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40 Travel
A weekend in . . .
Lille, France

‘A

bove Christ’s head, to
the right, there are two
flying saucers,” Julien,
our guide, says. I focus
on two grey smudges
on the stained-glass
window and admit that
if I squint they could be spaceships.
My daughter Natasha and I are told
that the modern rose window in the
cathedral in Lille, by the Polish artist
Ladislas Kijno, shows the Resurrection
and the span of life from the prehistoric
Lascaux cave paintings (denoted by an
orange hand print at the bottom of the
window) to mankind’s future in space
(the two grey smudges).
The cathedral, officially Basilica of
Notre Dame de la Treille, took more
than 150 years to complete, building
having been disrupted by wars and
economic hardship, which means it is
a surprising mix of old and new.
After an unpromising start — the
first thing we set eyes on when we
come out of the Eurostar terminal is the
enormous Westfield EuraLille shopping
centre — our weekend in Lille has been
a revelation. My interest in the city was
piqued when the funky Mama Shelter
hotel chain opened an offshoot here
in the summer. Why would the hip
customers attracted to Mama Shelter’s
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brand — think industrial chic, DJs and
street art — come to Lille, I wondered.
Previously I had known the city as
little more than a railway interchange
between London and Paris or Brussels.
However, it has a wealth of history,
a rich art scene, delicious cakes and
a sense of fun.
The first thing that you note as you
walk from the station into the old town
is the flamboyant Flemish architecture,
much of which wouldn’t look out of
place in the Belgian towns of Bruges
or Brussels. The food too is reminiscent
of the lowlands to the north —
moules-frites, craft beers and chocolate
feature prominently.
And the people, French or Flemish?
“When I am with someone who isn’t
French, I feel very French. When I am
with someone who is French, I feel very
Flemish,” Julien says. “That’s what it’s
like to be Lillois.”
And the town, like Julien, is both at
once. I snap a photo of the street sign
in Place aux Oignons next to which
someone has graffitied a picture of
Charles de Gaulle, who was born in the
city. We spend some time wandering the
streets trying to get a feel for the place.
One of the most beautiful buildings
is the Old Stock Exchange, which sits
between the extravagant Grand Place
and opera house. This imposing Flemish
construction, with ornate plaster scrolls
and statues, wraps around a central
courtyard that is home to a daily flea
market. We while away a little time
idly looking through old books, film
posters, postcards and maps.

Need to
know
Carol Lewis was a guest
of Mama Shelter
(mamashelter.com), the
Lille Office of Tourism
(lilletourism.com) and
Eurostar, which has
one-way tickets from
London St Pancras to Lille
from £59 (eurostar.com).

The Old Stock Exchange.
Right: La Piscine
Museum, Roubaix

Just along from here on Place du
Théâtre is the café Morel & Fils, famous
to the French as a location in the 2008
movie Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis (Welcome
to the Sticks). If you want to taste its
traditional northern French fare and the
house beer you may have to queue, such
is its popularity.
Instead we stand outside gazing

upwards. There, embedded in the façade,
are cannonballs — real cannonballs.
Some say they remain in situ from the
time of the 1792 Austrian invasion; more
likely is that they were placed there in
commemoration of the battle, which the
Lillois won.
Look closer and one cannonball is
pinker than you would expect; it has

been turned into a single pert breast
with a nipple pointing towards the opera
house opposite. It dates from when
Morel & Fils was a lingerie store.
One our favourite things about Lille is
the ease with which we can punctuate
our sightseeing with a sweet morsel to
keep us going. We wander down Rue de
la Monnaie, one of the oldest streets, and

pay a quick visit to the Hospice Comtesse,
a museum in a former medieval convent
and hospital. Then we promptly join the
queue at the tiny Aux Merveilleux de
Fred pâtisserie. A merveilleux is a
Belgian/northern French treat consisting
of meringue coated in whipped cream
and covered in chocolate flakes. It is
sticky, sweet and utterly irresistible.

A Lille City Pass gives
access to museums and
galleries from €31.50
(£27.50) for 48-hours and
includes public transport
(citypass.lillemetropole.fr).
Guided walking tours
of Lille old town, in
English, take place every
Saturday at 10.15am (€11,
organised by the tourist
board)

On Sunday morning there are markets
to explore in Place du Concert, Place des
Archives and Wazemmes. We head to the
last, a short metro ride from the centre. It
is a large sprawling indoor and outdoor
market where it is possible to buy
absolutely anything: fresh fish and meat,
fruit, spices, furniture, clothes, flowers or
just pull up a chair at one of the food
stalls and watch the world go by.
As you might expect from next year’s
World Design Capital there is no
shortage of art galleries. The Palais de
Beaux-Arts, not far from the market in
Wazemmes, is one of the largest galleries
in France, and you could easily spend an
entire afternoon here. I would urge you
to make time to head out to a slightly
more cultural attraction: La Piscine
Museum (swimming pool museum) in
the suburb of Roubaix.
It is an art gallery in a former
swimming pool and the appeal is as
much, if not more, about the place than
the exhibits. A strip of water the length
of the original Olympic-size pool forms
the focal point of the central sculpture
gallery. Upstairs textile, fashion and
ceramic exhibits are displayed in the
shells of the changing rooms.
As you wander around looking at the
art there is the occasional burst of noise
as recordings of children at the pool,
which closed in 1985, are played. Light
shines through the high semicircular
windows depicting sunrise and sunset
at either end, and casting a yellow and
orange glow — reminiscent of a flying
saucer — on to the water.
Carol Lewis

The luxury hotel

The five-star L’Hermitage Gantois, set
in a former convent, has 89 bedrooms,
many of which overlook the courtyards.
There are two restaurants, a spa and a
swimming pool. It’s about 15 minutes
from the old town. B&B rooms cost from
€169 (hotelhermitagegantois.com)

The budget hotel

The newest hotel in the Mama Shelter
chain, this striking modern bolt hole has
112 bedrooms and is a short walk from
the centre. The rooms have super-comfy
beds. There’s also a restaurant and
outside terrace. Room-only doubles cost
from €69 (mamashelter.com)

