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Travel

Medieval heart,
steampunk soul:
Jules Verne's arty
birthplace is still
futuristic, says
Sue Bryant

FRIDAY

Afternoon

Arty, edgy Namies, the birthplace of Jules
Verne, knows a thing or two about
reimvention. Onee France's busiest river
port, the city grew rich on slave-trading
and shipbuilding, but had o change tack
in 1987 after the last boatyard closed,
Three decades on, i°s a cool, lealy centre
of tech and design. This is where Parisians
want tolive; in fact, they're arriving in
drovves for an easier life on the banks

of the Loire, surrcunded by art and

cosy bistros where you can idle over a
three-course prix five menu with a glass
of local Muscadet for less than £20.

First up is the Chateau des Ducs de
Bretagme, former home o the kings of
France. This is a proper casthe, encircled
by chunky gramite rowers and a moat,
but cross the drawbridge and vou're ina
hi-tech museum that takes you through
the city’s history (E7; chateaunantes. fr).

Mext, wander through the medieval
quarter, where halt-fimbered buildings
cluster round the gothic carthedral. You
can’t get lost: a green line on the
pavement connects all the main sights,
Your destination is Place Graslin, for an
apéritifat La Cigale, a lavish art nouvean
hang-cut for power-lunchers and lovers
alike, with extravagant murals and potted
palms (£3 for a kir; lacigale com).

Evening

Book ahead for dinner in Les Chants
d"Aaril, tucked away in the Champs de
Mars quarter, Christophe Frangois and
his wife, Véronigue (two of those Parisians
who've escaped the capital) concoct a
“mvstery™ (hree-course menu:
exceptional value at £22.50. Just hope
the tarragon ice cream with raspberries
and creamy rice pudding is on when you
visit {leschantsdavril i1,

After dinner, stroll over o Le Licn
Unique, a biscuit factory that's been
comverted into an ares centre, with DJs
and bands in the evenings, and seating
that spills onto the waterfrone,

SATURDAY

Morning

To the covercd market on Rue Talensac
fior supplies. Stock up on crispy baguettes
from La Petite Boulangerie, cheeses from
Beillevaire and tiny stuffed peppers from
La Boire & Pares, Then head across town
to the wonderful Musée d'Arts de
Nantes, which reopened last week after a
Six-year, EFam renovation (10 Bue Georges
Clemenceaw; £7; museedartsdenantes.fr).
There's a new wing, the Cube, ¢lad in
tramslucent marble and housing pieces by
Ficasso and Monet.

Mext door, the Jardin des Plantes is
full of exotic specimens brought back by
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WHERE TO STAY
"rouse, opposite the

Tour Bretagne, blends
comfort and minimalist
chile, with stripped-back
wooden Hoars and
white stcco walks.
Doubles start at 99
{hotel-laperousefr).
i try the quirky Hétel
Pommeraye, right by
the Passage Pommeraye
shopping mall; doubles
start at £61, or book
e of the “Artist”
rooms, from E80; MNo
309 has a circular bad
[hotel-pommearaya.com).

July and August are
the busiest months,

when the whole city gets
into party mode for the
spectacular Vovage 3
Mantes arts festival
(levoyageanantes.fr).

GETTING THERE

Fly direct ta Mantes

from Gatwick, Bristol,
Liverpool or Lutan and
Bristol with easylet
(eazviet.com) When yvou
arrive, buy a Pass Mantes
card, which offers free
public transport, entry to
MCSt MUSEUms, a cruise
on the River Erdre and
shopping discounts

[£31 for 48 hours;
nantes-toursme.com).
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sailors returning from the tropics in the
1th century. After exploring the ornate
greenhouses, have a picnic on one of
the sunny lawns or grab a spot on the
Café de I'Orangerie’s wisteria-draped
rerrace {mains from £9).

Afternoon

Time to explore the city's elegant squares
and boulevards. The Passage Pommeraye
is a graceful 19th-century arcade filled
with designer clothing stores. Nantes is
packed with chocolare shops, a legacy of
the cocoa, coffee and sugar thar used w
be landed here: follow vour nose to
Debotté, an institution for more than 160
vears, and enjoy a free sample.

lle Feydeau, no longer an island since
the Loire was diverted in the 192905, is an
enclave of grand mansions that once
housed the city's wealthy shipbuilders,
Look for the mascaron over every window:
a stone mask depicting the personality or
desires of the owner,

Nearhwy, on (Quai de Ia Fosse, is the
Mémorial de I"abolition de esclavage,
a sobering momuoment to the victims of
the Atlantic slave trade and those who
sought o abolish it You walk through a
runnel, reading the words of BEob Marley,
Martin Luther King and others inscribed
in stone.

Evening
Tonight, head ro Pickles, where the
kocals can't get enough of the imaginative
dishes created by a roshif, no less.
Dominic Quirke uses only lscal
ingredients, and the three-course evening
menu is a steal ar M0, plus £10 for

two glasses of wine, Om my visit,

diners were feasting on organic lamb,

stuffed octopus, foie gras and
asparagus (pickles-restaurant.com).

Mext, whizz up to the 32nd Aoor of the
Tour Bretagne, the tallest building in
tovwen. Here, a giant white stork forms the
centrepiece of a bonkers bar, Le Mid (“the
nest”), with chairs and tables shaped like
boiled eggs. The lights of the city stretch
oul below and, at weekends, D)s play
anything from chillowt to techno (beers
from E2.50; www. lenidnantes.com),

SUNDAY

Morning

Cross the footbridee to the e de Nantes,
where Jules Verne meets Leonardo da
Vinci at Les Machines de l'ile - more
mad inventor's workshop than theme
park. A 40ft mechanical elephant, which
can carry 50 people, marches around,
blowwing spray from its trunk; creepy sea
creatures, among them a giant squid and a
rootiy angler fish, rotate on . mulistorey
carousel; and prerodactyl-like herons
“fiy™ inside a hangar, carrving passengers
in baskets (£7,.50; lesmachines-nantes. fr).

Afterwards, follow the green line past
avant-garde architecture: an office block
adorned with a super-sized vellow tape
measure, and the Manny building, draped
in aluminium netting, Back across the
bridge, there™s just time to hop on the
Mawibus ferry and head for Trentemoult,
on the south bank. Once a Ashing village,
it’s now a boho neighbourhood of brightly
painted terraced houses,

Drop into La Civelle, a bustling
waterside bistro, for a final slurp of
Atlantic oysters before yvou head to the
airport (mains from E£16; lacivelle.com).

Zwe Bryamnt was a guest of easylet amd
the Vovage d Nontes festival, which
ris froen Sateorcday until August 27
flevovageanantes.fr)




