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A walk to this fishing village suburb of Marseille was superb, as was dining at Chez Fonfon, which has served its bouillabaisse to locals since 1952.
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The Count of Monte Cristo was imprisoned in the famous Chateau d’If on the Mediterranean Sea.

Jane Mundy/Special to The Province

So, Marseille or Paris?
Makeover helps France’s second-largest city close the gap with the City of Lights
Jane Mundy
Special to The Province

Julia Child compared Marseille’s
hot noise to Paris’ cool sophistication.
When she lived there in the 1950s,
she described it as “a rich broth of
vigorous, emotional, uninhibited
life” — a veritable “bouillabaisse
of a city.” But the celebrated chef
wouldn’t recognize the second-largest city in France since the latest of
its many makeovers.
Once thought of by many as rough
and crude, Marseille was dubbed the
European Capital of Culture in 2013.
The city is fast catching up to Par-

is as a tourist destination and some
visitors say it surpasses the City of
Lights.
One thing Paris doesn’t have is the
Mediterranean.
With our charming skipper Jannick
at the helm, we sped past sun-baked
mountains (Child called them “rough
and ready”) and the famous Chateau
d’If — where the Count of Monte Cristo was imprisoned — to the Frioul
islands, about 15 minutes from the
Vieux Port. Diving into the sparkling
cool Mediterranean, jet lag instantly
washed away, it was hard to imagine
that hours ago we had just landed at
Paris’s Charles de Gaulle airport.
Jannick is also a history buff. Over

coffee on one of Frioul’s islands, he
narrated us back to 600 BC when an
ancient maritime empire was colonized, and about the time Parisians were still living in mud huts.
He jumped to 45 AD and Caesar
and on to the mid-1800s industrial
expansion.
We asked how his city compares
to Paris.
“Marseille is more laid back than
Paris except when it comes to football,” he said, laughing. “Fans go berserk — you might say there is some
rivalry.”
Sure, France’s oldest city has
changed, but some things — fortunately — stay the same. Tucked

into a gorgeous little fishing village,
Chez Fonfon has served its bouillabaisse to the locals since 1952. While
sipping a glass of Cassis, the waiter
brought to the table a platter with
the daily catch followed by another platter of four fishes that make up
the bouillabaisse.
It’s a tough choice, but the dish
was invented here. Afterward, we
strolled back to our hotel along the
promenade with ample places to sit.
It boasts the world’s longest bench,
according to the Guinness Book of
World Records.
The next day, we took a walking tour of both the ancient and
new Marseilles. By mid-day, it was

too hot to climb to the Basilique
Notre-Dame de la Garde to visit the
church’s interior and panoramic
view of the city, but even from a distance, it’s spectacular.
Instead, we had a leisurely lunch of
very fresh John Dory and sea bream
at Restaurant Le Poulpe, perfect for
watching boisterous fishmongers
selling their catch along the Vieux
du Port.
Child was spot-on when she said
“the extremely friendly Marseillais
liked to communicate at the top of
their lungs.” Here, too, is the fantastic
Norman Foster-designed Ombrière,
a huge structure that reflects images
of people walking beneath.
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Air France
a journey
of surprises

Buyers stay busy negotiating the daily catch during the early morning in Marseille’s Vieux Port.

Photos: Jane Mundy/Special To The Province

If you go . …

››
››

Air France flies direct Vancouver
to Paris. Check out special offers
from Canada at airfrance.ca
Hotel Sofitel Marseille Vieux
Port is perfectly located with
stunning views of the port and
monuments. The buffet breakfast, served on the seventh
floor, is exceptional.
sofitel.com/gb/hotel-0542sofitel-marseille-vieux-port/
index.shtml

Locals line up for
Kasra’s renowned
flatbread in the
Arab district
of Marseille.
The inner-city
suburbs are
still sketchy
and visitors are
warned to be
alert because
pickpockets are
rampant.

››

Localanque offers boat tours by
the half-day and evening cruises.
location-barques-marseille.
com
For more information,
visit ATOUT FRANCE at
ca.rendezvousenfrance.com

Marseille’s main attraction is the
new MuCEM, the Museum of European and Mediterranean Civilisations, which dominates the old harbour. This architectural marvel,
wrapped in a steel screen that suggests the shimmering sea surrounding it, is linked to the 17th-century

Fort Saint-Jean by an amazing footbridge. Plan to spend at least a few
hours here.
Not all of Marseille got a makeover.
Steeped in history, Le Panier was the
first site settled by the Greeks in 600
BC. It’s a vibrant and mainly working-class neighbourhood where nar-

row streets are seemingly joined by
washing lines above.
You can easily take a self-guided
walking tour by following enamelled
plaques set into the ground and see
the old town in an hour or two.
Here is the Hospice de la Charite.
Built by Louis XIV to house the

poor, the white-domed building
is now home to a macabre collection of mummified animals, shrunk
human heads and decorated skulls.
(Note: city museums close Mondays,
National museums close Tuesdays.)
We shopped for savon-de-Marseille
made from olive oil at the famous La

Sometimes, it’s the journey as well as
the destination. One of the best meals
and by far the best service I had on my
last trip to France was in Air France’s
business class. After perusing the menu,
I tossed jet lag to the wind and chose
the flight of wines. Surprisingly, flying
Air France business won’t necessarily
eat up your entire mortgage payment
— the airline offers some affordable
deals. But I flew economy comfortably
back to Vancouver. Regardless what
class your travel, genuine champagne
is served in flight at no extra charge.
And little tubs of ice cream are brought
around just before movie time.
For many travellers it is unthinkable
to visit France without Paris. Air France
offers a free stopover in Paris — either
coming or going — so you can visit two
destinations on the same journey.
With five flights a week direct from
Vancouver to Paris-Charles de Gaulle,
the Air France-KLM group now offers
the most flights between Europe and
Western Canada, with up to 72 weekly
flights and more connecting choices. If
you want to travel on a day not served
by Air France, its partner KLM flies to
most major cities and both airlines fares
can be combined at all times.
And Air France has a free app
compatible with all mobile devices
which makes check-in and boarding
easier. You can check flight schedules
and if needed, contact the airline
directly. Voilá!
Licorne soap factory. Be forewarned:
you’ll want another suitcase after
poking about Maison Empereur —
not your typical hardware store.
Nearby is the best “spice’n’souk”
area in France and an emporium
with row upon row of burlap sacks
containing every spice imaginable.
The inner city ’burbs are still sketchy
— the French Connection was filmed
here at more than one location. We
were warned to be alert because pickpockets are rampant, but we safely
strolled steep cobblestone streets and
darted around kids coming home
from school. Parents lined up at a noname bakery for Kasra’s renown flatbread and squabbled over the price
of melons at an outdoor market.
Although much of this area was
bombed, the Nazis spared some historic buildings such as the Hôtel de
Cabre, circa 1535 — and the Accoules
Church, which dates from the 14th
century. Here, too, is the majestic Hôtel Dieu, built as a hospital in
the 18th century and now a luxurious five-star hotel. Who needs Paris
when Marseilles has class and culture,
shopping and the sparkling sea?
The writer was a guest of Atout
France and Air France, neither of
which reviewed or approved this article before publication.

