Machines. Here, a team of creative (and
maybe just a tad unhinged) people make



moving mechanical creatures. You can visit
the workshop and try riding a mechanical
ant or mount a mechanical worm or gaze at
a mechanical pterodactyl. The pièce de resistance, however, is the over-sized mechanical elephant that stalks around the grounds
of the place which once produced French
warships. He even squirts water at passersby as he goes along.
The lively city centre is largely reconstructed since the war but it has a spacious
buzzing core around the afore-mentioned
Place Graslin, Place Royale and the wide oblong square at Place du Commerce. The
large terraces spill out onto an area where
banks and offices used to be but now the
grand buildings are filled with great shopping and gorgeous food. There’s a strong
vibe of Celtic-meets-Gallic culture, dominated by plenty of youthful citizens.
Culturally speaking, the city that gave the
world Jules Verne fairly sparkles with creativity. As part of the great push to get
people to visit, the Voyage à Nantes (Journey to Nantes) project commissioned a
whole series of astounding large-scale art
projects to get people to appreciate their city
and their estuary. Between here and the Atlantic Ocean 45km away, there are several
pieces of art set up along the length of the
Loire.

The idea is to visit them all in a car. When
you stop at each one, you look, think and appreciate a the beauty and history of where
you’re standing.
One of my favourites was the one that
looks like a house that has been swept away
in a ﬂood and run aground in the estuary.
There’s also a full-sized yacht bending over
a pier trying to escape the boat graveyard
and get back out to sea.
Back in Nantes, the Voyage à Nantes
people came up with the clever notion of
painting a green line on the ground that you
follow to take you all around the city to the
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Discover Travel offers a family package to
Thailand that’s available immediately and up to
July 6 or from August 15 to October 31 with a
choice of departure airports: Cork, Shannon or
Dublin.
The 12 night package comes in at €4,059 for a
family of four: two adults and two children
(teenagers included) and the Phuket base will
be the four star Kata Palm Resort and Spa.
Bookings must be made before March 31.
Details on 021-4635440 or email: worldwide@discovertravel.ie
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Carr Golf is to run the World Links Invitational
Pro Am between September 26 and October 1
comprising five rounds of golf in Dooks, Killarney, Tralee, Waterville and two rounds at Ballybunion.
The event is based at the five-star Europe Hotel
and includes a programme of evening receptions, dinner functions and the field will consist
of ten eight person teams (1 PGA Pro and
seven amateurs).
Information: Tel 01-8226662, email:
events@carrgolf.com or www.carrgolf.com
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places and sites worth seeing. It makes a circular route so you can’t get lost — just follow the line and it will take you past all the
cool spots, best monuments and churches. It
also brings you past many of the newer attractions, such as the underground Memorial to the Abolition of Slavery.
Finally, for wandering around at night,
the Bouffay district to the south and west of

the Château des Ducs is the mediaeval
centre that’s perfect for moseying from bar
to restaurant and back to bar.
This part of town comes alive at night and
is crammed with Mexican eateries, Breton
creperies, Irish pubs and French mid-range
dining… and if you can fit all that in over
one weekend, you move faster than the pace
of change in Nantes.

Fancy taking afternoon tea in a castle?
Well, Devonshire cream tea will be served during the ‘Devonshire Day’ this year on Sunday,
March 20 at Lismore Castle.
Guests to the castle on the day can take a
unique opportunity to enjoy afternoon tea in
the Pugin Room and experience a preview tour
of the castle’s Spring Gardens.
Entrance is by ticket only (available from the
Immrama office and Lismore Heritage Centre
for €20).
For further enquiries and bookings contact
058-53803, 058-54975 or see facebook.com/
lismoreimmrama
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Abbey Travel is offering a two night package for

(QMR\DIWHUQRRQWHDDW/LVPRUH&DVWOH
3LFWXUH'HQLV0LQLKDQH
Ireland’s first game against Sweden in Paris on
June 13 priced from €699 plus €70 tax. The
package includes flights, airport transfers and
two nights accommodation in a three-star city
centre hotel.
Abbey Travel is also offering day trips to the
Sweden game and to the games against Belgium in Bordeaux on June 18, and Italy in Lille
on June 22, starting from €550 inclusive.
Call 01-8047102, email sports@abbeytravel.ie
or visitwww.abbeytravel.ie.
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A country that’s opening up to widespread
tourism after years of isolation, Burma is now
fast becoming a must-visit destination.
The Travel Department now offers a 12 night
holiday to include flights, accommodation,
transfers and excursions, leaving from Dublin
on October 1 and coming in from €2,929.
Those participating will stay in quality central
hotels and take part in a number of specified
tours.
Telephone: 01-6371650; www.traveldepartment.ie/highlights-of-burma-holiday
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taurant with a strong “nest” theme going on.

CityJet (www.cityjet.com) has a new direct
weekly summer service from Cork starting on
June 18 . Aer Lingus (www.aerlingus.com) fly
direct from Dublin during the summer.
For the longer way down, take the ferry from
Cork to Roscoff (www.brittanyferries.ie).
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The Okko Hôtel Nantes Château (www.nanteschateau.okkohotels.com) aims to upend the
smart hotel experience for the better: No reception desk, no meeting room, no lobby — just a
relaxed living space, including a kitchen area
where guests can snack together in a kind-of
high-end hostel experience conducive to conversation with fellow guests. I liked it. It’s also
right in the heartbeat of Nantes and only a
stone’s throw from its impressive Château des
Ducs.
For a splash-out, try the Radisson Blu (www.radissonblu.com). Formerly the law courts, it’s a
palatial space with enough quirk and avantgarde touches to keep you staring around all
day. It’s also very luxurious and close to all the
action.
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Take the lift to the top floor of Nante’s 32-storey
La Tour de Bretagne, from where you can get a
bird’s eye view of the city from Le Nid — a res-

Try a trip out of town to see some of the vineyards in this revived wine region whose star
wine is the highly glug-able Muscadet. For
tours, check out www.levignobledenantes- tourisme.com.
For shopping, browse the turn-of-the-century
Passage Pomeray, a beautiful multi-level shopping centre based on the Parisian indoor arcades. Delicatessens, chocolatiers, cake
shops, and clothes shops abound around here.
If you really like the river, try the sunset cruise
(www.bateaux-nantais.fr) with dinner that glides
along Nantes’ other river (the Erde), past wildlife
and chateaux nestled in the trees.
Where to eat
For eclectic good food at reasonable rates in a
relaxed atmosphere in town, try the Irish-owned
Beckett’s Canteen on 3 Rue Guépin (+33
2.40.48.76.46). La Civelle (www.lacivelle.com)
in the former fishing village of Trentemoult offers
smashing seafood just minutes from central
Nantes via the Navibus ferry. In La Cigale
(www.lacigale.com), the experience is more upmarket, more for the exquisite belle-époque
décor than for the food itself, but definitely a
place not to miss in Nantes.
I Visit www.nantes-tourisme.com for more.
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